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Abstract 21 

Dragon boat offers an opportunity to increase physical activity (quantity participation) in breast 22 

cancer survivors; however, quality participation experiences have yet to be explored. Quality 23 

participation is one’s subjective perceptions and experiences. While there is evidence to suggest 24 

dragon boat may offer a quality experience, further exploration is needed. Purpose: Guided by a 25 

conceptual framework to promote a positive, quality experience in parasport context, the purpose 26 

was: (a) to explore strategies that are used to foster elements of quality participation in dragon 27 

boat teams for breast cancer survivors and (b) to understand the context in which these strategies 28 

are implemented within these teams (i.e., quality participation conditions). Materials and 29 

methods: After completing a guiding questionnaire, current and previous leaders on dragon boat 30 

teams completed a structured, follow-up telephone interview. Transcripts were thematically 31 

analyzed inductively and deductively mapped onto a framework. Results: Leaders fostered 32 

quality participation through elements of challenge and mastery and conditions of the social and 33 

physical environments. Facilitating strategies included creating friendly competition, using social 34 

media to celebrate success, creating mentorship opportunities and being outside, respectively. 35 

Conclusions: Future research is encouraged to explore identified strategies for consistency to 36 

gain a clearer understanding of quality experiences within dragon boat.  37 
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Introduction 44 

 Following diagnosis and treatment for breast cancer, many breast cancer survivors, 45 

defined from the time post-diagnosis to end of life [1] live with debilitating physical and 46 

psychological effects including decreased physical functioning, range of motion, and increased 47 

depression and anxiety [2,3]. Physical activity (PA; i.e., exercise and sport) is one method to 48 

cope with these effects. PA is associated with improved physical [4–6] and psychological health 49 

and greater social support [6,7] in breast cancer survivors. Despite associated health benefits, 50 

many breast cancer survivors are not engaging in PA. This is unfortunate given that the 51 

opportunity to fully participate in PA can be beneficial for rehabilitation and adjustment to life 52 

following diagnosis and treatment for breast cancer. 53 

 Participation in PA can be conceptualized with two distinct dimensions: quantity, the 54 

amount of time spent doing an activity [8], and quality, one’s subjective perceptions and 55 

experiences [9]. Currently, efforts are focused on promoting PA so that breast cancer survivors 56 

engage in more PA (i.e., quantity); however, few efforts aim to promote quality experiences 57 

likely because such experiences are not well understood. A recent configurative review identified 58 

six elements of quality participation [10] including: autonomy (having independent choice, and 59 

control) belongingness (experiencing a sense of belonging to a group; acceptance/respect from 60 

others; included at interpersonal or societal levels), challenge (feeling appropriately challenged), 61 

engagement (engaged in the activity; motivated; focused, involved; experiencing flow), mastery 62 

(experiencing achievement/competence/sense of accomplishment; self-efficacy) and meaning 63 

(contributing toward obtaining a personal or socially meaningful goal; feeling a sense of 64 

responsibility to others). Since the review, research in exercise settings for persons with physical 65 

disabilities has identified validation (feeling important, valued, supported, and worthy of 66 



 

 

experiencing a high level of service in the PA program) as a potential seventh element that may 67 

foster quality experiences [11]. Validation may also be relevant for breast cancer survivors as 68 

previous qualitative explorations in the context of PA and breast cancer survivorship have noted 69 

that participants derive value and support from being surrounded by others who have a shared 70 

experience of cancer [12,13]. 71 

 Further to the identification of factors important to quality participation, Evans and 72 

colleagues (2018) have proposed a hierarchical framework for parasport. The precursors that 73 

have been identified in parasport as necessary for a quality experience include the physical 74 

environment (the physical and structural components of the sport setting and its surrounding 75 

community), within the activity (the nature of the sport activity itself; ‘activities’ are shaped by 76 

the given sport and its rules, competitive level, as well as coaches or others responsible for 77 

designing the sport environment) and the social environment (the personal relationships formed 78 

with peers, coaches, and family along with others in parasport and the surrounding societal 79 

attitudes toward sport). Thus, offering a guide for those in a leadership role (e.g., coaches, 80 

program providers and other leaders) to facilitate quality experiences in their athletes. The 81 

hierarchical framework developed by Evans and colleagues [14] has yet to be applied in a sport 82 

context for populations outside of persons with disability and parasport, as a result, it is unknown 83 

if the constructs will hold in another sport context.    84 

 Within the context of parasport and PA for persons with disability, those in leadership 85 

roles facilitate subjective perceptions of autonomy and mastery. Specifically, athletes perceive 86 

increased disability-related knowledge (i.e., mastery) when coaches work collaboratively with 87 

them [15]. Similarly, through specific instruction and coaching, leaders can facilitate feelings 88 

autonomy and competence (i.e., mastery) in athletes [15]. In contrast, breast cancer survivors 89 



 

 

discussed preferences for receiving social support and networking (i.e., belongingness) and 90 

personal fulfillment (i.e., meaning) following a group-based PA program [16]. Currently, there is 91 

a dearth of literature examining the role of leaders in the context of PA for breast cancer 92 

survivors. Understanding their roles may offer insight on how to promote a quality PA 93 

experience and result in prolonged PA engagement.  94 

One sport that has become popular among breast cancer survivors is dragon boat. A 95 

dragon boat is a long, canoe-like boat with 20 paddlers, a drummer at the head and a steersperson 96 

at the tail of the boat. Dragon boat is suitable for breast cancer survivors as it is a repetitive 97 

activity with a low risk for injury and can be easily adapted for different abilities [17]. Dragon 98 

boat for breast cancer survivors may be an appropriate context to examine both elements and 99 

conditions of quality participation. Breast cancer survivors on dragon boat teams have discussed 100 

perceptions of social support and camaraderie, skill development and self-efficacy as salient 101 

outcomes of the sport in previous qualitative examinations [13,18,19]. The reported experiences 102 

are similar to belongingness and mastery elements described by Evans and colleagues (2018); 103 

however, it is unknown if these elements are salient to quality participation experiences in breast 104 

cancer survivors. Additionally, similar to parasport contexts, dragon boat is a sport where 105 

participation experiences can be transformed to meet the needs of breast cancer survivors. In 106 

particular, intensity of paddling can be adjusted for an individual’s physical capabilities and 107 

positive psychosocial outcomes have been reported from dragon boat [18].  108 

 Dragon boat is also unique since women in leadership roles including coaches, team 109 

leaders and administrators, often have experience with cancer (i.e., as a survivor or working 110 

directly with survivors) and dragon boat (i.e., as a former or current athlete) and, thus, offer 111 

unique perspectives as both dragon boat leaders and participants. Currently, little is known about 112 



 

 

how leaders may foster quality participation experiences in breast cancer survivors on dragon 113 

boat teams. Identifying the strategies that can be used to create positive subjective experiences in 114 

dragon boat teams would guide leaders to delivering full participatory experiences, ultimately 115 

enhancing PA maintenance, and thus health benefits, among breast cancer survivors. 116 

Accordingly, the purposes of this study were (a) to explore strategies that are used to foster 117 

elements of quality participation in dragon boat teams for breast cancer survivors and (b) to 118 

understand the context in which these strategies are implemented within these teams (i.e., quality 119 

participation conditions). 120 

Methods and Methodology 121 

 The current investigation used a sequential mixed-methods study design with an online 122 

questionnaire followed by a structured interview.  123 

Philosophical orientation 124 

 To understand the leaders’ experience within different dragon boat teams, a constructivist 125 

paradigm with a relativist ontology and subjectivist epistemology was adopted [20,21]. From 126 

this, multiple realities must be acknowledged as the interactions between different leaders and 127 

interviewer (HS) are socially constructed. Further, the knowledge constructed is relative to each 128 

leaders’ personal experiences. It is also recognized that the interviewer, coder (AF) and 129 

participants cannot be separated from their previous knowledge on exercise, sport and breast 130 

cancer. As a result, interpretations of data are considered partial as they are subjective to the 131 

different contexts they were collected and analyzed.  132 

 As the work is operating under a constructivist paradigm, the experiences and expertise 133 

of the researchers need to be acknowledged. AF holds a PhD in exercise science and is a 134 

professor in population science at a cancer center with 9 years of research experience in PA and 135 



 

 

breast cancer survivorship. At the time of data collection, HS was an upper year undergraduate 136 

research student with experience in PA promotion for persons with disability and breast cancer 137 

survivors. KK is a graduate student with research experience in developing community-based PA 138 

programs for breast cancer survivors. CS is a professor in exercise and health psychology with 139 

over 15 years of experience in PA and cancer. JT is a professor in PA promotion and knowledge 140 

translation for persons with physical disabilities and cancer.  141 

Participants and procedures  142 

 Following ethical approval from the host institution, 25 dragon boat teams from the host 143 

institution province were identified using Google Advanced Search with the following 144 

keywords: breast cancer, dragon boating, and province of the host institution. An additional grey 145 

literature search and targeted website search of the provincial cancer care agency and the 146 

Canadian Cancer Society was conducted to ensure a comprehensive search. Dragon boat teams 147 

were eligible if they were: (a) a dedicated dragon boat-only team, (b) offered to breast cancer 148 

survivors primarily, (c) operated in the province of the host institution and (d) had at least one 149 

person in a leadership role, either current or from a previous season, who could read and 150 

converse in English. Teams were recruited by emailing the team captain or executive member 151 

(i.e., individual in a leadership role) as listed on their website. The email contained a link to the 152 

study which included the consent form and a questionnaire. Teams that did not respond were sent 153 

two reminder emails spaced one week apart before ceasing communications. From the 25 154 

identified teams, N = 7 teams agreed to participating in the current study. Reasons for not 155 

participating included: did not respond despite multiple attempts (n = 14), no longer an active 156 

team (n = 2), could not be reached (n = 1) and did not wish to participate (n = 1). Interested 157 

teams were asked to nominate one or two participants to complete the study who were either a 158 



 

 

leader (e.g., coach, team captain, executive team member) or a leader from a previous season 159 

(i.e., they are now current athletes). Allowing leaders from a previous season to participate 160 

offered teams flexibility as current leaders may be busy preparing for the upcoming season. 161 

Leaders from a previous season were asked to answer questions as an athlete, which allowed for 162 

additional perspectives of strategies used to foster quality experiences to be examined.  Informed 163 

consent was obtained from all nominated participants prior to study commencement. Participants 164 

completed an online questionnaire prior to scheduling a 45- to 60-minute follow-up structured 165 

interview over the phone. Phone interviews were conducted by a trained undergraduate student 166 

(HS). Training included two mock interviews with two co-authors with experience interviewing 167 

leaders and breast cancer survivors (KK and JT).  Seven participant interviews were conducted 168 

from January to March 2018. Participants were compensated for their time with a $10 for 169 

completing the questionnaire and a $25 gift card for completing the interview.  170 

Measures 171 

 Questionnaire. A questionnaire was developed for the purposes of the study with items 172 

that collected information about strategies that leaders may use to foster quality participation. A 173 

list of 66 strategies that could be used to foster quality participation in community-based exercise 174 

programs for persons with physical disabilities [11] was modified for the dragon boat for breast 175 

cancer survivors context. Strategies and examples were adjusted to ensure applicability of these 176 

strategies to breast cancer survivors on dragon boat teams; for example, a strategy definition was, 177 

invite participants to give their input on the development of their exercise routine with an 178 

original example of, when creating a program, ask the participants questions about their 179 

preferences, such as which machines they like and which they do not. The strategy was modified 180 

to, invite participants to give their input on the development of their program session with a 181 



 

 

modified example of, when creating a practice schedule, ask participants about their 182 

preferences, such as which drills they like or skills they want to practice. Participants were asked 183 

to indicate whether they use each of the 66 strategies in the delivery of their dragon boat program 184 

(e.g., yes or no or not applicable). Data were used solely for the purposes to inform follow-up 185 

structured interviews. As such, the results section will focus on qualitative findings, only. Refer 186 

to Supplemental File 1 for questionnaire.   187 

 Interview guide. A structured interview guide was developed from previous research 188 

using the quality parasport participation framework [14] and associated strategies [11], as well as 189 

a casebook examining PA programs for breast cancer survivors [22]. Questions were developed 190 

for each quality participation element to elicit how strategies were implemented and to 191 

understand the team’s experiences in using different strategies (e.g., We are looking to expand 192 

the quality participation framework to other populations. How do you think quality participation 193 

might differ between your program and traditional exercise programs for breast cancer 194 

survivors?). The questionnaire responses (i.e., frequency of strategy use) were used to tailor the 195 

order in which elements were discussed for each responding team. For example, the elements 196 

targeted by the most commonly-reported strategies were discussed first (e.g., In the survey, I 197 

noticed that a lot of your practices target belongingness, which is defined as feeling a sense of 198 

belonging or acceptance into a group. Why do you think that might be?), followed by elements 199 

targeting strategies that were not used at all, followed by elements targeting strategies that were 200 

less frequently used. Additionally, questionnaire responses led to development of specific 201 

questions were asked about barriers and facilitators for team participation (e.g., In the survey, it 202 

was listed that recruitment is a factor that makes it difficult for members to participate in your 203 

program. Please tell me more about this barrier. Please describe any other general facilitators 204 



 

 

or things you think support participants’ regular participation in your program.). Similarly, 205 

prompts were tailored based on each team’s questionnaire responses. The interview guide was 206 

pre-tested with two co-authors (HS and KK) who have experience in research on PA promotion 207 

for clinical populations (e.g., breast cancer survivors and persons with physical disabilities). 208 

Refer to Supplemental File 2 for interview guide.  209 

Data analyses 210 

 Interviews were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim. Transcripts were checked 211 

against recordings for accuracy. Pseudonyms were used to ensure participant anonymity. 212 

Transcripts were analyzed inductively using thematic analysis [23–25]. Transcripts were read 213 

multiple times for data familiarity. Quotations served as units of analysis. Initial code generation 214 

used an inductive approach to identify, code and organize themes. Themes were then deductively 215 

coded and mapped onto the quality parasport participation framework [14] and validation 216 

element [11]. Themes that did not deductively map onto the framework were kept as additional 217 

strategies. Revision of themes through collapsing, separating or deleting was conducted through 218 

two critical friend sessions between two researchers (AF and JT [26]). Critical friend sessions 219 

allow for a trusted individual to ask questions, and offer critiques and interpretations of the data 220 

through a different lens [26]. For example, one theme labelled intrinsic motivation was thought 221 

be separate from the framework. However, upon discussion, it was determined that the theme 222 

was not distinct enough from challenge element and was revised. Strategies to foster quality 223 

participation in the dragon boat setting were operationalized from the interview data rather than 224 

the initial strategy list on the online questionnaire (see Supplemental File 1). Data analyses were 225 

conducted without the use of qualitative analysis software. 226 



 

 

To ensure methodological rigor and study quality, in addition to critical friend sessions, 227 

Braun and Clarke’s 15-point checklist for conducting thematic analysis [23], a recent review on 228 

methodological rigor [27] and universal criteria for high quality qualitative research [28] were 229 

used. Specifically, Smith and McGannon [27] encourage researchers to apply different quality 230 

techniques and criteria while remaining flexible  as to not be bound by said techniques and 231 

criteria. For example, as guided by Braun and Clarke’s checklist [23], to ensure rigor during 232 

coding, each quotation was given equal attention in the coding process and themes were 233 

developed from robust, supportive quotations as opposed to a few unconvincing examples. Next, 234 

universal criteria for high quality research from Tracy and Hinrichs [28] were applied and guided 235 

by Smith and McGannon’s critiques when operating under a relativist approach [27]. To ensure 236 

rich rigor (i.e., “complexity of abundant descriptions and rich explanations” [28]), reporting 237 

quotations to support themes from varied perspectives (i.e., from both leaders and athletes) 238 

allowed for generation of richness and complexity [27]. Finally, to address credibility (i.e., 239 

accuracy of study’s findings [28]), thick description with sufficient detail to show the reader 240 

meaning behind themes, rather than telling the reader what to think [27].  241 

Results 242 

Descriptive results  243 

 Eleven participants from seven dragon boat teams participated in the study. Participants 244 

were primarily female (10/11 = 91% female) and held a role of coach (n = 4), team captain (n = 245 

1), drummer (n = 1) and former leaders who were current athletes (n = 5). Participants were also 246 

active paddlers on the team with exception of one participant. As is common for the sport, most 247 

of the participants (n = 9) were breast cancer survivors, while one participant was a male 248 

steersperson and coach who did not have a cancer diagnosis; however, he worked primarily with 249 



 

 

breast cancer and physical and cognitive disability teams and one participant had a role in health 250 

care working with breast cancer survivors. Many participants were leaders from a previous 251 

season (n = 5), while the remainder (n = 4) were leaders in the current season. The seven 252 

interviews were 41.4 to 83.1 (M = 54.3, SD = 16.1 minutes in length and involved one or two 253 

leaders.  254 

Qualitative results  255 

 Based on thematic analysis, participants identified 15 strategies that can be used to foster 256 

seven quality participation elements (contributor to a quality experience) and 11 strategies for the 257 

three conditions (precursor for a quality experience) for quality participation. Definitions (as 258 

originally conceptualized [11,14]) and modified strategies for quality participation elements and 259 

conditions with representative quotes are presented in table 1. Overviews are findings are 260 

presented below. 261 

 Strategies that foster quality participation elements.  262 

 Autonomy. Autonomy was perceived when an individual athlete had a choice in terms of 263 

how often they participated in team-related activities, such as pool practice, in-boat practice, and 264 

dryland training sessions. Leaders facilitated autonomy by allowing athletes to voice their 265 

opinions in formal settings (i.e., team meetings) and informal settings (i.e., having an unplanned 266 

discussion with an executive member). Additionally, leaders allowed athletes to contribute to the 267 

team if they were unable to attend practice or participate fully due to work and/or treatment 268 

schedules, “…there’s a new woman, she [can only] practice on Wednesday nights. But she 269 

knows that when it comes to [our big competition] she won’t paddle all races with us [because 270 

she hasn’t attended all practices] and she’s fine with that” (Dakota, team captain). Contributions 271 

included maintenance of dragon boats and cheering for the team during regattas and thus, offers 272 



 

 

another opportunity for athletes of all abilities to contribute. Allowing athletes to choose how 273 

they participate within the team structure gives athletes an additional opportunity to contribute 274 

without actively paddling and may lead to a quality experience.  275 

 Belongingness. The first strategy to foster belongingness included providing 276 

opportunities for social support among the team related to breast cancer and being an athlete. The 277 

dragon boat team was described as a, “floating support group. In that sense we're all in the boat 278 

together, literally and figuratively, and so there's that support and the PA itself is really a great 279 

relief from any kind of you know tension or stress” (Darlene, athlete). A second strategy to foster 280 

belongingness included providing opportunities to be social as a team outside of sport-related 281 

activities. Some examples included organizing potlucks or dinners at restaurants, scavenger 282 

hunts and weekend excursions to try new activities such as fly fishing. One leader reported 283 

having a social committee comprised of athletes to organize social events, “so the social 284 

committee organizes events and we tell them the things we want to do as well” (Darlene, 285 

athlete). Using these strategies allowed for opportunities to build connections between athletes 286 

and foster a quality experience.  287 

 Challenge. Some coaches created individualized training programs to suit the varying 288 

needs of the athletes, which allowed breast cancer survivors of all abilities to participate. To 289 

further push the team out of their comfort zone, coaches and leaders created friendly competition 290 

between athletes on a voluntary basis. As Deidra, coach, explains “[Meeting before practice to 291 

do plyometrics together] is also was a fun way of having some internal competition.” Another 292 

strategy was to sign the team up for races against both breast cancer and non-breast cancer 293 

survivor teams. For example, Deidra, coach, states, “The ability for every athlete to be able to be 294 

included in an activity of some kind regardless of any of their strengths or weaknesses.” While 295 



 

 

the interviewed leaders and athletes may not win the races, they are open to facing the challenge 296 

of competing against teams that are perceived to be “fitter” than themselves. Next, some of the 297 

participants interviewed incorporated the latest evidence-based training techniques (e.g., 298 

paddling techniques and dryland training) by hiring dragon boat coaches with national-level 299 

accreditations. Finally, teams were given space to discuss personal motivations to start and 300 

remain in the sport; as Danna, drummer, explains, “It’s not a competition between who is sitting 301 

beside you or in front of you, it’s a competition against yourself.” Combined, these strategies 302 

allowed athletes to push themselves out of their comfort zones without feeling frustrated as 303 

exemplified by friendly, internal competitions, including all athletes, evidence-based training and 304 

space to discuss personal motivation for the sport.  305 

 Engagement. Dragon boat teams encouraged athletes to participate in PA outside of 306 

sport, including other training opportunities and yoga, to enhance performance on the team. For 307 

example, Dahlia, coach, described how her team implements this strategy by giving athletes 308 

additional and optional training opportunities, “We would have, so for example on [date] we’re 309 

doing a three-hour indoor training session with the athletes and this is in addition to the normal 310 

Monday and Wednesday.” The strategy allows leaders to foster athletes’ perceptions that there is 311 

more to their involvement within the team beyond the sport itself and perceptions of continued 312 

involvement in the sport.  313 

 Mastery. Strategies included using social media to facilitate sharing athletes’ individual 314 

successes. For example, Dahlia, coach, created a Facebook group for the team to share 315 

accomplishments and allow the team to “celebrate human successes.” Another strategy was to 316 

use verbal persuasion to increase an athlete’s confidence in their ability to perform the activity. 317 

Teams accomplished this using positive reinforcement to motivate the athletes. Danica, athlete, 318 



 

 

noted that this type of encouragement was welcomed as it was a juxtaposition to “your 319 

treatments [since] you've been beaten down and [it’s] just another little positive reinforcement.” 320 

Finally, teams also used peer demonstration of proper technique as another strategy to aid 321 

experiences of mastery. Denise, athlete, described how the team would be divided up into two 322 

boats so they could watch and learn from one another. Together, these strategies allow athletes to 323 

be encouraged and determine which skills need improvement.  324 

 Meaning. Leaders encouraged survivors on the team to see themselves as athletes. Being 325 

perceived as an athlete is particularly meaningful as breast cancer survivors experience many 326 

physical changes from cancer and its related treatments (e.g., lymphedema) and may not feel like 327 

an athlete, as described by Dakota, team captain, “…but I mean you look, you put our group 328 

together and people wouldn’t say, ‘that’s a team of athletes,’ just [by] looking at us.” Similarly, 329 

the sport itself is seen as personally meaningful as it is an opportunity to cope with physical 330 

effects of a breast cancer treatment. Leaders discussed the sport as a chance for them to be active 331 

and gain associated health benefits. Collectively, the strategies allow athletes to find meaning in 332 

their sport participation as it pertains to cancer.  333 

 Validation. Leaders fostered validation by providing opportunities for constructive or 334 

positive feedback and reflection about the team as a whole. Diane, athlete, explained how the 335 

coach would ask the team about how practice was perceived: 336 

“The odd time the coach will say at the end of our practice as we're coming into the 337 
docks you know how did you feel about tonight. You know [team name], ‘how did 338 
you find the pace of tonight's program…’ I'm not saying that goes on after every 339 
practice. And that gives us time to think about the practice.” 340 

 341 
The strategy exemplifies how time for reflection is an opportunity for the team to think about 342 

their own experiences. Further, these opportunities are a chance for athletes to have their 343 

opinions be heard and perceive value and worth of their roles on the team.  344 



 

 

 Strategies that foster quality participation conditions.  345 

 Physical environment. Strategies used by leaders to facilitate the physical environment 346 

included travel and access to both practice and regattas, and access to equipment. Teams 347 

accommodated these two components through developing an executive committee that 348 

coordinated travel to and accommodations for regattas for the entire team, which allowed the 349 

experience to be less stressful for athletes as Daniel, coach, explains, “We coordinate all the 350 

travel all the accommodations we share everything to make it stress-free and more accessible.” A 351 

barrier to practice is geography as practices take place on larger bodies of water that may be 352 

difficult to access by public transportation so, many teams will carpool to address this barrier. 353 

Additionally, equipment such as paddles and lifejackets were supplied at all practices and 354 

regattas, which diminished barriers to participation. An additional strategy outside of the original 355 

Evans and colleagues’ [14] conceptualization of the physical environment was the sport provided 356 

opportunities to be outside and enjoy nature. Teams enjoyed being outside in the fresh air and 357 

part of nature. The three strategies created an environment that allowed athletes to experience 358 

quality participation.  359 

 Within the activity. Most leaders (n = 6) offered an opportunity for athletes to offset 360 

individual costs. Leaders chose to do this by hosting fundraisers and selling team merchandise, 361 

allowing athletes to try the sport for three practices before committing to a season, and by 362 

subsidizing fees for athletes in need. An additional strategy that was outside of Evans and 363 

colleagues [14] framework included unique elements that connect the sport to breast cancer as 364 

reported by all participants in the study. For example, the Carnation Ceremony, a common event 365 

at dragon boat regattas, involves all breast cancer survivor dragon boat teams lined up on the 366 

water. Each athlete then throws a carnation flower into the water. The flowers represent athletes 367 



 

 

and teammates who have lost their battles to breast cancer or are unable to paddle with the team. 368 

The Carnation Ceremony is an opportunity to reflect on the impact of breast cancer on the 369 

community as Danica, athlete, describes: 370 

“…it’s the boats we all line up together and we all have our carnations. And boy 371 
this is a very emotional thing for all of us, that we honor those who are no longer 372 
with us or even those who may be on our team and are unable to paddle with us, or 373 
on the shore you know with their carnation yeah. Oh, that’s a hard thing to describe, 374 
but you know it is part of our routine [as athletes on breast cancer dragon boat 375 
teams]. It is part of being a breast cancer survivor [on a dragon boat]. And it is a 376 
plus. You know it is, plus I find it more plus than negative for me anyway, yeah, as 377 
a member.” 378 

 379 
These strategies allow all athletes to participate and reflect on their experiences in the sport as it 380 

relates to breast cancer.    381 

 Social environment. Coaches play a large role in the social environment, where most of 382 

the strategies discussed during the interviews involved the coach. First, the coach continually 383 

sought education and resources related to dragon boat within the context of breast cancer. One 384 

leader described this as trying to actively stay up to date on recent paddling techniques to be able 385 

to increase athletic performance. Similarly, coaches practiced an open attitude towards developing 386 

paddling technique; for example, one team would do circuit training so the coach could offer 387 

individual attention to each athlete, and so that athletes could ask questions and request feedback 388 

from the coach. Another strategy involved the coach finding ways for athletes to perceive control 389 

over training, practices and regattas. Coaches offered opportunities for perceived control by giving 390 

the athletes choice through breaking up longer in-boat training periods into shorter intervals and 391 

giving athletes an opportunity to skip an interval in order to rest. Another coach-lead strategy used 392 

by the teams included actively encouraging individual athletes to take on and appreciate unique 393 

roles where all roles contributions are recognized. One leader developed roles as, Dorie, coach, 394 

explains a strategy where athletes who are not active paddlers could pay a fee to attend social 395 



 

 

activities and cheer on the team at regattas. Developing different roles allows for all abilities to 396 

participate in dragon boat as Dahlia, coach, explains:  397 

“We’re giving people responsibility, like we have one girl we asked to do the T-shirt 398 
this year, we have another one who’s our secretary. We try to provide a lot of 399 
opportunity for people to step up and take part and get more if that’s what they want. 400 
for that day.”  401 
 402 

Lastly, the coach developed a supportive leadership style and fostered positive relationships with 403 

athletes that engender trust. To use this strategy, teams actively listen to athletes’ concerns and 404 

ideas without being dismissive, thus allowing all voices to be heard.  405 

 Within the dragon boat group environment, athletes on the team represent a cohesive 406 

group that feel unified as they pursue shared goals. The group environment is supported and 407 

fostered by coaches, other leaders and athletes. One leader developed a point system where 408 

athletes earn points for practice attendance and contributions to the team, where athletes with the 409 

most points will attend international regattas. This method was developed to ensure fair 410 

representation among athletes rather than based on physical capabilities. Moreover, there were 411 

opportunities for current and previous athletes to act as sport and cancer journey role models. In 412 

general, athletes have opportunities to seek mentorship from peers and coaches. Leaders offered 413 

either a formal or informal mentor, usually a seasoned athlete, to answer questions for newer 414 

athletes, and allowed other athletes to be seen as role models for both dragon boat and breast 415 

cancer survivorship. Combined, these strategies created a welcoming and supportive social 416 

environment for interviewed teams.  417 

{Insert table 1 here} 418 

Discussion 419 

The current study aimed (a) to explore strategies that are used to foster elements of 420 

quality participation in dragon boat teams for breast cancer survivors and (b) to understand the 421 



 

 

context in which these strategies are implemented within these teams (i.e., quality participation 422 

conditions). From the findings, leaders on dragon boat teams discussed strategies used to foster 423 

elements (i.e., autonomy, belongingness, challenge, engagement, mastery, meaning [10] as well 424 

as validation [11]) and conditions (i.e., physical environment, within the activity, and social 425 

environment; [14]) to promote quality participation experiences. Several strategies mapped onto 426 

those for fostering quality elements and conditions in a physical disability and parasport context, 427 

as outlined by Evans and colleagues [14] and Man and colleagues [11], respectively; however, 428 

definitions were revised to suit dragon boat for breast cancer survivors context. Additionally, 429 

some identified strategies were outside the original framework and conceptualizations [11,14], 430 

including dragon boat providing an opportunity to be outside and in nature (physical 431 

environment) and unique elements of the sport specifically related to breast cancer (within the 432 

activity). Through exploring experiences of leaders on dragon boat teams for breast cancer 433 

survivors, a nuanced understanding of the quality parasport participation framework [14] as it 434 

applies to this context has developed.  435 

Key findings 436 

 Leaders in the current study experienced challenge as conceptualized by Evans and 437 

colleagues [14], where a majority (3 out of 5) of the strategies focused on coach behaviors. In a 438 

previous study, persons with disability engaged in adapted PA programming discussed 439 

confidence in knowledgeable instructors (akin to a coach) in order to achieve goals as a salient 440 

condition to foster quality participation in PA programs [15]. Moreover, leaders had an 441 

opportunity to discuss personal motivations for engaging and continuing in the sport. Intrinsic 442 

motivation is associated with PA in various contexts including persons with disability [29] and 443 

breast cancer survivorship [30]. Based on the current findings and previous literature it is 444 



 

 

important to develop a sense of control and competence for support, which may foster quality 445 

experiences and lead to increased or maintained PA over time [15].  446 

 In the current study, leaders fostered mastery as originally conceptualized [14], 447 

specifically through sharing similar successes on social media, verbal persuasion and peer 448 

demonstration, which are aligned with Social Cognitive Theory [31,32]. Specifically, sharing 449 

successes on social media relates the tenets related to increasing self-efficacy (i.e., confidence) in 450 

one domain and allowing the self-efficacy to “spill over” to another domain in cancer survivors 451 

changing lifestyle behaviors [33]. Verbal persuasion and peer modelling map onto self-efficacy 452 

and observational learning [31,32]. Similarly, mastery has developed from different exercise 453 

contexts from breast cancer survivors enrolled in an exercise intervention [34] and breast cancer 454 

survivors who are meeting PA guidelines [35], where survivors noted importance of feeling 455 

competent when exercising leading to motivation to maintain PA. From the current study, 456 

mastery is important for developing sport-related skills and contributes quality experiences. 457 

Future research is encouraged to determine the roles of coaches within dragon boat and breast 458 

cancer survivor context as it pertains to challenge and mastery experiential elements. 459 

 Participants discussed strategies in the social environment that were aligned with 460 

strategies outlined in the quality participation framework [14]. Again, discussions focused on 461 

coach-specific behaviors and skills including those which foster development of sport-related 462 

skills, autonomy and developing roles within the team. It is important to consider how individual 463 

roles foster or impede quality experiences. Instructors whom address unique needs and abilities 464 

can foster conditions for mastery [36] by creating an autonomous-supportive environment for 465 

athletes [15]. In contrast, some conditions of the social environment (e.g., integration of familial 466 

support and educating family members [14]) did not develop into strategies. Further qualitative 467 



 

 

investigations are needed to determine if there are other important strategies under the social 468 

environment condition within the dragon boat for breast cancer survivorship context.  469 

 Strategies that were discussed included accommodating access to sport-related activities 470 

and equipment. Similar to parasport, participants in the current study discussed concepts related 471 

to sport safety and access to facilities [14]. These strategies address commonly reported barriers 472 

for PA in breast cancer survivor samples [16,35,37]. An additional strategy that developed was 473 

value on being outside as part of the sport, which has also been reported by military veterans 474 

engaging parasport following an injury [38]. Additional research is needed within this context to 475 

determine if there are associations between being outside and any quality participation elements 476 

or conditions. 477 

Overall, fewer strategies were created for autonomy, belongingness, meaning, 478 

engagement, validation and conditions within the activity compared to aforementioned elements 479 

and conditions. Developed strategies for these elements were aligned with the current body of 480 

literature examining experiences and outcomes of breast cancer survivors in various PA settings. 481 

For example, social support (akin to belongingness) is an important theme that developed in PA 482 

in active breast cancer survivors [35] and those engaged in a community-based cancer-specific 483 

PA program [16]. Being viewed as an athlete (i.e., meaning) was explored in a different breast 484 

cancer survivor dragon boat sample, where participants preferred a focus on athletic 485 

achievements over discussions on breast cancer [13,18]. Strategies developed related to 486 

conditions within the activity addressed cost-related barrier to PA for breast cancer survivors 487 

[35] and may be a potential template by which other dragon boat teams mitigate similar barriers. 488 

Future research is encouraged to interview more leaders and athlete to determine the relatively 489 

importance of the identified strategies.  490 



 

 

Limitations 491 

 The investigation is not without its limitations. First, themes created from leaders’ and 492 

athletes’ experiences in dragon boat were mapped onto a framework [11,14] and developed from 493 

structured interviews. Deductive coding may have concealed any contradictions and continuities 494 

from individual experiences, which may have revealed additional, relevant strategies. Second, as 495 

the dragon boat community is close knit and small within the province of the host institution, 496 

specific details on participants’ demographic information and history with the sport and cancer 497 

were not collected to ensure anonymity. However, it is acknowledged that these details may have 498 

offered additional insight on elements and conditions as it relates to cultural differences, as well 499 

as sport and cancer history. It is recognized that the accounts reflected in the current study are 500 

partial and situated. Participants are active within the sport and likely have a positive view of the 501 

sport. Future research is encouraged to interview dragon boat leaders who no longer participate 502 

in the sport in order to gain a deeper understanding of their experiences and their opinions on 503 

quality participation.  504 

Implications 505 

 The quality participation framework [14] is a description of and process-based account of 506 

how conditions support quality experiences and may lead to quality participation. The current 507 

investigation contributes to the description of these experiences and conditions within the context 508 

of dragon boat for breast cancer survivors, which is a novel contribution and begins to extend the 509 

framework to different contexts. Additionally, the current study offers some support for the 510 

addition of validation as a core experiential element as proposed by Man and colleagues [11], as 511 

participants discussed the provision of opportunities for constructive or positive feedback and 512 

reflection about the team as a whole. Future research is encouraged to continue exploring 513 



 

 

validation as a core experiential element in various PA contexts to determine if it is indeed 514 

distinct and unique from the other six elements of quality experiences.  515 

Similarly, the current investigation integrated unique opinions and views from a 516 

combination of current and previous leaders, which sheds light on other contexts and a broader 517 

range of participants out of parasport for framework application [14]. In particular, strategies 518 

within elements and conditions developed that were context-specific including the opportunity to 519 

be outside and breast cancer specific elements within the sport (i.e., Carnation Ceremony). 520 

Future research is needed to identify salient strategies within this context through qualitative 521 

explorations and quantitative evaluations.   522 

There are practical implications that can be gleaned from current findings. Based on 523 

discussions with athletes, coaches are encouraged to facilitate a supportive, yet challenging 524 

environment to offer a quality experience to athletes in dragon boat. Such an environment can be 525 

achieved through individualized training programs to athletes’ specific needs, creating friendly 526 

competition between athletes and registering the team for races against non-breast cancer 527 

survivor teams. Further, the context is important for fostering a quality experience, specifically 528 

through enhancing the social environment by encouraging athletes to take on different roles and 529 

fostering positive relationships with athletes and opportunities for role modelling.  530 

Conclusions  531 

 The qualitative investigation aimed to explore quality participation strategies in dragon 532 

boat programs for breast cancer survivors and the context with which experiences occurred. 533 

Strategies that developed from the discussions were mostly related with challenge, mastery, 534 

conditions in the social environment and the physical environment. One strategy under an 535 

element outside the original framework, validation, was developed. To facilitate quality 536 



 

 

experiences for breast cancer survivor athletes on dragon boat teams, future research is 537 

encouraged to explore and test identified strategies for consistency to gain a clearer 538 

understanding of quality experiences within dragon boat.  539 
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Table 1 

Modified Quality Participation Strategies from Interviews with N = 7 Dragon Boat Teams 

Element or 

Condition 

(definitions) 

Total 

Strategies 

(n) 

Specific Strategies for 

Dragon Boat 

Representative Quotes 

 

Element 

 

Autonomy 

 

(Wherein 

participants 

perceive 

choice or 

control related 

to their sport 

involve, and 

obtain a sense 

of 

independence 

in relation to 

sport 

involvement)  

1 Coaches, leaders and 

athletes create an 

environment where an 

individual athlete is 

perceived to have a choice 

in terms of how often they 

participate in sport-related 

activities (e.g., pool 

practice, in-boat practice, 

dryland training session 

and other team activities). 

[At the annual general meeting] in the fall and that's where you know 

everything is planned, we get to voice all our opinions and changes, 

that kind of thing. But if through the year, if there's any suggestions, 

anything that has come up, the executive [members] can call a little 

meeting and you know tackle or change or whatever or get ideas from 

or have something voted upon at that time. (Dorie, coach) 

 

However, there is a group of women they can’t, they might be going 

through a re-occurrence. You know they have other things that have 

been going on in their lives that they can’t participate in that way. But 

there are other ways that you can help the club. And you know getting 

the boat ready to go on water. Participation you know there are just so 

many other ways you can help the club and even coming out to support 

the team that is racing and come out for the evening or come out in the 

morning and be with your teammates. I think their participation is on a 

large much larger scale than just the physical part of it. (Danica, 

athlete) 

 

Belongingness 

 

(Wherein 

participants 

develop 

2 Providing opportunities 

for social support among 

athletes related to breast 

cancer and being an 

athlete. 

We do a lot of social change [social gatherings] to get together so that 

we're celebrating together, sharing our story. There’s a lot of sharing 

that goes on, because even though we've all had breast cancer, we all 

have different types of breast cancer different, we went through 

different treatment regimens. [Denise] can tell you a great story about 



 

 

relationships 

and gain 

group 

memberships 

that underpin 

a sense of 

connection 

and 

acceptance as 

well as 

contribution 

to share tasks 

or goals. This 

may relate to 

becoming a 

member of 

smaller 

groups (e.g., 

teams) or to 

broader 

communities 

(e.g., clubs or 

leagues)) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There are opportunities to 

be social as a team outside 

of the sport including 

practices and regattas.  

 

you know medications and learning something for another paddler that 

really helped her out, I’m sure that’s happened multiple times. There’s 

quality of what we try to make sure the quality in all of our interactions 

in the club whether they're physical dragon boating or whether they're 

just about every day living. (Danica, athlete) 

 

I think that the other motivation is to bring awareness to the community 

and beyond that to show people that you know your life doesn’t end 

when you have breast cancer and you can be really physically active. 

And you can learn the sport and get out there and do it and do it well 

(Darlene, athlete) 

 

The social committee runs all of those things, and they organize, and 

they ask they ask team members like what kinds of things do you want 

you want you know short and sweet, you know do you prefer after a 

practice or you want you know during the week where it might be more 

convenient so you don't have to give up a weekend (Darlene, athlete) 

 

… we all get together, we have a little meeting but then we socialize. 

We might bring a potluck or we'll go to a restaurant and just chat you 

know, just find out how everybody's doing after the winter that kind of 

thing. Now a lot of times our fundraisers are like a social as well. 

(Dorie, warm-up coach) 

 

Challenge 

 

(Wherein 

participants 

feel their sport 

activities 

require their 

best effort and 

may 

5 Coaches create 

individualized training 

programs to suit the needs 

of the athletes. 

 

 

 

 

 

I think it's the fact that we [coaches] are willing to always take a look at 

several parameters. So, we take a look at a person's physical fitness and 

oftentimes with breast cancer survivors we're hearing about people who 

have never been active in their entire lives. So, this is the very first time 

that they're participating in a fitness program of some type. [….] They 

may have been a person who belonged to a gym and was out doing 

physical activity all the time. So, what we really try to do is get a really 

good idea on where are you coming to us from, what was your 



 

 

appropriately 

push them 

beyond their 

comfort zone- 

while not 

generating 

frustration) 

 

 

 

Coaches and leaders 

create friendly 

competition between 

athletes on a voluntary 

basis.  

 

The team is registered for 

races against both breast 

cancer and non-breast 

cancer survivor teams. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Coaches incorporate the 

latest evidence-based 

training techniques.  

 

 

 

 

Athletes have an 

opportunity to discuss the 

driving force that 

motivated them to start 

and remain in dragon boat 

background, what is your mindset and try to tailor the program for each 

individual person. (Deidra, coach) 

 

[….] And we made no announcement of winner [from the plyometrics 

competition before practice] at the end or anything like that. The entire 

group was congratulated for their participation in the in what we called 

a fitness challenge. (Deidra, coach) 

 

 

[At dragon boat regattas] there are teams that have gathered together 

you know. I don't know if they call themselves professional teams but I 

know they do travel around as well. And we paddle against these team 

so some time we can be in a race with four boats and we are the only 

breast cancer survivor team paddling against a boat full of firefighters. 

[…] And then there could be you know a boatload of university 

students or whatever. So, we really do hold our own during those races. 

We don't typically win those races but we place like we seed ourselves 

quite nicely to go into the next races and that we will eventually paddle 

against all breast cancer survivors because there's a specific race for 

that, typically that's cool. (Dorie, coach) 

 

And he [paddling coach] gives us a lot of information about exercises, 

technique and then we go out on the water for an hour and he corrects 

everybody. […] He would be up to date on the latest techniques and the 

techniques have changed, we've changed quite a bit the way we do the 

stroke is changed over the years as research I guess is done and the 

things that are more effective than. (Desiree, athlete) 

 

I think you can get in better shape if you dragon boat […] I mean doing 

a race racing your heart out and not being able to talk after two-and-a-

half-minutes that's a challenge. So, dragon boating isn't as hard as I 

thought it was going to be, but I wouldn't say it is easy either.  So, I 



 

 

and what it's takes to be a 

dragon boat athlete. 

think you want to be challenged, but I think it's for the purpose of 

improving your fitness. (Dakota, team captain) 

 

Engagement 

 

(Wherein 

participants 

feel 

continually 

involved in 

sport 

activities, and 

being focused 

or immersed 

within those 

activities) 

 

1 Encourage athletes to 

participate in physical 

activity outside of sport to 

enhance performance on 

the team. 

But as far as going out as a group and doing yoga together or like 

[dragon boat team name] they join a gym and they work together, we 

don't do that but we do encourage people to do their own physical 

training, any which way that they feel is better for them (Danna, 

drummer) 

 

 

Mastery 

 

(Wherein 

participants 

accomplish 

new things or 

incrementally 

improve skills 

and feel 

confident 

about their 

sport abilities) 

3 Use social media to 

facilitate sharing athletes’ 

individual successes. 

 

 

 

Use verbal persuasion to 

increase an athlete’s 

confidence in their ability 

to perform the activity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We connect quite a bit through email and Facebook and stuff like that, 

we have a website, [dragon boat team name] website on Facebook and 

the team is encouraged to bring not only their dragon boat successes but 

also their private successes. One of our ladies this year she got her 

black belt and she posted it on our website. (Danna, drummer) 

 

The feedback that we get is a lot of times framed as empower 

improving and how we're doing better because you're going to have 

varying levels of mastery out there. But if each individual feels like 

their mastery of it is increasing or improving then I think we all go 

away feeling pretty good about it. [….] And then when you hear your 

coach or others will tell you know make this correction and you do, 

that’s it, that’s it you know you can you can do this and you know just 

that positive umm reinforcement that you can do this goes a long way. 

And I think every single person benefits from that just that little bit. 

(Danica, athlete) 



 

 

 

Peer demonstration of 

proper paddling 

technique. 

 

And very positive feedback. No one’s ever felt like they’re centred out 

it’s for the benefit of the team as a whole. Often times, you know, if we 

have two boats on the water the coach will be maybe in the middle in 

the safety boat, but she’ll say, “Ok Boat One watch the people in Boat 

Two.” Now we learn from each other as well. And what do you see 

what can be improved. [We can see] what’s right, what’s wrong. 

(Denise, athlete) 

 

Meaning 

 

(Consists of 

whether sport 

involvement 

represents a 

personally- 

and socially-

meaningful 

activity for 

participants) 

2 Team members (e.g., 

leaders, athletes, and 

members not actively 

paddling) have 

opportunities to see 

themselves as athletes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sport is perceived as an 

opportunity to cope with 

physical effects of a breast 

cancer diagnosis. 

I think it has to do with the fact that we do refer to them as paddlers and 

as athletes. We've been told many times that it's the first time in their 

lives that they've ever heard these words told to them. [….] So that 

makes people feel very good about themselves. And I think that’s quite 

profound in a person's life after coming through something like the 

therapy that's associated with breast cancer.  (Deidra, coach) 

 

I think the last thing anybody thought was that they are ever going to be 

involved in a competitive very physical sport. And that is an incredible 

feeling and you know and that's what this has given a lot of us, is the 

opportunity to be becoming athletes. You never really thought that that 

was on that was never on my radar. (Danica, athlete) 

 

… a lot of the older doctors think that you're not supposed to do 

anything with your upper body, he [a doctor] put together team of 

woman as part of a study and he documented there you know whether 

they're starting to experience any edema or anything like that and he 

was able to scientifically prove that it wasn't a risk and that the benefit 

of the team was such that has just taken off.  (Dakota, team captain) 

 

Validation 

 

(Feeling 

important, 

1 Provide opportunities for 

constructive or positive 

feedback and reflection 

about the team as a whole. 

[At Monday night after-practice potluck] And in the circle too if 

somebody has been lacking something or not feeling up to par or not 

feeling their best and we can point out, that that’s improving or 

whatever to give them a boost of self-esteem. (Danna, drummer) 



 

 

valued, 

supported, and 

worthy of 

experiencing a 

high level of 

service in the 

physical 

activity 

program) 

 

It's [post-season meeting] an opportunity for athletes to give us 

feedback on what they feel like went well and what they would see us, 

what they would like to see us working on. And then we have a similar 

meeting one week before the start of the season where again we're 

gathering that information. We're not doing it on individual basis, we're 

doing it on a team basis. So, the team can let us know this year what are 

the team goals, what are the team objectives that you would like to have 

and then when we gather that information in the spring and compare it 

to where we are in the fall it gives the individual athletes an opportunity 

to say hey we as a collective reached our goal. (Deidra, coach) 

 

We have our team captain who works with the coach. I mean the coach 

is in charge of technique and in teaching instruction and the coach 

comes with us to festivals usually and they're in charge of placing 

people on the boat. The team captain isn’t, but the team coach they 

consult the team captain and uh the boat captain. I know if we we have 

that people feel that a practice or a drill is too tough, then we just fire of 

an email to the boat captain saying you know I found that a little bit 

rough, given that we work from 50 60 70, and so that gets relayed, the 

boat captain is pretty good about feeding that back to the coach. So, it’s 

a balance of kind of challenging us but not expecting too much. 

(Darlene, athlete) 

 

Condition 

Physical 

Environment 

 

(The physical 

and structural 

components 

of the sport 

setting and its 

3 Travel and access to 

practice and regattas.  

To accommodate athletes, 

teams coordinate travel 

and accommodation for 

practices and regattas.  

 

 

That's [coordinating travel] a big part I know we talked earlier about the 

regattas in the practices but traveling and make it very easy we share 

everything so that we can go on these places. People are not used to 

doing all those things they get stress by the little details, when they 

know we're going to help them do it and we're all going to share then it 

becomes very accessible to participate.  They know it's going to be a 

very good experience and all those little things are taken care of, and 



 

 

surrounding 

community) 

 

 

 

 

Access to equipment. 

Opportunities to easily 

access equipment for 

dragon boat practice and 

regattas. 

 

Opportunity to be outside. 

The sport itself provides 

opportunities to be outside 

and enjoy nature. 

 

we have a proven track record of doing those kinds of things. (Daniel, 

coach) 

 

 

This is a great sport because there is no equipment required. Paddles 

and lifejackets are supplied at all practices and regattas. (Daniel, coach) 

 

 

 

 

…getting fresh air, seeing the waterfront, just the nature part and fresh 

air and the exercise just goes with it. And you don't even realize you're 

getting the exercise half the time. And I mean it's done at a pace that 

that's fun. (Daniel, coach) 

 

I think it’s just the fact that you're on the water. I think that is engaging 

in itself, the idea of the calmness and that we're environmentally 

friendly and there's no noise, no smell and we just float along. It’s so 

peaceful and quiet where we paddle. (Dorie, coach) 

 

Within the 

Activity 

 

(The nature of 

the sport 

activity itself. 

‘Activities’ 

are shaped by 

the given 

sport and its 

rules, 

competitive 

level, as well 

2 Funding and cost.  

Teams offer an 

opportunity for athletes to 

offset individual costs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We offer is a is a initially when an athlete becomes involved in the 

program, uh we offer what's called “Three for Free.” You can come and 

try three sessions at absolutely no expense to yourself, so making sure 

that you enjoy the program and that you want to invest your time in this 

program. So, you're able to come and do three sessions, which does 

amount to three hours of paddling out on the water. Where it comes to 

finances is we have work with our treasurer as we can take the cost of 

paddling and divide it up over a 12-month time, so that you have 

monthly installments of your payments, rather than all of it being due at 

the beginning of the program. (Deidre, coach) 

 

We are lucky that we can afford to keep the membership fee at a very 

reasonable level. It's not an issue and if it is an issue we are told we 



 

 

as coaches or 

others 

responsible 

for designing 

the sport 

environment) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Relation to breast cancer. 

Within the sport, there are 

unique elements that are 

specifically related to 

breast cancer beyond 

social support (e.g., 

Carnation Ceremony).  

 

have a policy that if somebody can't afford the fee or can't afford to go 

to a festival, but they just come to the executive confidentially and we 

will help to subsidize. I think that has only happened a few times over 

many years that someone has actually had to come forward to do that. 

But uhm is there if someone needs it. (Darlene, athlete) 

 

… it’s [Carnation Ceremony] just another thing that brings the breast 

cancer survivor paddlers and teams together. You know it’s the end of 

your race or the last race of the race today, or whatever it is. You take 

those nine boats of 20 paddlers wrap them all up together, so you’ve 

got a hundred and eighty breast cancer survivors, each of them holding 

up a carnation above their head and while the speeches are being made 

and songs being played, we’re all remembering, even myself, those that 

have passed away. It’s a very beautiful ceremony. I first got involved 

participating in that as a volunteer steer person about 15 years ago or 

something and I never forget that I’ll never forget that. (Daniel, coach) 

 

Social 

Environment 

 

(The personal 

relationships 

formed with 

peers, 

coaches, and 

family along 

with others in 

parasport and 

the 

surrounding 

societal 

attitudes 

toward sport) 

6 Coach knowledge, skill, 

education and attitude  

Coach continually seeks 

education and resources 

related to dragon boat 

within the context of 

breast cancer.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Coach practices an open 

attitude toward 

And we [coaches] stay up to date on those recent techniques to be able 

to increase performance for the athletes. It’s so you can generate more 

power if you stay slightly forward. So, it’s been found that you can 

have a stronger frontloaded stroke than if you sit up fully. Yep, so it's 

about power generation. We’ll often have people come that tell us that 

they've done kayaking or canoeing in the past. And dragon boat 

paddling is actually quite different than what you would do in a 

recreation canoe. So, there is the biomechanics and the motor-learning 

of what needs to happen for learning the new stroke. But then there's 

also some unlearning of some other paddling that they may have 

learned in the past as that’s what often people will automatically revert 

to. (Deidra, coach) 

 

Whereas when we're doing the weight training sessions, we typically 

run as a circuit training, so it allows the individual athlete, I’m right 

there, so it allows them to physically stand out from the bench press or 



 

 

developing paddling and 

training techniques.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Coach autonomy support. 

Coach finds ways for 

athletes to perceive 

control over training, 

practices and regattas.  

 

 

 

 

Coach develops roles. 

Coach actively 

encourages individual 

athletes to take on and 

appreciate unique roles; 

all roles contributions are 

recognized.  

 

Interpersonal skill of 

coach. Coach develops a 

supportive leadership 

style and fosters positive 

relationships with athletes 

that engender trust.  

 

bench row and or military press, whatever it is that they may be doing 

and they can physically walk up to me and have a quiet conversation, 

saying hey when I do this movement I don't quite feel right. Can we 

look at a modification, do I need to lower the weights, should I increase 

the weight. And we can have an individual conversation around the 

weight training and I can provide some education around what it is that 

the muscle is that they're having difficulty with, and how we can do 

some different kinds of stretching and strengthening. (Deidra, coach) 

 

Obviously, there are 20 [athletes] in a boat you can’t get a lot of 

individual coaching, but we do get individual coaching, the coach will 

walk down the middle of the boat and they'll make corrections and 

suggestions. And that’s really helpful during our practices. And I think 

the, you know, the coaches are good and encouraging and we get 

reinforced when we do well. And when we are racing and we do well, 

even if we don't win any hardware, we are racing hard. (Darlene, 

athlete) 

 

We have something called Shore Buddy. So that person can pay 25 

dollars for the year to be a Shore Buddy and …what that means is they 

can participate in any social activities or come out to race and cheer us 

on or help us with any fundraising and just kind of have the social 

aspect without actually the physical aspect of being in the boat. (Dorie, 

coach) 

 

 

So, [coaches are] pretty good about listening to the teams concerns and 

not shutting it down. Not everybody has the skills to do that, but 

currently they, our [executive] board, is very good at that and they 

realize their limitations. And if [….] they think we need some team 

building, well maybe they don't have the expertise to do that, they’ll 

bring in somebody, you know, [who] does that all the time. (Darlene, 

athlete) 



 

 

 

Group environment. 

Athletes on the team 

represent a cohesive group 

that feel unified as they 

pursue shared goals. The 

group environment is 

supported and fostered by 

coaches, leaders and 

athletes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mentorship or role 

modelling. Opportunities 

for current and previous 

athletes to act as role 

models for newer athletes 

in areas related to dragon 

boat and cancer 

survivorship. In general, 

athletes have 

opportunities to seek 

 

We do travel to a festival like there’s four or five of us in a car you 

know like we’re like a bunch of kids you know that way you know so 

you’re visiting with all these ladies you might travel like I might travel 

with [name of athlete] to [City] for the festival but then I might travel 

with somebody else to another one. You get to know people that way 

and then when you stay overnight we have a great you know. (Diane, 

athlete) 

 

So, the people with fewer points will probably have to sit out one race. 

But if you if you go you are guaranteed to be in one race las long as you 

have you know a reasonable number of points. And some people at the 

highest point will get to race in all of the races, if they want to. And 

some people will volunteer to sit out a race because they don't really 

feel they can do all three or four races you know in a one day. So, it 

works out pretty well. And so, Florence [international dragon boat 

regatta] is coming up and the points will count for who gets in the boat 

and everybody knows it and everybody accepts it, and you know we 

don’t ever have many problems with it, it seems to be working. So far 

that is the best method that we've come up with to make sure that it’s as 

fair as possible. (Darlene, athlete) 

 

We started a program called the Sister Program, so that means that 

anybody new coming in the boat was matched up with somebody who 

had been in the boat for the years and so they sort of looked after them. 

And if they had any questions or were you know were particularly 

welcoming to them or you know that kind of thing. So, it was an 

attempt to make people who were coming in for the first time feel that 

they had a personal connection with another paddler. (Desiree, athlete)  

 

… just being in contact with someone from the get go you are made to 

feel important. Somebody is there to listen to you, you are valued just 

because of that one on one you know, from the very beginning you 



 

 

mentorship from peers 

and coaches.  

 

have that one on one and that just grows all the way through as as you 

become an experienced paddler. (Denise, athlete) 

 

They [newer athletes] have a buddy that they can ask those questions 

of, and then the buddy always makes sure that they help that athlete get 

in and out of the boat, because that’s the most dangerous time of 

paddling, is actually getting in and out of the boat. So, the buddy’s job 

is to teach the new athlete how they get in and out of the boat and 

maintain their safety. (Deidra, coach) 

 


