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  Introduction
It is important for us to better understand 
and consider the expectations and per-
spectives of migrants in relation to sport-
based integration practices. If integration 
goes beyond one-sided expectations of 
assimilation and instead becomes part of 
a pluralistic process, it is necessary to exa-
mine and understand the expectations and 
perspectives of the groups and individuals 
to be integrated in the respective sport con-
text. Due to the heterogeneity of the target 
group and methodological difficulties such 
as language barriers, there is almost no evi-
dence in this area. This applies to the ques-
tion of what personal experiences newly 
arrived migrants (“NAMs”) have already 
made in sport-based integration program-
mes and / or club-based sports activities, 
how they found their way into a volunta-
ry sports club (“VSC”) or what prevented 
them from joining.

Therefore, this report addresses main 
research question five of the INAMOS pro-
ject:

RQ5: How are sport-based integration prac-
tices experienced and perceived by NAMs? 
What are the target group´s own needs 
and expectations within this context? Are 
there any integration practices that go 
beyond mere participation in sports acti-
vities, and what are the prerequisites for 
socio-cultural and socio-emotional integ-
ration of migrants in VSCs?

In the figure below, these two main 
research questions are embedded in the 
multi-level framework and presented in 
relation to the other main research ques-
tions (for more details see the report: PRO-
JECT MANUAL).
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Our primary aim is to study target group 
individuals, who we call “TGIs”. This group, 
however, is multifaceted and consists of 
NAMs, club members from the minority 
population and, in a few cases, even majo-
rity members. NAMs are defined as mig-
rants who have been living for less than 
five years in the new country. When we talk 
about all our interviewees in this report, 
we use the TGI term, otherwise we specify 
whether we mean NAMs and/or minorities 
and/or majorities. 

The purpose of the analyses in this report 
is to answer two sets of queries. First-
ly, we want to describe what the target 
group individuals – those who are to be 
integrated – think about and experience 
in practice in a selection of sports clubs in 
five Western European nations: Denmark, 
Germany, Norway, Sweden and Switzer-
land. Secondly, we want to interpret these 
descriptions and reflections in light of our 
theoretical perspectives and the larger 
context (see section 4), namely how to 
understand integration in the situations 
(similarities and differences) we describe. 

This study does not aim to generate empi-
rical generalisations but will explore, based 
on reports from concrete and specific indi-
vidual and group interviews (Swedberg, 
2020), how different types of TGIs in vari-
ous contexts describe and reflect upon 
their experiences in clubs that work with 
integration in different ways. We do this 
by addressing six topics: (1) sporting activi-
ties in general; (2) recruitment and access 
to VSCs; (3) sport in VSCs; (4) programmes 
and measures for integration; (5) barriers 
to participation and integration; (6) acti-
vity outside sport: integration through 
sports and beyond. We will interpret a 
selection of these experiences and reflec-
tions in light of who the target group indi-
viduals are, the club in which they operate, 
the programme of which they are part and 
the national context.

  Method
Sample 
Specific developments in the world had 
consequences for how the study was car-
ried out. Firstly, the project was inspired 
by the large wave of refugees arriving in 
Europe around 2015. Because of the time 
delay between the “refugee crisis” that 
was accompanied by an ambition to integ-
rate refugees in VSCs and our study, it was 
harder to get hold of NAMs in sport than 
was assumed in the original plan for the 
study. There were fewer refugees in gene-
ral and, due to differences in national refu-
gee policies, in some nations in particular. 
The pandemic widened the gap between 
the peak of the refugee situation and 
the actions taken by sport federations to 
address this and our study. In some nations 
in this study, many VSCs and integration 
programmes were (still) operating during 
our study, in other nations they were clo-
sed. Secondly, several restrictions related 
to the pandemic made it difficult to reach 
interviewees and conduct interviews, 
especially in groups. Some interviews were 
delayed, others took place via “Zoom”. 
Thirdly, in the context of (especially focus 
group interviews) it was difficult to identi-
fy TGIs’ specific backgrounds with respect 
to our interests. National sport federations 
were helpful in recommending clubs that 
work successfully on integrating immig-
rants and provided contact and access to 
the same clubs. However, given that there 
were (in some nations) few programmes 
for refugees, and that the federations and 
clubs do not register the “ethnicity” of 
members, we were not certain beforehand 
about the refugee and minority status of 
our interviewees. 

General norms and the clubs themselves 
(in some of the countries) indicated that 
it was not appropriate to address the spe-
cificities of TGIs’ backgrounds, and when 
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Country Focus group interview Individual 
interviews Age NAMs or other  

minority population

Sweden 4 male 
2 female 16-42 3 NAMs 

3 other minority

Denmark 4 male 
3 female 16-45 3 NAMs 

4 other minority

Germany 4 
(N= 9 male, 1 female)

4 male 
1 female 15-40 3 NAMs 

12 other minority

Switzerland 2  
(N=10 male)

2 male 
3 female 20-45 14 NAMs  

1 other minority

Norway 6 
(N=26 male, 11 female) 1 female 15-40

3 NAMs 
Mostly other  

minorities 

Total 12 
 (N= 45 male, 12 female)

14 male 
10 female 15-45 26 NAMs; 55 (mostly) 

other minorities

Table 1. Description of sample

asked to present themselves (“tell us about 
yourself” /”who are you”?) few focus group 
interviewees gave us this information. So, 
in some cases we do not know the exact 
minority status of those we interviewed. 

The result is that most (but not all) inter-
viewees have some type of minority back-
ground. However, their background in 
this respect covers a wide spectrum: from 
minorities who were not NAMs to “true” 
NAMs and, in some cases (some partici-
pants in the Norwegian focus groups), also 
from the majority population. In the Nor-
wegian case, we were explicitly told by the 
leaders of the clubs not to ask about the 
minority background of the focus group 
participants. The leaders did not want us to 
signal that their minority background mat-
tered. These differences in what we could 
ask about the immigrants' backgrounds is 
interesting. None of the clubs in Denmark 
made such demands, and it was not a pro-
blem to ask the interviewees about their 
immigrant background. See Table 1 for 
detailed information on the interviewees.

Overall, we have, on the one hand, a data-
set that is less focused on the NAMs than 
intended. On the other hand, we ended up 
with a rich, diverse and complex dataset 
that reflects the multifaceted composition 
of participants in VSCs – both in general 
and in programmes (see Table 1). The sam-
ple is more useful in the sense that it bet-
ter reflects how clubs work on integrating 
different types of minorities – given the 
situation in various nations for refugees 
and migrants – and the traditions and 
structures in various nations. We can inter-
pret the TGIs as part of this larger context, 
but we have a restricted overview of NAMs’ 
experiences and their situations in various 
types of programmes for integrating athle-
tes through sport. 
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Data collection
Focus group interviews (for more details 
see the report: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY) 
were the preferred methodology of data 
collection because we assumed that the 
perceptions, evaluations, and opinions of 
the NAMs would be better expressed in 
group interviews. Focus group interviews 
can encompass collective orientations (e.g. 
Liebig & Nentwig-Gesemann, 2002) regar-
ding possible (intended and unintended) 
consequences of integration initiatives for 
members, but also for the club. This “collec-
tive orientation” is, as described by Wilkin-
son (1999), typically processed during focus 
groups as a “collective sense is made, mea-
nings negotiated, and identities elaborated 
through the process of social interaction 
between people” (1999, p. 225). Interacti-
ve data can be generated which offers the 
possibility to study the co-construction of 
meaning between people in specific social 
contexts (Wilkinson, 1998). The interest 
mostly lies in "exploring in depth partici-
pant`s meanings" (Barbour, 2007, p. 60) 
and how these are socially constructed. 
Focus groups have also been a method of 
choice for researchers when attempting 
to access groups which are perceived as 
hard to reach, for example ethnic minority 
groups (Chiu & Knight, 1999) or migrants 
(Ruppenthal, Juck & Gagnon, 2005).

The focus group interviews were sup-
plemented by individual interviews. As 
discussed by Frisina (2018), focus groups 
"give researchers access to the narratives 
and arguments that participants present 
in group situations, whether these are peer 
groups or researcher-convened groups of 
strangers" (Frisina, 2018, p. 190), while indi-
vidual interviews "excel at eliciting "priva-
te" accounts" (2018, p. 190). The advantage 
of individual interviews compared to 
focus groups interviews is that they can 
reveal more detailed individual narratives 
and make it easier for the interviewee to 

express views that they consider to be in 
opposition to the commonly held opinions 
in the group (Kvale, 2004). We will use the 
advantage of the complimentary dataset 
we get from using both kinds of interviews 
in the analyses.

Data analysis 
Compared to much qualitative research, 
the first step of our analyses was primar-
ily deductive in the sense that we decided 
on the main topics before conducting the 
empirical analyses. We find this to be a 
suitable way to handle the complexity of 
the data and a precondition for comparing 
data from the various countries. 

The analyses were performed in several 
steps. Firstly, the general topics were deter-
mined by the project design and the ques-
tions and theoretical concepts described in 
the project plan. Our research questions 
were operationalised in topics with sub-
questions. In the analyses, we paid atten-
tion to the distinction between topics and 
themes. Topics are given by research pro-
ject, interview guide and coding scheme. 
Themes are what we ended up describing 
and interpreting through our analyses and 
within each topic (Braun & Clarke, 2019). 
The “true qualitative” analyses were then 
thematic analyses within these more gene-
ral topics (Braun & Clarke, 2019). 

We agreed on a common coding schema 
consisting of the main topics. The resear-
chers from each country analysed their 
interviews and delivered a report based on 
their interviews. A further step in the ana-
lyses was then to coordinate these national 
themes into themes that are relevant for 
more nations, whether they are similar or 
different. 

  Findings
Sports activities in general
An interesting question is the most imme-
diate one: what do our respondents do 
when it comes to sports activities in the 
clubs and elsewhere? Our data and access 
to the field was through VSCs (experts, 
members and target groups linked to a set 
of clubs). The idea was to use clubs as a 
context for target groups so, not surprising-
ly, most of our respondents reported that 
they do take part in organised club sports. 
Some of them take part in ordinary activi-
ties in the club, while others participate in 
programmes for immigrants. 

The interviews in Sweden illustrate some 
of the variation in how immigrants partici-
pate in VSCs. All but two of the six respon-
dents participate in what can be described 
as regular club activities, meaning that 
they participate in training, competitions, 
games and social activities in already exis-
ting teams. They are all members in the 
clubs that offer the activities they take part 
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in. We present here the six respondents 
from Sweden because they illustrate a 
variation in sport participation that we also 
see in interviews from the other countries.

Participant 1, a 19-year-old man from Syria, 
participates in the most conventional form 
of sports practice. He plays in a football 
team with people of the same gender and 
age that trainsa few times a week in the 
club facility and plays games at the week-
ends. He describes football as the activity 
he likes the most. He also watches a lot of 
football on TV since he is a big fan of a team 
playing in the English Premier League. He 
speaks very fondly about his team and 
his teammates and declares that they are 
(together with his love of the game) one of 
the most important reasons for his partici-
pation. He has no explicit sporting ambi-
tions himself, pointing out that he thinks 
that he is too old to be picked up by one of 
the successful clubs in the city.

pexels | Rodnae Productions
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Participant 2, an 18-year-old man from 
Afghanistan who has been living for 5 years 
in Sweden, plays in a team with high ambi-
tions in one of the upper leagues of the sys-
tem. The team trains several times a week 
and is more serious. He started out in a 
team specifically established for residents 
at the asylum housing facility where he 
lives but was promoted to one of the club’s 
regular teams due to his footballing skills. 
This has also spurred his sporting ambi-
tions and he has started to dream about 
being able to play football for a living. He 
knows that the possibility of this happe-
ning is slim, but still uses it as motivation 
when going to training in November when 
snow has begun to fall and it is already 
dark at one o’clock in the afternoon. At the 
same time, he is very happy and content 
playing in his current team and apprecia-
tes the possibilities he has been given, the 
friends he has made in the team, and the 
environment to which he has been granted 
access through the outreach activities he 
started after arriving in Sweden.  

Similarly, participant 5, a woman from an 
Eastern European country in her mid-20s 
who has been living for 6 years in Sweden, 
plays in the club’s elite team in the highest 
national league. Shortly after arriving in 
Sweden, she was recruited as a part-time 
coach for a few of the other teams in the 
club. As an athlete at national elite level, 
she devotes most of her time to training, 
games, tournaments and coaching. As she 
already had a career in her previous home-
land, she says it was only natural to seek 
out a club when she arrived in Sweden: 

“But I could not dream of the luck I 
would have in finding a club in the 
very city where I arrived that had 
ambitions that matched my my own. 
A team that would welcome me, that 
played at the highest national level 
and that, in addition, could offer me 
an opportunity to make money for a 
living.” (Interview 5, Sweden)

She noted that she is still comparatively 
young and that a professional or at least 
semi-professional career is within reach. 
This, together with her love of the game, is 
the main driver for her participation.

Participant 6, a man in his 40s from an 
African country who has lived in Sweden 
for more than 20 years, play recreational 
football with a group of men his age. He 
plays purely for fun and to get some exer-
cise. As a team, they play in a league for 
recreational football, consisting of teams 
with similar ambitions. He states:

“Football has always been my com-
panion. I was quite promising as a 
young player, you know, and when I 
came to Sweden I started playing in 
the club where I am still a member. But 
when we had children and I perhaps 
wasn’t good enough for the club’s top 
team, I started playing for one of the 
other teams where ambitions were 
a bit more modest, and as we got 
older me and a few of the other guys 
in that team decided to form a team 
that plays just for fun.” (Interview 6, 
Sweden)

To him, football is still as important. It is 
just that the reasons for playing it have 
changed. Today, it is important as a means 
of staying healthy but, most of all, it is 
the best way of staying in touch with the 
friends he has made in the club over the 
years.

Respondents 3 and 4 both participate in 
activities established specifically for inte-
gration purposes. Respondent 3, a 23-year-
old man from Iraq, started his participation 
in the outreach programme for integration 
that a skateboard section of a club organi-
sed for refugees, asylum seekers and first-
generation immigrants. This meant being 
picked up a few times a week from where 
he lived and going with a group of indivi-
duals in similar situations as himself to 
skateboarding spots all over the city, inclu-
ding the skateboard facility to which the 

section has access. After a few years of par-
ticipation, he was asked to help as a form 
of assistant coach. Today, this commitment 
has been extended to temporary part-time 
employment and he is made responsible 
for some sessions. He also acts as a general 
assistant to the full-time employee on all 
issues related to organising the outreach 
programme. He said:

“Skateboarding is everything. I mean, 
I know I can’t continue doing this 
forever. But for now, I’m kind of living 
my dream here. I get to skateboard as 
much as I want. I even get paid you 
know.” (Interview 3, Sweden)

However, he emphasised that it is not 
just about skating. It is also about giving 
something back to the club that took him 
on when he came to Sweden. Today, he 
concludes, “I get to do the same things for 
these kids that others did for me”. 

Respondent 4, a 16-year-old girl from Syria 
who has been living for 5 years in Sweden, 
plays in a handball team set up in the neig-
hbourhood where she lives. In this team, 
she plays with other girls with immigrant 
backgrounds from the same neighbour-
hood. She trains a few times a week, but 
the team does not compete in any league 
or tournaments. However, they have played 
a few friendly games against other teams 
in the club and other nearby clubs. She has 
been asked by the club to join the regular 
club team for girls her age, but she decli-
ned the offer as it would mean commuting 
to the city centre. She likes the team she 
plays in and has no sporting ambitions that 
would make a potential transfer attractive. 
She is not that into handball, she empha-
sises. For her, it is more something to do 
in between schoolwork and spending time 
with her family. It could just as well have 
been something else, she ponders. Had it 
not been a handball club that happened 
to offer activities in her neighbourhood, it 
might have been something else. Perhaps 
not even sport, she concluded. 
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The description of these six persons shows 
a variety of ways of doing sport. From elite 
ambitions to no sporting ambitions, from 
participating in programmes for immig-
rants to being a part of ordinary teams, and 
from sport being an important part of life 
to something that is enjoyable but not that 
important. The variety is also found in the 
interviews from the other countries.

Recruitment and access to VSCs
How did migrants get in touch with the 
club?

Previous research shows that social net-
works are important for members gaining 
access to VSCs: family, friends, school. 
Fewer approach sports clubs alone on their 
own initiative (Seippel, 2005). The situati-
on could, however, be different for some 
of our TGIs who might have weaker or at 
least different social networks than majo-
rity members. This makes it interesting to 
look at how NAMs in particular are recrui-
ted into sports.

For those joining VSCs as part of the 
“normal process”, the situation seems to 
be much the same as for non-migrants 
(Seippel, 2005): they come with friends 
or parents. It is also telling that some do 
not even remember how they first gained 
access to the VSC. Yet there are also some 
who were brought in through programmes 
but perhaps did not think or know about 
them. 

The main route for gaining access to the 
sports clubs is through other people, fami-
ly, and friends. Either because the refu-
gees/migrants know people who are club 
members or they are contacted by club 
members. In many cases, they are appro-
ached while playing football in a park or 
on the street and get asked ‘where do you 
play?’ or ‘do you want to play in a club?’. 
Some of the immigrants reported that an 
employee from the public immigration’s 
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authorities (in the municipality) encoura-
ged them to join a club. Others explained 
that they actively looked for clubs in their 
neighbourhood, either through internet 
searches (websites or Instagram) or just by 
looking around the city while riding a bike. 
Those using Google point to the importan-
ce for the clubs of having updated webpa-
ges. Those who actively looked for specific 
club offers contacted the clubs themselves 
and asked if they could participate in trai-
ning sessions. Knowing people who are 
already club members helps gains access 
to the club and reduces anxiousness. There 
was a general notion that it is much easier 
for children to gain access to the club and 
make their first steps than adults, as ‘kids 
are generally integrated quickly’. Having 
like-minded people in the training group 
also reduces the barriers to entering the 
club. For example, it is easier if all people 
are beginners in the specific sport. Howe-
ver, the migrants did not always select the 
first sports club option. Some tested seve-
ral clubs to determine which one suited 
them best. Criteria for choosing the club 
are the feel-good factor, the chemistry with 
the coaches and the location, which often 
has to be close to their home.

These are some earlier cases (when there 
were fewer immigrants and the work with 
immigrants was less institutionalised) 
where immigrants seem to have been left 
to their own devices and then looked for a 
local sports club without specifying how 
they did this, as with the father in the Swe-
dish case. 

Two examples from Sweden illustrate how 
migrants find their ways to VSCs. A male 
football player (Interview 1) told us that his 
entry to a VSC was not a result of an offer 
targeted at migrants. He admits that it is 
rather difficult to remember (he arrived in 
Sweden some 10 years ago and was 9 years 
old at the time), but still maintains that he 
just joined a regular club training session. 
When asked to reflect on it today, and pre-

sented with the purpose of the research 
project he has agreed to take part in, he 
still does not think of his early experiences 
as integration activities:

“Of course, I cannot swear. I mean, I 
was just a kid. But I saw these types 
of teams [especially established for 
integration purposes] when I was gro-
wing up, and I’m quite sure my team 
wasn’t one of those. Almost half the 
team was made up of blonde-haired 
boys, you know.” (Interview 1, Sweden)

With the big difference of being an adult 
when she arrived in Sweden, the elite 
athlete (respondent 5) also described see-
king out the club rather than the other 
way around. As she was already an accom-
plished athlete when leaving her previous 
homeland, it was only natural for her to 
look for a context in which she could conti-
nue to pursue her dreams of making it as a 
professional athlete. She realises that her 
background and level of proficiency pro-
bably made her entry easier than would 
have been possible otherwise. She is still 
rather amazed about the kind of welcome 
she received in the club, the city and the 
country. Respondent 6 shared this view, as 
well as the experience of not being a child 
when coming to Sweden and joining a 
club. Almost echoing each other, they both 
emphasised how they approached the club 
themselves and how important they think 
that was. They also believe that it is unrea-
sonable to expect clubs to keep track of 
everyone who moves to a place, let alone 
have the capacity to reach out to them.

Common to all respondents, regardless 
of whether they were approached, found 
a club on their own, or just joined a trai-
ning session, is their rather unanimous 
experience of access. None of them repor-
ted any difficulties in getting in or being 
included. As previously suggested, some 
of them associate access and the feeling 
of being welcomed with the fact that they 
already had sporting experience when they 

came into contact with the club. The access 
experience is not restricted to just sport 
activities, but they also agree on having 
been welcomed to participate in non-sport 
activities. 

A short reminder of the data material we 
have is necessary at this point. The ones 
we interviewed are the ones who do par-
ticipate in sports activities – and most of 
them were recommended by the clubs. It is 
therefore no surprise that they are positive 
about the clubs. Those who left the sport 
due to not fitting in – or bad experiences – 
are not a part of our data material. 

The role of previous sports experience in 
the migrants’ country of origin

Again, it is useful to distinguish between 
TGIs. For those who are well-established in 
their respective nations, they have either 
been part of the club for years or they 
moved from other clubs – often because 
these other clubs were too ambitious – to 
the club in question. 
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For those who are less settled, the ques-
tion of how sports in their country of origin 
matter is answered in several ways. In gene-
ral, they have some experiences (mostly) 
from football as a resource, or from other 
sports, but in other contexts and cultures. 
One could assume that previous sports 
experience is a prerequisite or at least an 
advantage for approaching sports clubs in 
a new setting, and that sports experience 
is important for how one does so. Interes-
tingly, several of the NAMs address how 
previous sports experience is relevant, but 
there might nevertheless be cultural dif-
ferences in terms of how the sport should 
be played.  And some sports require more 
previous sporting experience-. Perhaps 
previous experience is important for those 
looking to find a sport for themselves. 
Among the Swedish interviewees, it was 
expressed that you have to know the sport 
and both like and excel at it. If not, you 
won’t make any effort to look it up. Pre-
vious sporting experience might lead to a 
confidence that you will find a place in the 
approached club. This might also be similar 
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for native participants i.e. being older (than 
the most common entry age) and seeking 
out a club often require some sort of pre-
vious experience. However, the interviews 
with immigrants in Denmark who swim 
in an association also show that the desi-
re to practice an activity that individuals 
did not have the opportunity to pursue in 
their home country can also be a reason for 
becoming a member of a sports club.

Parents introducing children to sport

A sports-related group that has not yet 
been addressed is parents. In the traditio-
nal Western European sports club model, 
parents play an (increasingly) important 
role as recruiters first and later as volun-
teers of various sorts. In a typical middle 
class family, the idea of involved parents is 
well-established (Lareau, 2003; Stefansen, 
Smette, & Strandbu, 2018; Strandbu et al., 
2019) and, when combined with the expec-
tation that one should volunteer, there are 
both high levels of involvement and pres-
sure for parents to take part in sport. 

Yet, the “involvement culture” is not 
straightforward for parents with lower 
incomes and less flexible jobs and not 
easy to catch and grasp by people who 
come from countries without these expe-
riences (Espedalen, Bennich, & Strandbu, 
2021). Hence, there is a class division in 
sports, where clubs located in areas with 
a high socio-economic status have much 
easier access to parents than other clubs.  
Some clubs have responded to this lack of 
involvement by introducing special efforts 
– more or less successful – that are direc-
ted towards the young members “themsel-
ves”: “You can’t change a hardboiled egg” 
was one of the respondent’s description of 
his father. Her point was that several mig-
rant parents simply do not understand the 
point of it all: why sports for children and 
why volunteering? Don’t we pay for it all? 
The clubs that arrange young leader pro-
grammes were all situated in areas with 

a high number of immigrants and where 
sports clubs are striving to get parents 
involved as coaches and volunteers.

“One of the positive things is that 
when the children come to the club, 
the parents also come. We offer them 
a place to sit down, chat and have a 
cup of coffee.” (Interview 17, Norway)

Some of our interviewees saw parents as 
the solution to getting more children and 
youths with an immigrant background into 
sport, especially parents who have been in 
the new country for a while: 

“In my opinion, the easiest way is 
through adults who played sports 
and are immigrants. So, the people 
who’ve already been living here for a 
long time. Maybe they played soccer 
somewhere. If they get involved and 
go and talk to the kids in their native 
language, and then start the projects 
to bring kids in, that will be the easiest 
way to get this done. So getting those 
people who’ve already taken these 
steps to be their guide. They don’t need 
to be experts in sports but be active in 
the sport.” (Interview 12, Norway)

Interestingly, the idea of the Swiss pro-
gramme is the other way around: parents 
should get access to the social environ-
ment of sports clubs via their children:

“I think the best way for parents to 
find their circle of friends is through 
school or kindergarten.” (Interview 23, 
Switzerland)

In summary, the main form of recruitment 
to VSCs seems to be a question of refugees 
(and minorities) finding the clubs for them-
selves. They do this by looking around, cyc-
ling around or searching on Google. There 
is a desire for the clubs to have better web-
sites and information with translations 
into different languages. Apart from some 
of the German and Swedish cases, we 
reported that few of the individuals seem 
to have been recruited through formal pro-
grammes.
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Which sports?

When we undertake some more fine-tuned 
analyses, we are in a “predetermined” situ-
ation as already mentioned. The sport fede-
rations recommended clubs and, based on 
this information, we contacted clubs and 
the clubs conveyed the contact with inter-
viewees (some cases deviated from this 
procedure). Given that the number of clubs 
in the study for each nation is small, we 
give some brief examples of what activities 
our interviewees are involved in, and more 
general patterns emerging from the analy-
ses should be taken only as illustrations of 
the larger picture. 

As expected, we find activities that to a 
large extent correspond to the idea of glo-
bal sports with low cultural thresholds. In 
our dataset, football is the most preferred 
sport for the male NAMs. An interesting 
case is from Switzerland where a group of 
young men from Eritrea have been integra-
ted into a Swiss club as a team. 

“I also played [football] in my home 
country, but only [as] a hobby. I never 
played in a club, only in Switzerland.” 
(Interview 2, Switzerland)

In all five nations, football is popular and 
widespread among minorities, but primar-
ily for men. It is the most common and avai-
lable sport for TGIs. However, club football 
is a less global phenomenon. A major dif-
ference in sporting activities between the 
home country and the country of arrival is 
the form of organisation. While a popular 
form of sporting activity in Sweden, Den-
mark, Germany, Switzerland and Norway is 
participation in organised club sports, this 
is often not the case in the countries of ori-
gin, where the organisation of the sporting 
activities is often less structured. 

Other “global” ball sports such as basket-
ball and volleyball are also present and 
available and, even though less salient, 
probably play much the same role as foot-
ball. The rules are well-known and many 
immigrants have some concrete expe-
rience of these sports from their country 
of origin. Two ball sports with less global 
reach also seem to have an impact. Some 
immigrants adjust to European customs 
and play handball, a sport that is mostly 
played in Europe (and to some extent also 
in Middle East and North Africa). Or the 
other way around: some European sport 
clubs (mostly through previously arrived 
immigrants) offer ball sports that are not 
common in the five Europeans countries in 
this project, but in the nations from where 
the minorities have their origin. The exam-
ple in our sample is cricket (but it could 
also have been other sports such as field 
hockey or baseball). The point is that these 
sports have rules that are familiar and easi-
ly understood. In the case of cricket, earlier 
research has shown how sport can esta-
blish a link between NAMs and immigrants 
who arrived several years earlier, and that 
the “veterans” provide important informa-
tion to the newcomers (Walle, 2011). The 
sport practised in the home country is less 
known in the new country of resettlement 
– as in this example from Switzerland.

"Cricket, I would say cricket is my first 
love (laughs). Yes, I also played a lot 
in my home country and I can't leave 
cricket. ... As I said, [the Swiss] don't 
know so much about cricket. ... Where 
I live nobody knows what cricket [is]..." 
(Interview 1, Switzerland)

In terms of some of the fighting sports, 
the immigrant’s familiarity with these 
sports from their country is relevant. This 
is because, if immigrants are familiar with 
the sport from their country of origin, it 
makes it easier for them to access these 
sports in the new country.
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Sports are often claimed to be good for 
integration because they are global in 
structure and culture and thereby have a 
low threshold in terms of the competen-
cies required for participation. It is true 
that this is a factor that eases participa-
tion, but there are significant differences 
as to whether sports actually have such 
characteristics, as well as also other fac-
tors related to specific sports – costs and 
culture. The most expensive sports are out 
of reach for most immigrants. Some sports 
– at least “the most distinctive sports” - are 
also exclusive in a cultural way, described 
by Bourdieu (1991) as “social closure”. The 
social closure of these sports is not only 
due to economic obstacles: “No less than 
the economic obstacles, it is the hidden 
entry requirements, such as family tradi-
tion and early training, and also the obli-
gatory clothing, bearing and techniques of 
sociability which keep these sports closed 
to the working classes and to individuals 
rising from the lower-middle and even 
upper-middle classes” (Bourdieu, 1991, p. 
838).

It becomes clear that every culture and/or 
every social status group, develops its own 
way of dealing with the body and body 
practices. This approach underlines that 
sport, like other social practices, doesn’t 
neutralise ethnic and cultural differences. 
Therefore, access barriers to sport, which 
in turn can impede integration, can result 
from the incompatibility of physical and 
exercise cultures and a lack of experience 
with the sports practices of the host socie-
ty (e.g. Bröskamp, 1994). Thus, “hidden 
entry requirements” matter in terms of 
the suitability of specific sports for integ-
rative purposes – also in contexts domina-
ted by the “sport for all” ideology of equal 
admission. Some examples of sports that 
are dominant in European nations but not 
among minorities and refugees add to this 
picture. Two sports that could illustrate 
this challenge in our data are the winter 
sports of cross-country skiing in Norway 
(in particular) and ice hockey in Sweden. 
These sports appear as less relevant for 
three reasons. They are unfamiliar, they are 
expensive, and they have a class profile and 

require specific competencies (how to shar-
pen your skates, how to wax your skis). In 
addition, they are also part of the sporting 
identity of the nations where the activity 
takes place. Two focus group interviews 
(Norway) included young football-playing 
men from both the minority population 
and the majority population to illustrate 
how sport both unites and divides. When 
the participants in these groups discussed 
their experiences in sport in general, foot-
ball united them while skiing functioned as 
a social marker between “us” and “them”: 
both minorities and majorities played foot-
ball, whereas only the majorities took part 
in cross-country skiing and alpine skiing.

In short, there are obviously differences 
when it comes to the suitability of vari-
ous sports for integrating migrants, and to 
the role they might play for integration in 
a broader perspective. Global ball sports 
seem to be particularly suitable for this 
purpose.

A necessary correction to the above story 
is the gender bias. The descriptions are 
valid for men, not for women. Gender dif-
ferences are obvious on several levels. More 
refugees are men, more athletes (especi-
ally among minorities) are men (Strandbu 
et al., 2017), and this is reproduced among 
our interviewees who are mostly men. 
Most of our findings are men’s stories and 
experiences. The female sport stories are 
exceptions and different: they swim or 
dance in most of our cases. Sports that are 
less competitive, at least as practiced in our 
context, and not always organised in VSCs 
are particularly appealing to women in our 
study. Our sample contains two examples: 
swimming (Danish case) and dancing (Ger-
man case). However, not all the women in 
our dataset prefer low-key exercise. Among 
the TGIs from Sweden and Norway, there 
are examples of highly skilled female athle-
tes who are NAMs. They have been part of 
a highly ranked team (in the Swedish case) 
and got a job as a coach (in the Norwegian 
case). 
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The three women with an immigrant back-
ground who swim in an association have 
lived in Denmark for several years and have 
families and jobs. All three started becau-
se they wanted to learn to swim. None of 
them learned to swim as children. None of 
them go swimming anywhere else, partly 
because they don’t think it is as safe as it 
is in the context in which they currently go 
swimming. For all three, it was somewhat 
of a coincidence that they found the swim-
ming club in question. Partly based on the 
recommendation of an acquaintance, part-
ly because the club offers lessons where 
they live.  Two of the women had some 
experience with other sports but very little 
in the country where they grew up. One of 
them had previously been both a lifeguard 
and a volunteer. They also emphasised that 
swimming is popular because it is offered 
in gender-specific contexts. 

Dancing is described as the primary sport 
interest among the female TGIs in Germa-
ny, mainly because dancing is considered 
a more feminine sport (or activity) and 
because the female TGIs are familiar with 
dancing from their country of origin.

“There [country of origin] the children 
are motivated to do singing, langua-
ges and dancing, this classical dan-
cing.” (Interview 4, Germany)  

Football is not the preferred sport for our 
female interviewees. One reason could 
be that football has a masculine stamp 
in most parts of the world. This is also the 
case in European countries but it is not 
so pronounced and, in some cases, is also 
disputed. In several European countries, 
and especially Sweden and Norway, foot-
ball is the most popular sport amongst tee-
nage girls (Persson, 2022; Seippel & Skille, 
2019). 

pexels | Sandeep Singh
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“I love football. It's just in the heart. If I 
don't play football for a week, I'll actu-
ally die. It means a lot to me. It's also 
because my parents, they also love to 
play football, and that's who I got it 
from my parents, my father. Everyone 
in our family plays football.” (Inter-
view 2, Denmark)

To improve, develop and perform 

A recurring theme in the conversations 
with the immigrants was that they play 
sports in an association because they 
want to learn something, develop, become 
better at the activity or perform. For the 
three women in Denmark who go swim-
ming in an association, it was the desire 
to learn to swim and get better at it that 
made them join the association. The three 
women all emphasised that they go swim-
ming to learn and get better at it. One of 
the interviewees said that she did not have 
the opportunity to swim when she lived 
in India. Her primary reason for joining 
the swimming club was that she wants to 
learn to swim. Another woman thinks that 
there is not enough 'real training': 
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'I miss a bit of technique training (...). I 
want to be taught'. She calls for grea-
ter quality in teaching. “It would be 
nice if there was more dedication in 
teaching.” (Interview 6, Denmark)

One of the youngest football players said 
that he plays football to win; he wants to 
be good at football, develop and get recog-
nition for his performances.

“When the adults see me play, they 
just come over and say "shut up, you're 
good" (...). It's nice to be seen, instead 
of just walking around in a club where 
you don't know anyone.” (Interview 3, 
Denmark)

One of the slightly older immigrants, who 
has been a coach in several clubs, also atta-
ches great importance to development and 
skills. 'I want to get better. At a high level 
and would like to become a professional 
trainer' (Interview 4, Denmark). He also fol-
lows courses at the Danish Football Asso-
ciation. He thinks it is important that the 
children he coaches learn something and 
become more skilled.

Health

What is perhaps remarkable is the low 
salience of arguments about the benefits 
of sports for physical health. In the review 
conducted by Spaaij and colleagues (2019), 
health issues were reported as a central 
concern in several studies on sport and 
refugees. To keep fit, not become over-
weight and appearance are reasons men-
tioned in our interviews. Nevertheless, 
these concerns seem less important than 
the other three in our study. 

One of the women in the Danish data 
underlined that swimming gives her a 
sense of well-being because she likes to 
exercise and keep in good shape. In addi-
tion, it means a lot to her that she has lear-
ned how to rescue others in the water. But 
'it doesn't matter that much to me that it's 
an association, for me it's important that 
it's swimming'.

In particular, many refugees struggle with 
mental and emotional health issues. In the 
German cases, the motive for doing sport 
to reduce aggression or stress was mentio-
ned:

“I have problems with aggression. 
Nothing could make me calm. When 
I started boxing, this improved. […] 
Since I started boxing, I am calm now.” 
(Interview 7, Germany)

“I have been doing sport since my 
youth. I have fun with it. I don’t play 
in a professional club but we come 
together to release the stress. We 
have a family environment here and 
get along very well.” (Interview 3, Ger-
many)

A similar statement comes from a young 
girl who described how participating in a 
club has helped her: 

“I used to be very shy. Especially after 
the Covid pandemic, my social anxiety 
increased a lot. After I started going 
here and got to know many nice peo-
ple, it has been so much better.” (Inter-
view 16, Norway).

The social element

A further aspect of TGIs well-being is social 
health. Therefore, developing social con-
tacts and having an intact social life is 
important. The social dimension of sports 
and associations is important for most of 
the TGIs and is given particular importan-
ce among the immigrants who play foot-
ball. The NAMs’ experiences show that 
sports and participation in VSC might help 
people with migration backgrounds build 
social contacts and integrate. A factor that 
enhances social interaction is regular con-
tact: 

“And what is therefore good is that 
people meet 1-2 times a week and it 
is fun when you meet friends once a 
week,” (Interview 1, Switzerland)

Sport in VSCs
Motives and reasons

Reflecting the type and level of activity, 
the motives and reasons for participation 
varied considerably, but the main message 
is the same as in studies of the general 
population. The respondents mainly focus 
on four motives or reasons for participa-
ting in sports in an association: the enjoy-
ment of and a desire to practice a certain 
sports activity; a wish to improve, develop 
and perform; the social dimension; and the 
healthy aspect of being physically active. 
These four motives are similar to the moti-
ves found in other studies on reasons for 
playing sport (Espedalen & Seippel, 2022). 

The enjoyment of sport - a wish to practi-
ce a certain sport

For most interviewees, the central motive 
for playing sports in an association is the 
desire to practice a specific sport. It was 
an interest in football that made the men 
who had come to Denmark from the Midd-
le East join a football club.
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“Sport really truly helps people integ-
rate in a country, no matter where 
they are. And even if you are an extre-
mely extroverted person, it is always 
hard to break into the culture first, 
and then finding those chances to get 
to know people with similar interests, 
for example. It’s not like it’s easy to 
make friends at work, for example. So, 
sports are in my opinion the best way 
to do that.” (Interview 3, Switzerland)

One immigrant who has been a coach 
reported:

“There was no one who just came and 
went to training (...). You were part of 
the community outside of training as 
well (...). Everyone here is reasonably 
good at talking to everyone (...). If I 
come down here and someone is sit-
ting in here, they say "just come in and 
join in". Everyone knows everyone, as 
long as you've been here a year'' (...). 
If we lost a game, they just said "The 
most important thing is that we had 
a good game and we had fun". We 
all just have a great time together.” 
(Interview 3, Denmark)

The other young immigrant from the same 
football club reported that a group of boys, 
who now go to boarding school or play in 
another club, often meet. 

“We have a football group all together 
on Messenger. If you write "shall we 
play today?" then everyone writes "I'm 
coming", "I'm coming", "I'm coming." 
(Interview 2, Denmark)

The oldest of the interviewed footballers, 
who grew up in Denmark, emphasised the 
importance of the positive communities 
that he finds in football clubs. He tells how 
he was previously in contact with a crimi-
nal gang of which his brother had been 
part, but then others helped him into the 
football club, which gave him a completely 
different community.

Unlike the immigrants who play football, 
the immigrants who swim in an associa-
tion do not attach any greater importance 
to the social dimension:

“We don't talk very much together. 
The trainers may also be responsible 
for an interaction between the par-
ticipants, but this does not happen. 
We greet each other and talk to each 
other if necessary, that's all (...), not 
even in the dressing room.” (Interview 
5, Denmark) 

Another of the women does not attach 
much importance to the social side either. 
She knows a few other women on the team 
but that's a coincidence:

“I just signed up because I want to 
swim (...). For me, the social side 
means nothing because I come to 
swim, to practice swimming and to 
get better at swimming.” (Interview 6, 
Denmark).

An often-heard assumption is that somet-
hing more than the basic sports activity 
is needed to develop the social side of 
VSCs. However, most of the TGIs reported 
that basic sports activities are their main 
involvement in the club and that they do 
not necessarily do very much more. At the 
same time, most of them also reported 
that they very much appreciate the social 
relations or the social aspects of their sport 
participation If they do not talk about any 
extra social involvement, where do does 
the social side of sport come from? Do our 
TGIs say anything, beyond concrete interac-
tion, that points towards cohesion, solida-
rity and/or community? Such a social side 
might come from “inside” the sport, within 
the sport or from “outside” the sport. 

A first observation is that sports in them-
selves are social. To understand how this 
works, Collins’ theory of rituals is helpful. 
Collins (2014) describe rituals as chains 
of interaction, as something that gives a 
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group – not necessarily more than two 
people, not necessarily devoted to serious 
issues – a common focus and this enhan-
ces a type of emotional energy. The point 
is that even though they do not necessarily 
participate very much in the clubs outside 
of sports, sport in itself provides a social 
energy. By underlining this, we also avoid 
the “instrumentalist” tendency in research 
on refugees and sport (Spaaij et al, 2019) 
where there is a focus only on the integra-
tive or health benefits. The social and emo-
tional meaning of sport in itself should be 
emphasised and is underlined in several of 
our interviews. 

The second observation is that sport 
requires and fosters friendships (Berge-
sen Dalen & Seippel, 2021; Jones, 2001) 
and links friendships across social arenas. 
Jones claims that the sporting activity 
itself generates friendships. A woman that 
is herself a NAM and also a coach describes 
her observation of the main motive for the 
young participants at her training: 

“They just want to make friends. It’s 
the socialising and having something 
to do. Because otherwise they just go 
home and play video games all day. 
So it’s just about having a location to 

go and meet other kids their age and 
just do something together. It doesn’t 
have to be (my sport), sometimes we 
play soccer. Sometimes we just flip 
the bottles for an hour, you know. So 
they play around and then afterwards 
they don’t usually go home, they go 
and walk around together and, you 
know, that’s basically a place to make 
a friend.” (Interview 1, Norway)

This is also the case in our study. Many of 
the participants reported that they meet 
up with the people they know through 
sport in other contexts. This is a factor that 
both explains where social networks come 
from (Small, 2009) and gives them some 
emotional energy. 

The results show that the TGIs attribute 
a high contact potential to the VSCs with 
their different social structures and spor-
ting opportunities, which enable diverse 
encounters between migrants and peo-
ple from the host society. Such informal 
contacts – as long as they are of a certain 
duration and regularity – often result in 
ethnically mixed social relationships in the 
club.
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Inclusion in ordinary sports club activi-
ties or segregated activities?

Various clubs offer different opportunities 
for participation (Tuchel et al., 2020). In 
most of the cases in our study, the TGIs are 
involved in ordinary activities in the club. In 
some cases, the clubs offer activities espe-
cially for newly arrived immigrants. Exam-
ples include training at housing facilities 
for migrants that is arranged on a volun-
tary basis by key persons in the VSCs. For 
integration purposes, there is an ambigui-
ty in these two strategies. And in many of 
our interviews it was emphasised that it is 
important to be part of ordinary activities 
in ordinary clubs. 

In the Swiss data, some stated that clubs 
with more members from their countries 
of origin are popular for migrants, since 
they show an understanding of the NAMs’ 
current living situation and convey a sense 
of home and security. 

An interesting case is from Switzerland 
with a group of young men from Eritrea 
who used to play football in Eritrea. They 
have been integrated as a team into a Swiss 
club. The team has also organised its own 
league and played against other Eritrean 
teams across Switzerland and Germany. 
Some of them have board positions in the 
Swiss club, so that they can both partici-
pate and also learn about legal issues rela-
ted to founding a club. Their overall goal is 
to form their own club and be visible as a 
community through sport. This will enable 
them to prove that they do good and are 
not a burden to society. 

One of the footballers in the interviews 
from Denmark believes that in an associati-
on you learn something about how society 
works - for example, by being responsible 
for an association. Therefore, he also does 
not think that it is a problem if the asso-
ciation is a “closed association” with only 
immigrants (Interview 1, Denmark).

However, these kinds of teams are not 
always applauded. “Friendship networks of 
minorities who play sport in a homogenous 
setting are often viewed with more suspi-
cion by policy makers than those only con-
sisting of members of socially dominant 
groups” (Elling et al., 2001, p. 418). Thus, 
the establishment of ethnic sports struc-
tures and participation in so-called migrant 
sports groups or clubs can often also be 
interpreted as self-exclusion, as the desired 
spatial, social and cultural demarcation of 
the majority society. Although this is cer-
tainly a social environment, ethnic sports 
groups or clubs integrate their members 
into their own ethnic community (no lingu-
istic integration, return orientation).

The football player from Eritrea is aware 
of the criticism of ethnic-based teams and 
argues against it:

"Because I think the other [members 
of the club] are not Swiss themselves 
and they have already experienced 
the situation that we are experien-
cing now. That's why I think there is 
understanding here from others." 
(Interview 9, Switzerland)

The integration performance of ethnic 
clubs was also questioned and advantages 
for participation in these clubs were men-
tioned. The other members’ familiarity 
with the situation of the NAMs is underli-
ned as important:

"But like I said, the [indigenous asso-
ciations] don't understand the situati-
on of Eritreans... They don't know how 
to get young [Eritreans] into sport. But 
we now know how we [as an ethnic 
club] can get the people to integrate." 
(Interview 2, Switzerland)

In this way, ethnic associations could also 
address migrants who might not want to 
join a local association. This setting creates 
an atmosphere that enables the NAMs to 

find distraction from everyday life. This is 
also an often-mentioned motive for parti-
cipating in the sporting activity. From the 
point of view of the NAMs, sport promotes 
their mental and physical skills and has a 
positive effect on their well-being. 

Another example of a “segregated” acti-
vity is all-female activities. For the three 
women in the Danish case, it was incredi-
bly important for their choice of the swim-
ming club in question that they could swim 
on an all-female team. One of the women 
told us.

‘Yes, quite obviously, it's because we 
both (she and her sister) wear head-
scarves. (…). If I were to learn to swim 
on a regular Danish team, I would 
have to wear a burkini, and there's 
nothing wrong with that, it's also cool, 
but I just don't think it's particularly 
comfortable. (…) so I would rather find 
another place where there are peop-
le my age who can't swim either and 
with a different ethnic background 
than Danish (…). If I was in an ordina-
ry Danish swimming pool, and I had 
something around me while I was 
taking a bath - that would probably 
be looked at a little differently if it was 
in an ordinary Danish swimming pool. 
There are many women who are very 
shy and do not feel very comfortable 
being completely naked, and I am one 
of them (…). I wish I didn't care, but 
I don't like to stand out too much.” 
(Interview 5, Denmark)

This women described a wish to follow 
Muslim traditions for gender-segregated 
exercise. She explained this as both a wish 
to follow some rules and also linked to a 
sense of shyness and bashfulness. This has 
been described by other Muslim women 
(Strandbu, 2005; Walseth & Strandbu, 
2014). 

One of the women believes that more 
women from countries such as India, Pakis-
tan and the Middle East would participate 
if there were all-female teams. She also 
called for the training to be more targeted 
at immigrants and their prerequisites. She 
believes that is important in the beginning 
but then you can 'experiment' with trai-
ning in teams where there are also men 
(Interview 5). The other female swimmer 
interviewed says that it means a lot to her 
that it is an all-female team, where there 
are both women with an immigrant back-
ground ('with a headscarf') and women 
from Denmark. And that it is a team for 
beginners:

“Well, I think we're all in the same 
boat, it's new for all of us. People are 
not afraid to laugh at themselves and 
none of us are perfect, almost all of us 
have had some bad experiences with 
swimming and we laugh about it. Yes, 
it is such a very light mood.” (Interview 
7, Denmark)

pexels | Rodnae Productions
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“The women who are on the team 
with us, who are ethnically Danish 
women, they know that we are cove-
red, so they always remind us that 
now we have to get out of the water, 
because the other team (with men) 
is coming now. In other words, they 
are almost more observant of it than 
we are, and I think that is very funny.” 
(Interview 7, Denmark)

This is a reminder that for some women 
training in all-female arenas is a prerequi-
site for their sports participation (Strand-
bu, 2005). It is also a reminder that such 
all-female arenas could serve as a way to 
strengthen weak ties and hence provide 
valuable knowledge across ethnic boun-
daries. It should also be added that all-
female activities are not required for all 
Muslim women. 

The three women say that they are happy 
that they can swim on all-female teams 
and in places where men cannot observe 
them. However, getting changed was a 
big challenge for them in the beginning, 
as they had to get changed together with 
other women.

“It was a culture shock at first. Being 
naked in the bathroom, with others. It 
took a long time to get used to it. But 
now I have learned to be naked with 
other women. Now I'm not ashamed 
of it anymore.” (Interview 5, Denmark)

Non-sport activities in VSCs
Social interaction within the club 

Non-sporting activity in a club comprises 
all types of activities that are not primarily 
directed towards sports activities. Beyond 
the social side of the sports activity itself, 
there are often other opportunities for 
social interaction in the VSCs. 

On one level, we have all the micro inter-
action and small talk around the sport acti-
vity itself: on the “field”, before and after 
matches, in the changing room, on the 
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way to and from training and competiti-
ons. This goes for most of the respondents 
in our study. For some, the sports activities 
themselves are just as much a social activi-
ty and a way of hanging out with friends. 

For the skateboarder in the Swedish case, 
this is manifested through the nature of 
the sport (skateboarding) in which he parti-
cipates. Even though skateboarding is also 
a competitive sport with competitions, 
tournaments and such, he described that 
it is not about any competitive elements 
for most participants. He admits that it is 
a cliché but cannot avoid calling it ‘a way 
of life’. He states one example in which he 
describes a normal get-together and makes 
a point of how little time participants actu-
ally spend skateboarding. It is just as much 
about talking about some clips they have 
seen on social media, taking and posting 
photographs and video clips, and watching 
the moves of other skateboarders on site. 

For the football playing 40-year-old man 
in the Swedish case (respondent 6), it is 
not so much about the nature of the sport 
(football) as it is about the character of the 

groups he frequently plays and socialises 
with. To him, football is just something 
they do while being together. It is indeed 
football that made them all meet in the 
first place, he added, but nowadays, he 
joked, it is doubtful if what they do can 
actually be called football. For that reason, 
he is very grateful that the team is still all-
owed to use the club facilities and make 
use of the administrative support that is 
necessary for booking the pitch, entering 
leagues and tournaments, and for being 
allowed to use the club house for gather-
ings. It probably helps, he explained, that 
most of them are also parents to children 
who play in the club’s youth teams, which 
means that they help out in various capa-
cities – as game hosts, as staff in the kiosk, 
and as general volunteers when the club 
organises tournaments, homecoming acti-
vities, bazaars and other social activities. 
To him, participation is almost as much 
about these things nowadays as it is a mat-
ter of actually playing football. He really 
likes being useful and takes pride in being 
someone the club can count on when it 
comes to helping out.

It means a lot to her that she is part of a 
small team, as it is also where she trains 
her fitness, where the participants have 
the same physical prerequisites and most 
have the same background.

“It is of great importance that these 
are women with a different ethnic 
background, of course it is. But it's not 
because I only meet women with a 
ethnic background other than Danish 
i.e. I also have Danish friends, but I 
would perhaps be a little more embar-
rassed if I had to tell my Danish friend 
that I can't swim. If I just told my other 
girlfriends, they wouldn't think it was 
weird, it would be fine” (Interview 7, 
Denmark).

However, in the contexts in which she 
has trained and exercised, she has always 
been met with great friendliness and an 
understanding for her background. When 
she went to gymnastics in an association 
when she was younger, the coaches told 
her "that if I don't feel comfortable chan-
ging my clothes in a communal room, there 
was always a place where I could change" 
(Interview 7). And when she went to the 
gym, there was a special gym that only 
women used. Both those with a Danish 
background and those from an immigrant 
background.

“I also think it was because a lot of 
women just don’t like men staring so 
much when you train, but it was also 
super nice for me because then I could 
be there too!” (Interview 7, Denmark)

And when the lessons on the swimming 
team end and are followed by a team with 
men, the Danish women on the team are 
very eager to help.
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section and/or team they participate in 
or to which they belong. One of the foot-
ball-playing young men in the Swedish 
case (respondent 2), for example, referred 
mainly to teammates and was also explicit 
about how few people he knows outside 
of the team in the rest of the club. Similar-
ly, the 16-year-old girl in the Swedish case 
even talked about how the specific group 
of girls that play handball together could 
just as well have ended up doing somet-
hing completely different together. In her 
case, the sheer physical distance between 
the club facilities in the city centre and the 
place where her team’s activities take place 
seems also to matter for a sense of being 
part of the club (instead of the team).

An important factor for the social qua-
lities of the interaction in the clubs are 
facilities that are inviting and available for 
use around the core sport activity: a place 
to spend time. Having such facilities was 
regarded as positive among the people we 
interviewed. 

Networks within the club

When talking about the social relations in 
sports, the most common idea is to ima-
gine some kind of cohesion. People have 
emotional links to each other and/or the 
group as such. Talking about social net-
works easily invokes a wider image with 
more concrete and even instrumental 
relations between specific people. There is 
also a large amount of literature on social 
networks that addresses their social con-
sequences for the larger society. The most 
common conceptual version is of social 
capital, where social links at the lower 
levels matter for social trust at a general 
level (Putnam, 2001). 

Some of our interviewees have taken this 
rhetoric on board and talked about how 
the clubs contribute to building trust in the 
local communities. Trust and social capital 
have both an instrumental and less instru-
mental side. Much of what we write about 
addresses the “unconscious” effects. Peo-
ple meet, start to cooperate and develop 
trust and norms related to cooperation. Yet, 
there are also more instrumental versions 
and one of the Norwegian clubs has tried 
– it is still in the test stage – establishing 
an alumni network. The point is to expand 
the sports-related network into the future 
and other social arenas. This can be seen as 
an attempt to formalise what are indeed 
shaky social relations in the life of people 
with often unstable family situations. TGIs 
from this club are also preoccupied with 
trust and networks in general. Their young 
leader programmes are a school in using 
sport to strengthen the sense of belonging 
to the local communities. 

In another of these alternative clubs they 
also emphasise inclusiveness and commu-
nity: 

“Everyone knows everyone (…) and 
the leaders actually care and want to 
make a difference. I don’t think you 
will find the relations we have to the 
leaders in other places.” (Interview 18, 
Norway)

The participant in the “alternative” Norwe-
gian club underlines how having an open 
sports hall in the neighbourhood is helpful: 

“Our arena is … it is where everything 
happens”, “coaching academies, foot-
ball, all kinds of activity”, “social in 
the evening” (several of them agree), 
“that’s the nice thing about it. It has 
become a place for social gatherings”, 
“we have become more and more 
acquainted.” (Interview 17, Norway)

They said that even people who are not 
members of the club ask if it is possible to 
join the Friday activities. 

However, it is not only low-key sport that is 
described as social. The ones with a more 
serious and elite level approach also under-
line the social interaction and the feeling of 
belonging to a team. 

On a second level, and in addition to the gene-
ral social interaction and small talk around the 
sport, many clubs organise “one-off” events 
aimed at improving the social qualities of the 
interaction in the clubs. These included parties, 
courses and travelling. Special sport events – 
e.g. organising a cup – could also have this 
social role. The non-sporting social activities 
mentioned by the respondents are team-buil-
ding activities (often activities associated 
with other sports than the one they primarily 
engage with) e.g. movie nights and watching a 
competition/game (in their ‘own’ sport) on TV. 
Some also mention more spontaneous activi-
ties that are not organised by the club or team 
e.g. hanging out, enjoying a burger together or 
going to the cinema.

Thirdly, there is a significant difference bet-
ween clubs that facilitate such interaction in 
one-off events and organising activities that 
imply more regular opportunities for social 
interaction (related to the activity). One ver-
sion of this is clubs that once or several times 
a week provide space for low threshold activi-
ties, for instance an “open sports hall”. Some of 

the clubs offer open facilities where anyone 
can show up and get involved in activities 
that go beyond sport. Several respondents 
(and clubs) reported that they have some 
kind of “open hall” arrangement, where 
“anyone” is welcome to organise and/or 
take part in physical activity, sports or just 
spend time there. 

Many respondents, especially in the Nor-
wegian clubs with a special focus on inclu-
sion, talk about a broad range of activities. 
The activities that are part of these arran-
gements often have a more explicit social 
function. Sport is in these cases reported 
as more marginal – and probably also plays 
a more social role by bonding people. This 
is an arena that really invites non-spor-
ting interaction in a sporting arena. Many 
of those involved in these less sporty and 
more social events were very enthusiastic 
and claimed that the social relations in the 
club contribute to the local community 
by making people proud of the place and 
making it safer. 

The feeling of belonging or the presence 
of networks differs somewhat between 
the respondents. Some explicitly describe 
connections to and networks within their 
respective club, whereas others talk more 
about their more immediate context – the 
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Volunteering as coaches, referees etc. in 
the club

One indication of how clubs might func-
tion as arenas for social integration is how, 
and the extent to which, they are able to 
recruit TGIs in a volunteering capacity. This 
could be, for example, as volunteers, coa-
ches or referees. On one level, this might 
happen as part of the ordinary processes 
within the club. According to some mig-
rants in the German data, the principle of 
voluntary work, which is seen as a pillar 
that supports social interaction, is learned 
directly through membership of the club. 
In these cases, the importance and role of 
civic engagement seems to be internalised. 
Correspondingly, one of the football play-
ers explained that his coaching work had a 
great impact on his integration.

“I meet with many coaches, people 
who like to play football. I also like 
to play and get better. As a football 
coach, I would like to use my experien-
ce to help others become good at foot-
ball.” (Interview 4, Germany)

26 27

A few interviewees reported that they are 
involved as coaches or work as referees. 
Volunteering activities seem rather margi-
nal, those who are involved do not empha-
sise their social meaning and only a small 
selection of athletes go in this direction. It 
probably differs very much between clubs, 
groups and individuals whether they – as 
youths – take on such responsibilities. 

“No, unfortunately I am not active in 
another club, because I am very much 
occupied with my apprenticeship and 
I have a family. I can`t spread myself 
everywhere.” (Interview 3, Switzer-
land).

Three of the Swedish TGIs have also taken 
on other roles for the club apart from par-
ticipating in actual sports activities, two of 
them as coaches and one as a more gene-
ral volunteer. None of them has taken any 
courses (for coaches, referees or similar), 
although respondent 3 and 5 have been 
offered such opportunities. Common for 
all three, however, is their positive expe-
rience of being offered and taking on such 
roles. For the elite athlete, it is also almost 
a condition for her ability to continue pur-
suing an elite career. Whether or not they 
take on other roles, all respondents descri-
be feeling part of the club that offers the 
activities in which they participate. 

In the German case, the interviewees do 
voluntary work in the area of maintai-
ning sports grounds or at club events. In 
addition, three interviewees are active as 
coaches, with one coach also acting as a 
referee. One interviewee is the captain of 
his team and another is responsible for 
social media activities in the club. Hardly 
any interviewee holds a position on the 
board or similar. An exception is the foot-
ball team from Eritrea in the Swiss club. 

In the “alternative” Norwegian clubs the 
young participants are also encouraged to 
take part in the board. And they consider 
this as very positive – and different from 
what they see in other clubs: 

“In many clubs, the board members 
are forty, fifty plus. And they are sup-
posed to handle young people. What 
do they know about what’s happe-
ning among youth? You need to have 
young people on the boards.” (Inter-
view 17, Norway).

One of the young participants described 
their contribution to tournaments and 
arrangements: 

“Sometimes we get paid. But we have 
no problem with doing it as volunteers 
either, because we can see how much 
the club is doing for us.” (Interview 18, 
Norway)

It is difficult to get an impression of the 
amount of voluntary work that is perfor-
med. Nevertheless, we have some indica-
tions of how the mobilisation come about. 
In some cases, they are simply asked by 
coaches, either spontaneously or as part 
of a more systematic approach. In some 
clubs, this is built into the structure. If they 
take part in special arrangements, they 
are asked to contribute as volunteers. For 
others voluntary work was considered to 
be “payback time”. They are “socialised” 
into the voluntary sports club model and 
want to contribute. For some, volunteering 
also includes taking courses (organised by 
the club or sport federations), including 
courses in coaching and/or refereeing. 

An interesting observation is how the 
organisational form – democratic, open, 
voluntary – surprises some interviewees 
yet seems to facilitate social relations and 
trust in the system. In a direct mode, we 
see this in the Danish case where mino-
rities are surprised, impressed and proud 
when they are given the key to the club’s 
facilities. The organisational form (and the 
traditions and practices that come with it) 
itself supports the social relations in the 
group.  

“I have been given a key to the club. 
So, I can come and go whenever I 
want. And then I have been told that 
it is as much my club as it is the club of 
all the members (...). It is very cool (…). I 
have the keys to the whole clubhouse. 
It's crazy that they trust that I have it 
under control.” (Interview 2, Denmark)

An illustration of how VSCs might offer 
something more than sports in the sports 
setting comes from the “alternative” Nor-
wegian clubs. These are clubs in a broad 
sense: besides offering sports activities 
they also arrange social activities for their 
members and other young people in their 
neighbourhood. These clubs are located in 
relatively poor areas and share common 
difficulties in terms of recruiting parents, 
as voluntary coaches are the standard way 
of arranging sports activities in Norwegian 
clubs. The club’s response to these challen-
ges has been to arrange young leader edu-
cation courses. These courses are popular 
among young people in these neighbour-
hoods – they attract youths from both the 
minority and majority populations. Seve-
ral of the participants from these clubs are 
part of the young leader courses and are 
very clear about the level of sport’s inclusi-
veness as a factor that facilitates the social 
bonds and their belonging to the local 
community. 
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Programmes and measures for inte-
gration
There is a wide spectrum of clubs: from 
those that don’t do anything special in 
terms of integration to those that have 
inclusion in general and integration of 
minorities specifically on the agenda. In 
some countries, there are programmes 
explicitly aimed at integrating TGIs, mino-
rities or immigrants. Again, we have to be 
aware that it is a complex situation becau-
se we have so many types of TGIs – NAMs, 
minorities, and in some cases even majori-
ties – as well as policies and programmes 
aimed at refugees and those that target 
integration in multicultural communities. 
The members are aware to various degrees 
of being part of a programme. 

It is especially in Sweden and Germany 
that we find such programmes, and we will 
describe the experiences of TGIs from these 
programmes. We pay particular attention 
to the data from Germany in this section. 
Four sports clubs in the German case are 
so-called programme implementers of the 
national "Integration through sport" pro-
gramme. The other clubs integrate mig-
rants without participating in any specific 
programmes. In this section, we pay atten-
tion to the experiences of participating in 
activities on the programmes. 

Perception of measures and contact per-
sons in the clubs

Most of the interviewees in the German 
case did not initially perceive any specific 
integration programmes in their clubs. 
Nevertheless, 13 of the 15 interviewees sta-
ted when asked that there were specific 
measures in the clubs. One person could 
only state from hearsay that there are pro-
bably children's tournaments and open 
days at the club. The two exceptions stated 
that they were not aware of any measures 
but that, overall, the club was very inclu-

sive. Everyone in the club was very open 
and very friendly, which can be seen by the 
following quotation:

“So, there is this famous sports slogan 
in Germany, "sport unites", which has 
been around for ages, you know. You 
simply can't be integrated into society 
any faster than in a sports club, where 
sometimes there are up to two or three 
hundred members, where you are 
always in lively exchange with people. 
So, it can't happen any faster, because 
in the professional world you just have 
to function, you have to do your job 
and then it's closing time and then you 
have no contact with the people, and 
in the club it's simply on a different 
level.” (Interview 15, Germany)

One migrant stated that team evenings 
and spring tournaments are organised in 
his club, to which external people and clubs 
are also invited. This is made clear by the 
following quotations:

“Yes, well, as you know, we call it team 
evening. We've always been together 
like that. We either have a group in the 
club house and eat together, celebrate 
together or we meet somewhere and 
have our party there.” (Interview 11, 
Germany)

“For example, in 2018, we organised 
a so-called refugee tournament toge-
ther, me and (person's name). We also 
had a football tournament like that 
at his place. There were over 150 peo-
ple. There were over 37 clubs, let's say 
Syrian clubs.” (Interview 11, Germany)

Eight of the interviewed migrants from 
the other clubs stated that spring tourna-
ments, summer festivals, national youth 
games, family celebrations and open 
house days are held at their club to promo-
te integration. Two clubs seem to put a lot 
of effort into the integration of migrants. 

Paid work in the club 

If there is a thin line between volunteering 
and courses, the same sometimes goes 
for employment. Coaching and refereeing 
could open up an opportunity for making 
some money and some clubs employ their 
members as coaches or referees.  

We found several examples of people 
getting jobs related to their sport partici-
pation. In the Norwegian case, the clubs 
with “young leader programmes”, the 
whole point is to educate volunteers and  
volunteering is a compulsory part of their 
programme. However, after finishing their 
education they take on roles in the club 
that are partly paid. 

There are also examples of highly skilled 
coaches who get a job as a coach – based 
on their skills. And in some cases, the club 
uses its contacts to find other job oppor-
tunities for a part-time hired coach. An 
example is a NAM, highly skilled as a coach, 
who contacted several clubs and found one 
that could employ her both as a coach and 
in some programmes that the club were 
involved in. 

“Then I learned about the situation 
with sports and payments. You can-
not be a full coach in Norway, because 
mostly it’s volunteering. So, I´ve been 
very blessed that this club was able to 
find me other external jobs. I´ve been 
coaching full-time, I´ve been helping 
on this project, for example.” (Inter-
view 12, Norway)
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ted that other supervisors are always avai-
lable. And in another club, there were also 
many mentors and the chairman essential-
ly works as an integration officer. In additi-
on, this club even employed a social worker, 
a social pedagogue and a psychologist.

Are those taking part in the sport activities 
expected to be full members? The answers 
vary from talking about it as obvious and 
not in need of problematising (except for 
it being expensive) to the most important 
part of being to include those in need of a 
place to hang around: “We use sports to do 
this and it’s fine if people become mem-
bers, but we don’t care too much about 
it”. In these cases, the purpose is to be 
inclusive. What is it about these clubs that 
makes it possible to go without revenues 
from members? Allowing some members 
not to pay fees requires resources, a topic 
that is not discussed at the grassroots level 
but more in other reports for the INAMOS 
project. 

Evaluation of the measures

Do the members experience the organisa-
tion of the measures in the same way as 
the representatives of the clubs? The clubs 
report that they work through schools, 
childcare, welfare and that they are on the 
look-out. But the members do not seem to 
see these backstage processes – or maybe 
we did not meet people who were recrui-
ted through these processes.  

All interviewees said that integration work 
is very important to them and that the 
clubs also have an obligation here in their 
point of view. The opportunities to actively 
participate in and to help with the integra-
tion of others were also emphasised very 
positively:

“So, I am also quite satisfied with the 
integration work here. They offer new 
opportunities, and we use them, and 
that's all I can say.” (Interview 18, Ger-
many)
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The measures and cooperation for integra-
tion that go beyond the club's boundaries 
were also rated very positively. Five of the 
interviewees emphasised that language 
was the basic prerequisite for being integ-
rated at all. The structural conditions in 
the club are also positively encouraged 
with regard to integration. However, one 
interviewee put this aspect into perspecti-
ve and pointed out that the networks and 
contacts are much more relevant for integ-
ration than the existing materials. 

“So, I would say the only thing that's 
important is the network and the peop-
le who are there. It’s about the material, 
whether the network is okay or broken or 
the clubhouse is big enough for something. 
I would say what's important is the net-
work and the people who are there.” (Inter-
view 16, Germany)

What was also seen very positively by one 
interviewee and helped him with integ-
ration was the offer of study rooms to do 
homework and supplementary courses.

The staff in the clubs were seen as positive 
and competent by all interviewees. They 
actively ask about the needs of the mig-
rants and respond to them. Some of the 
participants even described the whole club 
as a family relationship and called the club 
a “second family”. One migrant positively 
highlighted the friendliness of the staff, 
which had been a major factor in his integ-
ration, as he had always felt welcome.

The two interviewees from one of these 
clubs stated that, in addition to the festi-
vals, neighbourhood parties – where the 
mosque next door is specifically involved 
– tournaments and special events already 
mentioned, charitable measures are also 
carried out in a very targeted manner. 
Every year at Christmas, those responsible 
and the members go to a hospital for disa-
bled people and distribute gifts. 

“So, I know that I was once here with 
my trainer (person's name) and we 
once went to (place name). There are 
disabled people, I don't know exactly 
what it's called, at (hospital name) 
nearby. […] we definitely bring pre-
sents or something else every Christ-
mas, we also support them. Maybe 
that's one example, there are several 
more, but I can't think of any now.” 
(Interview 13, Germany)

The four interviewees from the other club 
(Interview 19) stated that there is also a 
cooperation with the anti-discrimination 
agency ARIC. In this context, special cultu-
ral awareness is integrated and lived in the 
club. This club even offers German langua-
ge courses. Another feature mentioned by 
two interview partners regarding their club 
was that the club checks the school grades 
of the young migrants and, if necessary, 
offers auxiliary courses or excludes the stu-
dent from training for a few days if they 
receive poor grades. This club even offers 
internships for migrants. All migrants who 
indicated that there are specific measures 
in the clubs also indicated that they could 
contribute and help with the measures 
(and have already done so in some cases).

All interviewees said that there are contact 
persons in each of the nine clubs. Even if 
it is not always known whether the trai-
ner actually holds an official position as 
an integration officer, all participants indi-
cated that the trainer is a central contact 
person. In two clubs, the trainer is also the 
integration officer (almost acts as a social 
worker). For one club, the migrants indica-
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The Swedish TGIs resemble the German 
ones in several ways. When asked specifi-
cally about the national programme set up 
for integration through sport, only a few 
of the Swedish TGIs were vaguely famili-
ar with the concept, even if most of them 
had taken part in programme activities. For 
one of them (respondent 2), the program-
me was promoted in the form of flyers and 
posters at the asylum housing he lived in 
when arriving in Sweden and, for respon-
dent 3, knowledge about the programme 
developed gradually as he became involved 
as a coach in such activities. For most of 
them (respondents 1, 4, and 5), club acti-
vities are experienced as just regular club 
activities and not as specific programme 
activities. This means that those who 
participated in activities that are clear-
ly established specifically for integration 
purposes do not conceptualise them as 
such. They are just sport activities. Even the 
16-year-old girl who has very little expe-
rience of organised sports activities in her 
previous homeland still has a rather clear 
picture of what such activities are. To the 
40-year-old father who has lived in Swe-
den for more than 20 years (respondent 6), 
on the other hand, the programme, previ-
ous versions of it and yet similar activities 
are well-known features of the Swedish 
sport landscape. They are also features he 
applauds and appreciates. Not so much for 
his own sake, since his entry into Swedish 
sport was not contingent upon such initia-
tives, but more for those coming to Sweden 
nowadays. In his view, being an immigrant 
today is completely different from being an 
immigrant when he arrived. Back then, he 
recalls, it was so much easier to just enter 
a club and play. From his point of view and 
experiences of being a member, player and 
volunteer, it is much more difficult today.

Since knowledge about programme acti-
vities is mostly lacking, respondents have 
difficulties voicing their experiences of 
the programme and the activities it ent-
ails more than on a very general level, as 
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in the example taken from the interview 
with respondent 6 in the previous para-
graph. This means that, when asked, 
respondents reflect on the potential func-
tion and importance of such programmes 
and activities in general – what they would 
like to see in such activities and where the 
integrative potential lies. One exception 
is the young football player (respondent 
2), who started out in a team established 
specifically for those living at the asylum 
housing facility. He, in contrast, was very 
explicit in what he liked and disliked about 
the activities in which he participated. To 
him, it was important that the offer con-
tained an activity he was familiar with, to 
which he could relate and that he felt he 
was capable of doing: 

“It wouldn’t have worked with anyt-
hing else than football. I know now 
that I really enjoyed everything 
around it [social activities and such]. 
But I didn’t know that back then 
and I can’t see myself signing up for 
something just for the social stuff. You 
want to be able to contribute, not just 
be helped if you know what I mean.” 
(Interview 2, Sweden)

So, to him it was both about the specific 
activity (something he knew and liked), and 
his background (something that he knew 
he was fairly good at). The other exception 
is the skateboarder (respondent 3), who 
also placed great weight on the fact that he 
needed some sort of match between the 
offer he was presented with and the inter-
ests and competences he already had. Even 
though he was actively approached by the 
outreach activity for which he now works, 
he remembers how important he thought 
the skateboarding part of it was. Like the 
experiences of respondent 2, the type of 
sport was the most important factor for 
him when deciding on how to respond to 
the offer with which he was faced. 

In addition to these experiences from pro-
grammes for including refugees in sport, 
there are also other types of “program-
mes”. In the Norwegian case, many of the 
TGIs are part of “young leader program-
mes”. And even though these programmes 
are inspired by each other, entail many sta-
keholders (public, private, civil society) and 
are institutionalised, they are not program-
mes in the strict meaning of the term as we 
employ it in this research project. The parti-
cipating TGIs are mostly very positive, sup-
portive and enthusiastic about the young 
leader programme. Another observation 
from the Norwegian cases: lots of things 
are happening in relation to the members 
(of all kinds) that they do not know too 
much about. Hence their experience of the 
programme only covers a limited part of 
the actual programmes.

Deficits, wishes or needs
No specific deficits, wishes or needs were 
mentioned at first. All migrants saw the 
clubs as well positioned as they are. In res-
ponse to further enquiries, it was then said 
in each case that clubs should continue 
to work in an open, unbureaucratic and 
friendly manner. It was also pointed out 
that it would be nice if the club had more 
infrastructure and more staff and if, in this 
way, materials could also be provided for 
people who firstly come for initial training 
or who cannot afford sports equipment 
straight at the beginning.

“Yes, exactly, because as (name) says, 
you forget sometimes or at the very 
beginning, maybe you have some 
financial problems and can’t buy glo-
ves directly. So you can also use them 
for a certain time.” (Interview 18, Ger-
many)

Another interviewee felt that the club 
should advertise itself and its programme 
more so that more migrants could become 
aware of it. Two interviewees from two dif-
ferent clubs expressed the wish for a lan-
guage course that the clubs could possibly 
offer. This was added to by another partici-
pant who would appreciate the integration 
of school subjects into the sports club. Even 
though he had not experienced it himself, 
one interviewee expressed concerns/fears 
about racism. The club should continue to 
ensure that racism does not find its way 
into everyday sports life. As a suggestion, it 
was also occasionally said that more spor-
ting activities should be designed for good 
integration and that sport should simply 
be allowed to run without many interrup-
tions. 
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in the association to help, volunteer, etc. I 
can see that many of the trainers are volun-
teers' (Interview 5).

One of the football players has experienced 
a big difference between football clubs in 
Syria and football clubs in Denmark. Clubs 
in Syria are poor and do not have quite as 
many balls and equipment as the clubs in 
Denmark. And the clubs in Denmark are 
not corrupt, as he claims that the clubs in 
Syria often are:

“For example, if I know the coach, I 
talk to him and give him some money, 
or give him clothes so that he always 
chooses my son for matches. He 
doesn't play very well. But he plays. I 
don't like those kind of people.” (Inter-
view 5, Denmark)

Another respondent from the German 
study states that the formal system is fai-
rer: 

“Back home (in Syria) you get a place 
on the team if you – or your father – 
know the coach. Here it is not like that 
and this is obviously a positive.” (Inter-
view 16, Germany)

34 35

Regarding elite sport vs. “sport for all”, the 
TGIs describe activity patterns that seem 
similar to the majority of the population. 
Some exercise at a low level (and prioriti-
se the social dimension of sports) whereas 
others are more ambitious.  

Two patterns are interesting to note. Firstly, 
among the minorities with sporting ambi-
tions there seems to be some frustration in 
terms of the inclusive approach dominant 
in many European sports. In the Norwe-
gian case, a NAM coaching in team sport 
– mostly with kids from the majority popu-
lation – described conflicts with respect 
to playing time, communication with the 
players and the parents. She referred to 
this as both misunderstandings and disag-
reement about the best strategies for coa-
ching a team. In her opinion, both parents 
and children should respect the coaches, 
the same way as she always respects the 
children and youths she coaches. Parents 
should not intervene with the decisions 
made by the coach. 

Secondly, many interviewees, and especi-
ally those in clubs with special “efforts”, 
had the impression that the sports activi-
ty was sometimes of minor importance; 
what mattered was having an arena to 
meet other people. Sport was the pivot 
point, but the focus was not on athletic 
ambitions. Some immigrants have troub-
le understanding or accepting the way of 
organising sports in the nations included 
in the study, and some, actually only a few, 
did not accept or like or understand the 
inclusive and soft way of doing sports. How 
serious sport for teenagers should be was a 
contested topic in some of the interviews:

“So, I think bringing kids up slowly and 
letting them explore all their options, 
letting them try every single sport in 
the book – I think it’s a beautiful thing. 
I think it should stay that way, but for 
those who love one specific sport, it 
should be maybe once a week training 

separate from the rest, so it can be 
focused on their skill level, because if 
new kids keep coming every week, it’s 
hard for the coaches to develop those 
who are already good.” (Interview 12, 
Norway) 

It could be important from the clubs’ side 
that ethnic and cultural specifics are consi-
dered with regard to the design of sports 
offers. These findings also underline that 
the national sports culture must be con-
sidered, both in terms of which sports 
dominate and the meaning of sport. This 
is complex and there are also contradicti-
ons, especially in youth sport. As described 
in a study of a football team for teenagers, 
the “sport for all” ideology might be the 
dominant way of talking about sport, but 
there might still be a strong interest in per-
formance and winning (Helle-Valle, 2008). 
There are also differences between clubs in 
terms of the emphasis placed on athletic 
ambitions compared with social inclusive-
ness. The ones from the alternative clubs 
in Norway, both majorities and minorities, 
compare their clubs to other “Norwegian” 
clubs more than to the system or other 
systems. In their view, the other clubs are 
more competitive and do not emphasise 
the social element to the same extent as 
their own clubs do. Such cultural comple-
xities might be hard to understand as a 
NAM. We will return to these issues below 
in relation to the discussion of sports in the 
club. It also makes sense to analyse this for 
sports and physical activity that take place 
outside of the context of the sports clubs. 
There are significant differences when 
it comes to the meaning and type of the 
activity going on in the VSCs, and such club 
activity also takes place within a larger con-
text of physical activity (fitness, national 
sports, fighting sports). 

Reflection on the sport/volunteer model 
in their country of resettlement

Regarding their club experience, the inter-
viewees explained that the biggest dif-
ferences between their country of origin 
and their country of resettlement are the 
infrastructure (sports facilities, equip-
ment), the behaviour of coaches and the 
club culture. In terms of the infrastructure, 
one of the TGIs described that there were 
no football pitches where he came from or 
that the infrastructure had been destroyed 
by war. 

The coaches were in general described as 
caring and concerned about more than 
sport. Some expressed this with phrases 
like “coaches treat the kids like their own 
children” and that the club environment is 
very “family-like”.

Although the interviewed immigrants did 
not reflect so much on the fact that they 
practice sports in an association, they have 
nevertheless noticed certain values in their 
associations that they appreciate. One 
of the women who swims in a women's 
sports association has noticed the passion 
that characterises the volunteers in the 
club. 'That you try to engage the members 
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Identification

Across all interviews, the interviewees 
feel to a large extent well received in their 
club and identify with it. The descriptions 
range from being happy and feeling good 
to being proud of the club. The respondent 
in Interview 6 from the German data expli-
citly pointed out that they can identify very 
well with the specific integrative measu-
res of the club. In individual interviews, the 
interviewees described their club as home, 
family or homeland, as the following two 
quotes illustrate:

"With me, I feel like I'm at home here. 
And yes, we are the best. I like coming 
here too. Whenever I come here, I leave 
feeling happy. And they treat us very, 
very well and I'm happy to be here in 
(club name) as well. We are the best." 
(Interview 7, Germany) 

"I would describe (club name) as home 
now [...]". (Interview 9, Germany). 

One of the young football players repor-
ted how the club's chairman showed him 
a lot of trust:

“I have been given a key to the club. 
So, I can come and go whenever I 
want. And then I have been told that 
it is as much my club as it is the club of 
all the members (...). It is very cool (…). I 
have the keys to the whole clubhouse. 
It's crazy that they trust that I have it 
under control.” (Interview 2, Denmark)

He also stated that even if you are no lon-
ger officially a member of the club, you are 
still considered part of the club:

“It doesn't matter if you've been away 
for a year. For example, XX (the other 
of the two young people who were 
interviewed) has not been active in 
the club for a few years, but when 
people from the club meet him, they 
still really like him. They say hello to 
him and ask how he is. They are really 
good at that.” (Interview 2, Denmark)

For some the connection is mainly with the 
coach because there is much less contact 
with the club as a whole: 

"The strong connection I think is with 
us and our coach, because with the 
rest of the club you don't have so 
much to do. [...] it's where I sometimes 
also think it's not only a coach and it's 
more […] it's more a friend." (Interview 
8, Germany)

When asked if they themselves had ever 
been discriminated against in their club, 
or if they knew other people with a migra-
tion background who had been subjected 
to discrimination in their club, all the Ger-
man respondents stated that they had no 
personal experience of this and that they 
were not aware of any other club mem-
bers who had been discriminated against. 
Furthermore, (almost) all interviewees sta-
ted that they had never had conflicts with 
other members of the club. An exception is 
interviewee 5, who also reported physical 
conflicts, but stated that they had nothing 
to do with his migration background, but 
that it was a matter of "normal youth con-
flicts" (Interview 5). These findings from 
the German data are surprising given the 
large amount of racism and discrimination 
in sport revealed in other studies (Burdsey, 
2011). The findings can be interpreted as 
resulting from the overwhelming satis-
faction with the programmes among the 
people interviewed in the German case. In 
the interviews from the other countries, 
some respondents mentioned experien-
cing racism related to sports, but not in 
their own club. It should again be underli-
ned here that our sample consists of indivi-
duals who take part in sport. Experiencing 
racism is probably a reason for people lea-
ving sport, and hence our study cannot say 
anything about racism in sport. 

Promoting and inhibiting factors

Across all interviews, coaches and other 
athletes from the club were named as the 
central supporting factors that significant-
ly facilitate the opportunities for people 
with a migration background to participate 
in the club context. Contact and exchanges 
with other athletes/members in the con-
text of the club and beyond was of great 
importance to the interviewees. 

The supporting role of the coach/super-
visor was particularly emphasised in the 
interviews. For most of the interviewees, 
the coach is the central point of reference 
in the club. Almost without exception, the 
interviewees were very positive about their 
coach. They emphasised their special com-
mitment, openness and active approach to 
the interviewees, as the following quote 
shows:

"So the coach took care of all of us and 
he also knew, for example, that in my 
case my grandparents always lived 
relatively far away, and if I couldn't go 
to the game because we were visiting 
my grandparents, then I was allowed 
to sleep at my coach’s house. His son 
also played with us and it was unbelie-
vable, the way his mum used to pam-
per me in the evening before I went to 
bed, just so that I could play (sport) the 
next day. And my mum was reassured 
that I had supervision.” (Interview 5, 
Germany)

A lack of language skills is seen as the cen-
tral factor that inhibits integration:

"To be well integrated, the language 
is of course immensely important. 
It's no use if I just go somewhere and 
do sports and leave again and that 
doesn't get me anywhere in life. So 
sure, I'm a bit healthier than someone 
who doesn't do any sports, but yes, I 
simply have to be able to communica-
te with people, otherwise I just won't 
get anywhere in life." (Interview 5, Ger-
many)

In the short term at least, it can help if 
there are people in the club who can act 
as translators:

"At that time, I had a couple of players 
in my club who knew my language, 
and they tried to translate.” (Interview 
1, Germany)

The inhibiting factors mentioned here rela-
te to the specific programmes for integra-
ting refugees and minorities. Later in this 
report we will address barriers to integra-
tion in sport more generally and not just 
restricted to the programmes.
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Barriers to participation and integ-
ration
The immigrants interviewed also mentio-
ned several barriers that they have encoun-
tered or consider to have a negative impact 
on the participation of immigrants and 
their descendants in sports associations. 
Many of the described barriers do not dif-
fer from the barriers that often come up 
in general discussions about participation 
in sports associations (Breuer et al., 2017), 
whereas some are more relevant for mino-
rities. The most obvious barrier is that 
there are so many other pressing tasks to 
handle. Hence, sport is for some conside-
red a pleasure that you can enjoy once you 
have taken care of other tasks.  

Costs

Several of the interviewees believes that 
costs can be a barrier for many immigrants 
and their descendants. The expenses for 
membership fees, equipment, transport 
etc. can be so great for some immigrants 
that it prevents them and their children 
from participating in the VSC. The main 
costs that potentially prevent migrants 
from accessing the sports clubs are fees 
and equipment costs. The fees range from 
none (the club renounces membership fees 
for refugees) up to, for instance, an annu-
al family membership fee of €550 in the 
German data. Using commercial sports 
facilities creates financial pressure, so refu-
gees joined clubs where they were able to 
bear the costs. Several studies show that 
the immigrant and the migrant popula-
tion participate in sport to a lesser degree 
than the majority population, and that 
class, background and limited economic 
resources are an important explanation 
for this difference (Strandbu et al., 2017).

Lack of knowledge of sports culture and 
sports clubs in the host country

One of the interviewees (Interview 1), who 
has lived all his life in Denmark, believes 
that it is a central barrier that first-gene-
ration immigrants do not have knowledge 
of a number of sports that are widespre-
ad in Denmark. This applies, for example, 
to handball, badminton and team gym-
nastics.  Furthermore, he believes that a 
number of sports are perceived as mascu-
line in some immigrant contexts and are 
therefore not considered as suitable for 
girls and women. However, he has noti-
ced that football is gaining ground among 
girls with an immigrant background.

One of the women who swims in a club 
called for more information about the 
opportunities to practice sports in the 
various associations. Among other things, 
information in languages other than 
Danish:

“It could be super cool if most asso-
ciations, for example, had the option 
to switch to a language other than 
Danish on their website (...), and if 
some of the pictures were of people 
with headscarves, then you might also 
feel a little more welcome.” (Interview 
7, Denmark)

Another hurdle is that sporting opportu-
nities are not sufficiently visible or even 
known in the home country:

"Because in our culture we don't have 
such offers and we might not even 
think about it. That the child can do 
sport somewhere at a young age. But 
with time you hear it." (Interview 8, 
Switzerland)

Sport as an activity for children might not 
be familiar to some migrants, since orga-
nised sport in their home country is most-
ly available to young men with sporting 
ambitions. The same argument goes for 
women’s sport. It is not taken for granted 
that sport is an activity for women. 

Lack of networks in sport

In general people are introduced to VSCs 
through their network – through family 
or friends (Seippel, 2005). For the NAMs in 
particular, a lack of networks and not kno-
wing people who are familiar with sports 
clubs is a significant barrier. 

The Swiss interviewees asked for some 
kind of welfare officer who could connect 
people. This is perhaps especially relevant 
for those not attending school (where, the 
assumption is, there is some kind of recru-
itment). This is also coupled to the question 
of language. In Norway, there is an arran-
gement, talked about by both experts and 
members, called the “Activity Guide” which 
is thought to link knowledge of sport for 
children with opportunities for parents. 

Language barriers

One challenge when entering the club is 
the language. Most of the interviewees in 
the German case describe their initial pro-
blem as not speaking or understanding the 
German language. This resulted in anxious-
ness and insecurity when making first con-
tact with other club members and coaches. 
Knowing club members beforehand helps 
tremendously in reducing problems when 
joining the club. For those who do not have 
connections, it is more difficult to get into 
contact with others, in particular when the 
language problems are still there. Someti-
mes coaches or team members proactively 
offer help, which decreases the threshold 
for getting into contact with others. A fur-
ther problem can also be actually finding a 
club. If you search on your own, the langua-
ge barrier amplifies this problem. 
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The interviewees with a migration back-
ground pointed out that  having a com-
mand of the German language or learning 
it quickly is essential for successful partici-
pation in sports and other club activities. 
The same was observed in Switzerland: 

“At the beginning it is always difficult, 
the first problem is always the langua-
ge. And then, with the language, how 
can you find a circle of friends and be 
in a group, this is always a bit diffi-
cult.” (Interview 1, Switzerland)

A lack of language skills has a negative 
impact on the possibility for participation, 
as the following quote illustrates: 

“I just didn’t have any nice feelings 
because I didn’t know German. I didn’t 
even know what the trainer wanted 
me to do and when he explained the 
exercises, I couldn’t understand what 
I was supposed to do. I always follo-
wed the exercises, but I still did them 
wrong because I didn’t understand 
what the trainer meant. But that was 
my only problem, otherwise the boys 
were all fine.” (Interview 1, Germany)

The interviewees reported that almost all 
of the clubs (trainers) also expect people to 
talk in German in the club so that everyone 
present can follow the conversation. 

One of the interviewees explained that 
it was difficult in the beginning when he 
started playing football at the club, mainly 
because he did not understand what was 
being said:

“It wasn’t so good in the beginning. 
I didn’t feel so good about it becau-
se I was new, and I didn’t understand 
anything. I couldn’t understand what 
they were saying. Then there were 
some young players who bullied me. 
But today they are some of my best 
friends.” (Interview 3, Denmark)

Cultural differences

Different views regarding how sport should 
be practiced can also be considered bar-
riers. In the most pronounced cases, this 
revolved around the degree of hierarchies 
in the club – and how important winning is 
for the team. A NAM who coaches children 
described the differences between sport in 
Norway and in her home country:

“Well there are pros and cons in both. I 
think this approach of sports for ever-
ybody and everybody gets to develop 
is incredible. And you guys have the 
finances, and the opportunity and the 
location for it. I think it’s a beautiful 
thing. But at a certain level, maybe 
after age thirteen, I think it should be 
a little separate, you know, for those 
who could become elite athletes […].” 
(Interview 12, Norway)

Later in the interview, she expressed more 
frustration that there is less focus on the 
individuals with elite aspirations.

In several of the interviews, young athletes 
expressed a desire to win but, at the same 
time, they stated that the coach must not 
focus too much on winning at the expense 
of social welfare. However, this inherent 
conflict in sport teams – between winning 
and securing the welfare of everyone - was 
a persistent topic in the interviews, as it is 
in sport more broadly. 

Conflicts in the football team due to inter-
nal competition were also experienced as 
a barrier for two of the interviewed young 
immigrants who play football:

“I was good, they told me that too 
today. I was the best on the team and 
someone else couldn’t stand that and 
then he just chose to treat me badly. 
And then I got mad, and then the 
coach said that I had to go home from 
training if I can’t behave properly.” 
(Interview 2, Denmark)

Behavioural and cultural conditions are 
also mentioned as a potential barrier. One 
of the interviewees reflected on this and 
stated that the behaviour of some immig-
rants in certain situations can be seen as 
inappropriate and contribute to negative 
ideas about immigrant groups that work 
against integration. Conversely, immig-
rants are also stigmatised in many con-
texts, especially in the way some media 
refer to immigrants. 

A major difference in sporting activities 
in the home country and the country of 
arrival is the form of organisation. While 
a popular form of sporting activity here is 
participation in organised club sport, this 
is not the case in the countries of origin, 
where the organisation of the sporting 
activities is often less structured.

This different experience of sport in the 
home country compared to host country 
leads to different expectations of sport. 
Thus, local sports clubs were often per-
ceived by the study participants as very 
performance-oriented. However, the expe-
rience of fun is a central motive for many 
NAMs. Several of the NAMs are less per-
formance-oriented. However, there are also 
examples of migrants who question the 
“sport for all” ideology.

Transport and location
Another factor hindering participation 
was the location of the VSC, respectively 
the distance between the VSC, hometown 
and workplace:

“For the sake of cricket, I have moved 
again and have arrived in […]. It has 
been difficult for me with cricket. The 
time…I always had to hurry, finish 
earlier, run home and get the last bus. 
The connection was not good. Then I 
decided to move, so that I could do my 
sport in peace.” (Interview 1, Switzer-
land)

Hindrance to participation thus already 
started with not being able to get to and 
from the location of the VSC. In contrast, 
VSCs located in a neighbourhood where 
there are more people with a migration 
background fosters their participation in 
a VSC because it gives them a feeling of 
familiarity and security. It also presents the 
opportunity for bridge building between, 
and within, the NAM and local communi-
ties and, therefore, the possibility for social 
interaction.
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Activity outside sport: integration 
through sports and beyond
So far, we have paid attention to activities 
in the clubs. In this section, we address the 
idea of integration through sport. A key 
question regarding integration through 
sport is how relations built in sport mat-
ter in other arenas. The relations in ques-
tion could be both strong and weak ties 
(Granovetter’s, 1973) and “other arenas” 
could mean access to things such as a job 
or other important arenas for integration. 
Integration through sport could be a ques-
tion of having some kind of contact with 
people from sport in other arenas. Most 
of the interviewees do not think much 
about what the association and the acti-
vities they engage in mean for their inte-
gration. “It’s only football, not much else” 
(Interview 3, Denmark). One of the women 
said that the association itself is not that 
important to her. ‘I would miss the offer if 
it didn’t exist, but my life doesn’t depend 
on it’ (Interview 5, Denmark).

Activities after training 

Most interviewed NAMs stated that they 
also spend time together with other club 
members outside of the VSC. These acti-
vities include, for example, going out for 
dinner together, going clubbing and doing 
other sports activities. Several of the inter-
viewees confirmed that the sports club 
is an important social meeting place for 
them, which offers many opportunities to 
build social relationships and friendships 
that often go beyond playing sports toge-
ther in the club. With a few exceptions, 
the interviewees reported that they have 
contact with other athletes in the club. It 
is interesting that the interviewees made 
little or no distinction as to whether the 
contacts are with people with or without 
a migration background. The interactions 
take place predominantly in a sporting con-
text. In team sports in particular, there are 
also reports of barbecues or meals toge-
ther. 

The relationship with the coach is import-
ant for almost all respondents. The inter-
actions here often go beyond the sporting 
context, as the coach acts as a kind of 
“mentor”. The networks among the athle-
tes (often involving the coach) are also 
used to solve specific problems and chal-
lenges within and outside the club context, 
as the following quote illustrates: 

“That’s how it always works with us. 
We have had many people who some-
times had problems, and we have 
also helped them outside the group. If 
someone needed something, the trai-
ner would write to them, the trainer 
would write to the group and then we 
would sort it out.” (Interview 3, Ger-
many)

In the case that the migrants are very 
young children, interactions between the 
parents help to address different challen-
ges, as the following quote shows: 

“And it’s the same with the parents, 
when I have a friendly relationship 
with them. So, we can help each 
other. For example, today I took the 
neighbour’s boy with me and, if I don’t 
have the time, then the next time. So, 
it’s already important and here I think 
you can do that a little bit, if you build 
up friendship, then you can support 
each other.” (Interview 4, Germany). 

Do they meet “off the pitch”? If so, where 
and what do they do? There are vague time 
and spatial structures to some of the clubs 
and their activities: they meet on the pitch 
and outside of training times. They use the 
pitch for other activities. They also meet 
in other arenas, and this accumulation of 
social arenas is useful and beneficial for 
social relationships in sports. 

Many of the youngest participants (15-17-
year olds) in the focus groups in the Nor-
wegian case go to the same school. And 
it is interesting that several of the ones 
above 18 did go to the same school. In these 
instances, sport prolongs the social life of 
schools (at least for a period). Sport is a 
place where old friends meet when they 
have moved to other schools or started to 
work. This is an example of how sport pro-
motes strong relationships. 

Weak ties through sport 

In addition to the strong ties from sport, 
there are also examples of how sport can 
create weak ties between individuals. A 
woman from the Danish interviews emp-
hasised that people in the swimming team 
are good at helping each other.

“People are very open to helping each 
other (...). In general, I think people are 
super helpful and it's very nice to be 
here.” (Interview 7, Denmark).

She then touched on the value of meeting 
others from other, unfamiliar environ-
ments. Through meeting others, she also 
hears about other activities:

“I don't know if it's just me who's 
been too busy with life and hasn't 
seen what's up with other events, but 
I think you're always hearing about 
something new that's happening 
close to where you live (…). Someti-
mes the things that you, as a Dane 
of another ethnic group, take up may 
be a bit similar, but when there is per-
haps an older Danish woman who 
recommends something completely 
different that you may not have tried 
before, then it will also be exciting.” 
(Interview 7, Denmark)

This woman alluded to the main point in 
“The Strength of Weak Ties” (Granovetter 
1973) – how meeting people outside your 
primary network can introduce you to new 
information. 
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One of the women reflected a bit on the 
fact that she meets other people for swim-
ming than those she normally hangs out 
with:

“The only thing you have in common 
is really just swimming. But being 
around a completely different group 
of people has also been cool (...). For 
example, there was someone who tal-
ked about getting a tattoo and then 
two weeks later, she had three small 
tattoos, and then we sat and talked 
about it (...). There is also someone 
from the swimming pool who asks 
me (...) how is your child or things like 
that.” (Interview 7, Denmark)

According to this woman, it probably 
wouldn't have happened if it weren't a 
women's sports association:

“Which gives women with a different 
ethnic background the opportunity to 
learn these things (...). There you also 
don't have to explain things like why 
you can't swim. There it's almost just 
yes, yes, of course you can't swim.” 
(Interview 7, Denmark)

Useful networks

A key question regarding integration 
through sport is whether people connec-
ted to sport have helped the TGIs in any 
respect, for instance in obtaining crucial 
information or getting a job.

In the Norwegian case, experiences from 
the young leader programmes in the “alter-
native” sports clubs have helped. The idea 
behind these young leader programmes is 
to make the participants trustworthy and 
equip them with a broad range of compe-
tencies in addition to sport. The partici-
pants get a certificate after training for one 
year, which makes it easier for them to get 
a job after school in the local community. 
So, it is perhaps not relations in the sense 
we immediately think, but rather in the 
sense of preparing people for other arenas 

– as well as the sports arena. There are, of 
course, specific individuals beneath these 
formalities:

“I got some kind of trustworthiness 
from (the certificate and) the CV. It 
says something like “He has been wor-
king with children and knows how to 
do that.” And now when I work as a 
guard it’s kind of the same – you are 
with people and you are supposed to 
understand the needs of different peo-
ple.” (Interview 17, Norway)

For the skateboarder in Sweden, participa-
tion in sport has resulted in part-time emp-
loyment and the possibility to make some 
money. He emphasised that it has also 
helped him in other ways. He mentioned, 
for example, the opportunity to practice 
the language in an informal and relaxed 
setting, the possibilities to take part in all 
of the other activities arranged by the club 
(both general social activities but also in 
the other sections’ sport activities such as 
climbing and BMX), and the relationships 
he has formed with other members and 
club officials.

Other club members could help NAMs with 
issues beyond sport such as job searches, 
medical advice, or the translation of legal 
documents. Depending upon the issue, 
club members with or without a migration 
background could help.

In the Swiss case, one of the interviewees 
told us about a case of medical help where 
friends in the club directed her to one hos-
pital rather than another:

“When I had, for example, a problem 
with my finger or feet, they said go 
here because I really don’t know anyt-
hing about these doctors (…). They said 
go to this physiotherapist. Or when I 
had problems with my feet now that I 
have the finger, they said to me don’t 
go to the Ansel hospital, go to this hos-
pital, it’s much closer, it’s faster, they 
are so good and, yes, they are giving 
me some advice. The hospital was 
more for Swiss people because they 
know it better.” (Interview 7, Switzer-
land)

Structural integration through sport 

Examples of structural integration 
through sport could include integra-
tion within the employment and educa-
tion system, as well as dealing with and 
understanding institutional processes 
(Elling et al., 2001). In some cases, employ-
ment relationships were directly arranged 
through contacts with the club. In other 
cases, experience and knowledge about 
everyday working life were exchanged, 
which supported people's entry into the 
employment market. 

“I’ve been blessed. This club was able 
to find me other jobs externally, so I’ve 
been coaching and I’ve been helping 
with this project, for example. And 
that is enough for my minimal income 
for citizenship.” (Interview 12, Norway)

Furthermore, the findings show that, in 
several cases, club membership has a sup-
portive effect on integration within the 
education system, mainly through the 
organisation of homework help, advice 
on school matters and future career pro-
spects. In individual cases, school perfor-
mance was monitored by trainers. In one 
club, support was provided by arranging 
a school internship in the sports club. A 
negative effect of sports club membership 
in connection with school was mentioned 
in the sense that playing sports in the club 
was considered more important and thus 
school was neglected. This is a concern rai-
sed in other studies as well (Spaaij et al., 
2019). Some refugees might be tempted to 
aim for an elite sports career and downplay 
more realistic ways of getting a job. 

It is also evident that membership in a 
club and the contacts that go with it help 
immigrants to cope with institutional and 
bureaucratic processes, such as going to 
the authorities, filling out forms or visiting 
other public institutions (youth centres, 
anti-discrimination office).

Some individuals reported no transfer 
effects along the structural dimension. 
It can be assumed that this is due to the 
fact that the interviewee had already been 
living in Germany for a long time when 
they joined the club and was accordingly 
integrated into the host society.

Social integration through sport

Social integration through sport means 
building inter-ethnic relationships that are 
not restricted to the sports arena (Elling et 
al., 2001). Through contacts with other club 
members, new relationships are also esta-
blished with people from the host society 
who are not themselves members of the 
sports club. This can lead both to increased 
bonding and bridging and the building of 
social capital. It seems to be irrelevant how 
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long the migrated person has been living 
in the country of resettlement or whet-
her they have had migration experiences 
themselves.

According to the interviewees, members-
hip in a sports club can help people to esta-
blish inter-ethnic contacts more quickly 
and find friends within the host society. 
One of the interviewees emphasised that 
they were able to make friends from the 
host society in a shorter period than other 
migrants who had migrated to Germany at 
the same time. Furthermore, it is evident 
that the social contacts and friendships 
that have developed within the club faci-
litate access to new social contexts, which 
is attributed to the confidence gained in 
dealing with people from the host socie-
ty. One of the interviewees stated that, 
through playing sports together within a 
club, she has met people from other social 
backgrounds, which would probably not 
have happened otherwise in everyday life. 

However, it has been shown that the 
development of social contacts that go 
beyond getting together within the ever-
yday life of the club cannot be transferred 
to every club, but that this is always depen-
dent on the respective sports club, the 
associated framework conditions and its 
members. Getting to know new social con-
texts is promoted above all by organising 
joint events. The organisation of neigh- 
bourhood festivals, to which people from 
outside the club are also invited, offers 
opportunities for the members of the 
sports club to gain easier access to other 
social contexts. 

Cultural integration through sport

The cultural integration dimension inclu-
des intercultural exchange and the process 
of language acquisition in order to learn 
relevant cultural facets of the host com-
munity, as well as introducing the majo-
rity population to aspects of the minority 
population’s culture (Elling et al., 2001). 

The respondents attributed a decisive role 
in language acquisition to membership in 
a sports club. The sports club functions as 
a kind of protected space for learning the 
new language, in which the fear of making 
mistakes when speaking is less pronoun-
ced due to the familiar environment. It also 
becomes clear that initial language barriers 
are overcome by playing sports together 
and interactions with people from the 
host society take place without having to 
understand each other in the language of 
the host society. In all cases, the improve-
ment in language skills is attributed to the 
regular interaction with other club mem-
bers. One interviewee reported that he 
had learned "everyday language" through 
his membership in the club. In some cases, 
people took part in external language 
courses at the same time, but the central 
role of interaction and club membership 
within the language acquisition process 
was also emphasised. The improvement 
of language skills has consequences that 
support integration. It is reported that this 
significantly improves integration in the 
school context and in everyday working 
life. 

In the course of their membership in the 
club, the interviewees in the German and 
Swiss cases are also confronted with social 
norms such as discipline, punctuality and 
honesty, which are also attributed great 
importance outside the club. In addition, 
reports of migrants' experience confirmed 

that, through inter-ethnic interaction in 
the club, knowledge about different cultu-
res and customs is also mutually exchan-
ged. These German examples reveal how, 
on the one hand, migrants gain knowledge 
about the cultural rituals of the host com-
munity.  On the other hand, by conside-
ring the migrants’ cultural rituals, the club 
members can also learn about the cus-
toms of other cultures. For example, one 
of the clubs takes Ramadan into account 
in its training schedule, which also encou-
rages club members with other cultural 
backgrounds to learn about other cultural 
rituals. Such mutual cultural exchange bet-
ween the club members was reported in 
several interviews, as the following quote 
illustrates: 

"It doesn't matter whether you're 
old or young, I think we have a very 
multicultural youth here now, which 
is really nice. And you always get to 
know people from other cultures and, 
yes, it is always very instructive when 
you talk to them, you always learn 
things about how people on another 
continent think, which is sometimes 
completely different.” (Interview 5, 
Germany)

In addition to the interactions with other 
members of the club that initiate such 
exchange processes, it was also possible 
to identify club measures that contribu-
te to cultural sensitisation. Such cultural 
exchange is mainly limited to the exchange 
of knowledge about the respective other 
cultural rituals and customs, but these 
rituals are not adopted by the host society. 
Overall, there is a consensus among mig-
rants that membership of a club broadens 
their horizons regarding cultural practices 
in the host society and thus contributes to 
an improved understanding of different 
lifestyles and cultural customs. 

One of the interviewed footballers, who 
has lived in Denmark for many years and 
has a pedagogical education, reflects a 
lot on the potential offered by practicing 
sports in a sports association in terms of 
integrating immigrants and their descen-
dants into society. Firstly, he believes that it 
is very important that participation in the 
sports association is 'voluntary' and based 
on 'desire':

“All those who play football, they play 
because it's something they really 
want, otherwise you won't get them 
to play football (...). That they like it, 
that they find it fun.” (Interview 1, 
Denmark)

Secondly, he believes that the association's 
location is crucial i.e. that the club belongs 
to a local area where there is a relatively 
high number of citizens with an immigrant 
background. In his experience, citizens in 
residential areas where there are many 
socially disadvantaged and immigrants do 
not take the initiative to do sports them-
selves.

Thirdly, the association must be more out-
going. Even if an association is in an area 
with many immigrants, this will not neces-
sarily cause immigrants and descendants 
to participate in the association. The asso-
ciations must make more direct contact 
with the target group.

Fourthly, he believes that a stronger colla-
boration between the sports associations 
and schools and the municipality in gene-
ral would strengthen integration, and that 
professionals should be employed to a 
greater extent who can help support the 
individual child - as 'compensation' for a 
lack of support from parents (Interview 1, 
Denmark).

The interviewees' experiences from the 
associations they are active in show that 
participation has had an impact on them 
in various ways.
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 Summary
We interviewed TGIs based on a predeter-
mined set of topics. The predetermined 
character of the analyses came from the 
challenges of doing cross-national quali-
tative studies. What our data can provide 
is a kind of catalogue of the diverse cha-
racteristics of the phenomena we are stu-
dying. In this summary, we will go through 
the main findings related to each research 
topic. 

A first and overall finding, which should 
come as no surprise, is that the TGIs are 
in themselves a diverse group of indivi-
duals (NAMs, various types of minorities, 
and even some majorities) and they are, 
in turn, part of diverse sport groups and 
clubs. In this way our sample is realistic – 
reflecting that participants in VSCs with 
integration ambitions are a diverse group 
of people. Both our findings and eventual 
policies emanating from this study should 
take this diversity into consideration. 

A second, overall premise for interpreting 
and using our data is the fact that our 
sample is special: we interviewed clubs 
and individuals from clubs who take part 
in VSCs that are recommended as part of 
the study because they are successful with 
integration. We did not conduct any inter-
views with clubs that are not concerned 
with integration and people that have not 
found their way to the VSCs. Their voices 
could also have added important insights. 
We tried to remedy this bias by asking the 
ones we did interview not only about their 
own experiences, but also about what they 
see as important for other people with a 
refugee, immigrant or minority back-
ground.

A final general result is that, contrary to 
what is often assumed, the idea of sport 
as a “universal language” is problematised. 
Firstly, some sports are more globally wide-
spread than others. Secondly, the way in 

which sports are played around the world 
varies. Thirdly, the target individuals for the 
sports also vary. In many countries, sport is 
seen as an arena for young talented men 
and not for women and children. 

Sports activities

The most common activities seem to be 
traditional sport activities with strong posi-
tions both in each nation and internatio-
nally e.g. football. Also important for some 
migrants is that popular sports activities in 
migrants’ country of origin are organised 
e.g. cricket. Some of the interviewees emp-
hasised that they appreciate that sports 
are inclusive and not always very compe-
titive, while some also have the opposite 
experience: sports are too inclusive and 
not serious enough. In some clubs it is also 
emphasised that non-sports activities are 
important. This could be social gatherings 
without any clear objective and more spe-
cific activities e.g. help with schoolwork. 

Recruitment and access

Research shows that social networks are 
important for recruiting people to sports 
organisations, especially parents/family or 
friends. The same applies to most of our 
interviewees, especially those who have 
been in the new country for longer. In this 
group (newly arrived) some are linked to 
clubs by programmes or other institutional 
stakeholders. Some also reported that they 
took the initiative themselves and contac-
ted a local and/or relevant club. Previous 
experience matters for the type of club and 
sports that people choose. It is, however, 
important to see, in line with the previous 
point on activity, that sports are diverse 
and not universal. National background, 
sports experience and gender all matter 
when deciding which sports organised in 
which way to choose. 
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Norms and values

Two of the young footballers talked about 
the social side of playing football. They do 
see the point of learning to behave proper-
ly and respect others, but they think that it 
is sometimes exaggerated:

“Our coach could send us off the field 
if we spoke to the referee, if we spoke 
to their coach. If we were disrespect-
ful to other players, they kicked us out. 
But the others (players and coaches 
on another team) called our players 
clammy gingers who run around the 
field, and then I answered back, and 
then I got scolded by my own coach 
(…). It was a setback (...), we should 
have defended ourselves. If the coach 
on the other team is allowed to screw 
up my teammates. Then I'm allowed 
to screw them up (...), it's the worst 
when the coach cares more about 
that than the team winning (...). Then 
he sat there after the game and tal-
ked about how we should behave, but 
we're going to play football for hell.” 
(Interview 3, Denmark)

This quote reveals frustration, both in 
terms of experiencing racism and mistreat-
ment – and the fact that coaches place an 
overwhelming amount attention on their 

behaviour. There are few other examples 
of such frustrations in our data material 
– which probably reflects the fact that the 
ones that were willing to participate in 
interviews were the ones who had enjoyed 
positive experiences from sport. The over-
all impression from the interviews is that 
sport is a suitable arena for sociocultural 
integration.  

One of the interviewees reflected on 
the fact that in associations you acquire 
important norms and forms of behaviour 
and get a sense of community:

“After all, I have been part of a com-
munity through football. I have found 
out how important it is to be part 
of a community, how you can gain 
strength through a community of 
self-confidence and increase your self-
esteem. It is clearly what has made me 
stronger through football.” (Interview 
1, Denmark)

Another example from Denmark is the 
three women who said that they are happy 
that they can swim on all-female teams 
and in places where men cannot observe 
them. However, changing clothes was a 
big challenge for them in the beginning, as 
they had to change clothes together with 
other women.
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Why sports?

Even though motives for sports vary, the 
main impression is that motives in the 
minority and majority populations are the 
same: sports are fun and a way to meet 
other people. 

Some just want any kind of activity, others 
are attracted to specific sports, some want 
to perform, others want to acquire specific 
competencies (e.g. to learn to swim). The 
impression is that fewer people than in the 
general population do sport for health rea-
sons. An important finding is that both the 
reasons for doing sports and the activities 
themselves are often gendered. 

Non-sports activities in the sports club 

We find a spectrum of club activities that 
are more or less sport-related. Without 
that being a central topic for many inter-
viewees, one could assume that much of 
the social interaction aspect is about ever-

50 51

yday activities, small talk, communication 
in the locker rooms and travel to and from 
the sports activity.  Activities on the boun-
daries of sports are mentioned by many as 
important, and some make the argument 
that low-level competition is especially apt 
for social interaction. There are also activi-
ties that are (more or less) open to all (open 
hall), and where participants themselves 
decide on the type of activity. Some clubs 
have facilities that are supportive of such 
interactions. 

Some members and TGIs also volunteer 
and take part in education programmes. 
Some are also employed in small positions 
in the clubs and others also try to include 
TGIs on their boards. One of the clubs is 
trying to establish some kind of alumni to 
strengthen the social networks in the club 
- for the future and for society as a whole. 
One-off events – gatherings, parties etc. – 
are also mentioned as important means for 
establishing social networks in the clubs. 
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Activities outside sport and integration 
in and through sport

We could distinguish between three types 
of interaction outside sports that result 
from sport. Firstly, there are direct outco-
mes in the form of meeting the same peo-
ple as an extension of sport: going to see 
a film, having something to eat together. 
Secondly, some athletes meet at other 
institutional settings. Some exercise at 
fitness centres, others take part in other 
sports (fighting sports). The most com-
mon is probably going to the same school. 
Educational efforts are also, in some cases, 
supported by help with schoolwork in the 
sports setting. Thirdly, some immigrants 
reported that they acquired competencies 
and contacts through sports that helped 
them in the employment market. Those 
with such experience mostly took part in 
special educational arrangements through 
their clubs. These three forms of interac-
tion and integration also illustrate how 
sport can play different roles for integra-
tion. Whereas the two first forms of inter-
action strengthen some type of bonding, 
the third and more consequential way – 
e.g. getting a job – requires special efforts 
from the clubs.
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