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  Introduction
There are great political expectations 
regarding the contribution of volunta-
ry sport clubs (VSCs), to the integration 
of immigrants into society. Therefore, 
VSCs, with their integrative potential and 
valuable contribution to public welfare, 
are increasingly trusted as implementers 
of integration policies within different 
countries. Despite programmes and poli-
cies at national and regional levels, only a 
comparatively small number of VSCs are 
directly involved in such targeted ‘integra-
tion through sport’ practices for migrants 
and refugees. To successfully scale-up the 
number of VSCs that are willing and able 
to implement targeted integration measu-
res significantly, it is necessary to unders-
tand how national or regional ‘integration 
through sport policies` can actually reach 
the local level and impact practices. At the 
same time, a more in-depth understanding 
of the underlying processes within the 
local voluntary VSCs is urgently requi¬red. 
This knowledge could help to identify prac-
tical concepts and examples of good prac-
tice that guide VSCs to use their potential 
and become more integrative and migrant 
friendly. 

The general objective of the INAMOS pro-
ject was to provide insights and knowledge 
to further mobilise the sport sector’s moti-
vation and ability to integrate increasing 
numbers of migrants into organised sport 
and society at large, without endange-
ring the integrity and ability of local VSCs 
through requirements that exceed their 
resources and capabilities. 

To comprehend how roll-out strategies 
– i.e., how national or regional ‘integra-
tion through sport’ policies reach VSCs at 
local level – are structured and the extent 
to which they resonate within the VSCs 
to implement integrative measures, it is 
necessary to look at the entire chain of 
effects in a more holistic manner. Accor-
dingly, an analytical framework was 

developed that seeks to understand key 
considerations for integrating migrants 
into organised sport by combining diffe-
rent levels (society, organisation, mem-
ber; for details see the project manual / 
WP1 report). The three key considerations 
examined were (1) The integration pro-
grammes and roll-out strategies, (2) the 
integration willingness and capacities of 
VSCs as implementing setting dealing with 
migrants and refugees as specific target 
groups, and (3) the effects and consequen-
ces for the VSCs, their members as well as 
the migrants and refugees. 

Addressing the multilevel perspective on 
social integration as a theoretical frame, 
the empirical findings are based on a qua-
litative research approach with a broad 
database. To map contextual features, 
integration policies, and programmes, data 
from five European countries (Denmark, 
Germany, Norway, Sweden, Switzerland) 
were collected by desktop research and 
document analysis. Data from Australia and 
Canada were also generated for contrast. 
In addition, case studies were conducted 
in 31 VSCs in the five European countries 
to gain a differentiated and comprehen-
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sive picture of how the social integration 
of immigrants in VSCs works and what it 
looks like. Considering different perspecti-
ves, interviews and focus group discussions 
were carried out with club decision makers 
(n=51), club members (n=61), and migrants 
(n=80). (For further information regarding 
the research design of the entire project, 
see the method report and the findings 
reports WP 2,5,6 for; https://inamos.org/
home/results/).

In this report, we present a summary of 
the main findings of the empirical part 
of the INAMOS project and discuss coun-
try-specific differences. In doing so, we 
reflect on the key findings and provide 
practical recommendations, as well as 
some guidelines that could help political 
makers, practitioners, and managers in 
ministries, municipalities, VSCs, and fede-
rations address current challenges to fur-
ther improve and enhance the design and 
measures to promote social integration of 
(newly arrived) migrants at the local level.

A second stakeholder validation process 
was carried out to ensure that the recom-
mendations and awareness-raising mea-
sures were in line with the needs and 
wishes of practitioners. 

As a first step, we presented and discus-
sed the key empirical findings of WP 2, WP 
5 and WP 6 with our practice partners at 
a project meeting in Bern in November 
2022. The associated sports partners cri-
tically questioned the central findings of 
the project and compared them with their 
practical experiences. As a result of the 
discussion process, it was possible to iden-
tify the findings that were most relevant to 
the topic of integration in voluntary sports 
clubs from the perspective of both the 
research group and the practice partners. 
On the other hand, with the help of the 
practice partners, recommendations were 
developed on how these key findings could 
be translated into concrete recommenda-
tions and awareness raising points, as well 
as into online learning modules.

In a second step, a short online feedback 
tool was set up on the INAMOS website. 
This provided feedback on (1) the current 
relevance of the topic of integration for 
volunteer sports clubs, (2) the relevance 
and comprehensibility of the key findings, 
and (3) the relevance and transferability of 
the (preliminary) recommendations and 
awareness raising points. The comments 
were used to refine the recommendations 
and awareness raising messages and to 
finalise the e-learning modules.

In terms of (1) current relevance, the feed-
back from the participants suggests that 
the issue of migration and integration is a 
particular focus for volunteer sports clubs. 
The issue of integration is an important 
concern for the clubs in their daily work. 
Particularly against the background of the 
war in Ukraine, the topic has once again 
become highly relevant. Participants also 
believe that the integration of migrants 
will be a relevant issue in the future. 

“With what is happening in Ukraine right 
now, I see another big wave coming for us 
as a society. But there are also many well-
trained athletes among them who we 
could really use in our clubs.”

However, this is not the only one of seve-
ral current challenges. The issues of cost 
increases (or inflation) and lack of finan-
cial and human resources - especially since 
the COVID pandemic - are also high on the 
agenda of voluntary sports clubs. Clubs 
are currently struggling to recruit mem-
bers and volunteers, while at the same 
time energy costs, in particular, are rising 
for clubs, further limiting their financial 
options. In addition, some clubs are facing 
increasing pressure to professionalise, for 
example in terms of digital expectations.

“Yes, the issue is important, but as a 
small club we can't do everything. At the 
moment, we are mainly trying to keep our 
normal training running. There is little 
room for extra projects.”
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With regard to (2) the relevance and com-
prehensibility of the key findings, (3) the 
relevance and transferability of the (pre-
liminary) recommendations and awaren-
ess raising points, the participants found 
them very helpful. The participants liked 
the fact that the topic of migration was 
looked at in a holistic way, including all 
levels. This allowed each club to extract 
the most important aspects for itself. The 
key findings, (preliminary) recommenda-
tions and awareness raising points were 
also seen as very positive and informative. 
Some of the key findings, recommendati-
ons or awareness raising points were not 
known to the participants themselves and 
led to positive surprise.

“So far, we have mostly discussed the issue 
of integration in our club as a problematic 
topic and not so much looked at the oppor-
tunities. Therefore, the report has changed 
our view a little bit, I think that was our 
main insight.”

However, it was also noted that the reports 
were very long and participants expres-
sed concern that useful and important 
information might be lost. Therefore, it 
was positively emphasised that the key 
findings, (preliminary) recommendations 
and awareness raising points are/will be 
captured in a clear and compact way and 
communicated in different formats on the 
website. From the point of view of the par-
ticipants, the different formats also help/
will help to look at the key findings and 
recommendations from a different per-
spective and thus to perceive them better. 
Regarding the feasibility of the recommen-
dations, participants noted that some of 
the points could be challenging, but that 
the extensive involvement of practitioners 
in the research made the recommendati-
ons logical, understandable and generally 
applicable in clubs. No other key findings, 
recommendations or points of awareness 
were raised by the participants, so these 
can be considered to be comprehensive.
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  Summary of main empirical  
  findings
The summary of the main findings is 
structured according to our main research 
questions: (1) First, the findings present 
the political and societal conditions in the 
participating countries, and reflect which 
strategies, approaches, and programmes 
are currently used to influence, guide, or 
inform voluntary local VSCs to integrate 
(newly arrived) migrants. In this context 
we discuss how sport-based integration 
programmes for (newly arrived) migrants 
are “rolled-out” to the level of local VSCs 
and what kind of support structures and 
incentives are needed for targeted “roll-
out” programmes. 

(2) Second, VSCs as an integrative setting 
are analysed regarding the potential of 
their integration work and the motives 
and goals underlying this work. We also 
discuss factors relevant to the success-
ful implementation of programmes and 
measures for the integration of migrants. 
Against this background, consequences for 
the sports club as an organisation are also 
considered. 

(3) Third, at the individual level, we ana-
lyse how migrants as a target group gain 
access to VSCs and what their underlying 
motives, interests, and expectations are. 
Furthermore, we address how migrants 
experience participation in a club and to 
what extent they feel socio-culturally and 
socio-emotionally integrated within the 
club and how it has contributed to their 
integration into society. In this context, 
barriers of integration processes are also 
reflected.

Integration Through Sport - Mapping 
of Context, Policies, and Program-
mes
The purpose of this section is to present 
political frameworks for conditions, initia-
tives, programmes, or roll-out strategies 
in the participating European countries 
and the comparator countries Canada and 
Australia that foster social integration of 
(newly arrived) migrants in organised sport. 
The focus was on the level at which (social) 
policy implementation of integration pro-
grammes intersects with the local commu-
nity, that is, at the grassroots level of sport. 
This was considered and reconstructed 
against the background of the integration 
policy significance of sport in general and 
VSCs in particular in the different countries. 
The study asked which actors took the poli-
tical initiative, how integration program-
mes and initiatives were rolled out from 
the national or regional level to the local 
level, and which instruments were used. 
Instruments include national and regional 
policies, strategies, and programmes aimed 
at sports-based integration of (newly arri-
ved) migrants launched by public stakehol-
ders (e.g., ministries and public agencies) 
or sport organisations (e.g., umbrella orga-
nisations). The mapping process does not 
completely cover all existing initiatives, but 
rather aims to identify different (contras-
ting) approaches and describe their roll-out 
strategies. 

To what extent do societal and political 
conditions frame the strategies and 
design of integration through sport pro-
grammes?

If we assume that both immigrant orga-
nisations and sport-specific organisations 
perform useful functions in different pha-
ses of the integration process, program-
mes will benefit from drawing on both. 
Although the data are somewhat broad 
in terms of specifics of the programmes 
used in the participating countries, there 

are some examples that hold such integra-
tive promise. One example is an aspect of 
the Canadian SportWORKS S4N initiative 
that aims to educate sports ambassadors 
and to develop partnerships. Another can 
be found in the Danish Get2sport that 
offers VSCs in vulnerable areas integration 
professionals so that existing sports club 
volunteers can focus on running sport acti-
vities, as refugees often experience prob-
lems and needs related to safety, health, 
well-being, and social welfare. Similarly, 
the German and Swiss initiatives carry such 
ideas as boundary managers and special 
education to coaches. We argue that such 
components have the potential to let VSCs 
do what they do best while simultaneously 
helping immigrants join them. 

We argue that it is reasonable to expect 
VSCs to welcome all who are interested 
in taking part in their activities. In many 
countries, VSCs are required to do so by the 
laws regulating non-profit organisations if 
they want to enjoy tax exemptions, subsi-
dies, public funding, and similar benefits. 
That said, we also argue that it is less rea-
sonable to expect VSCs to arrange activities 
for people other than their members. There 
are certainly many VSCs that do this for a 
number of reasons (financial compensa-
tion, good will, prospects of gaining new 
members, etc.), but as large-scale solutions 
that affect the majority of all VSCs, the pro-
spects are less optimistic, at least in theory.

Given that one of our main points of depar-
ture in this study was that actions taken by 
organisations must be understood relative 
to their organisational contexts, we argue 
that the insights gained here are potential-
ly valid in contexts similar to those studied 
here. Considering Australia and Canada as 
contrasting cases allows promising com-
parisons of the extent to which different 
political and societal conditions lead to 
different concepts of social integration 
and roll-out strategies. Notably, Canada 
and Australia display a contextual setting 
and instrument design that is distinct from 
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the participating European countries. This 
means that findings pertaining to (a) Com-
monwealth type societies are likely to be 
meaningful for countries similar to Austra-
lia and Canada. Similarly, findings relating 
to the European type societies might reso-
nate with other European countries and 
other countries with federative systems of 
membership-based sport organisations (b 
European type). 

The primary point we would like to emp-
hasise is that the programmes used in 
the two types of programme design and 
implementation context are consistent 
with the respective societies in which they 
are launched. In both cases, public autho-
rities operate within existing institutional 
frameworks. 

What do instruments and implementa-
tion context look like in the Common-
wealth type?

In terms of the societal role attributed to 
civil society and the interrelation with the 
state, the Commonwealth type countries 
emphasise the issue-based function of civil 
society (e.g., social justice, and thus fea-
tures of co-governance are prominent in 
government-civil society relationships. In 
this type of country, sport is positioned as 
an activity that reflects values of national 
and community importance (e.g., fairness), 
and the positive effects on individuals and 
society (e.g., social, mental, and physical 
well-being, economic growth) are ascribed 
to the activity itself rather than the speci-
fic organisational framework in which it is 
delivered. 

Furthermore, countries of the Com-
monwealth type have a sport-specific 
government agency that sets policy and 
recognises (national) sport organisations 
as eligible for government ‘investment’. 
Contractual relationships are established 
with individual NSOs, and funding and 
monitoring is carried out at the NSO-level. 
Although there are sport organisations 
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at the national level, there is no singular 
point of contact for the national govern-
ment and no cross-sport central body to 
lead implementation efforts. Concerning 
funding programmes, direct funding to 
VSCs is limited, and when it does occur, it 
is in the form of project- or initiative-based 
applications. 

When it comes to designing integration-
related instruments in such countries, 
immigrant-specific stakeholders (e.g., 
social service agencies, non-profit organi-
sations working to integrate immigrants) 
play a key role in developing programmes 
for integration through sport. VSCs may be 
enrolled as providers of sports activities, 
but the cross-sectoral approach does not 
typically designate clubs as the sole imple-
menting agency.

What do instrumental design and imple-
mentation context look like in the Euro-
pean type?

Sport is ascribed this role of a shaper of the 
citizens of a democratic welfare state. The-
refore, sport’s autonomy vis-à-vis the state 
is far-reaching, and high value is placed on 
self-governance through cross-sport nati-
onal federative umbrella organisations. 
Whereas Commonwealth type countries 
have sport-specific national level govern-
ment agencies, European type countries 
have national umbrella organisations that 
represent the entirety of organised sport 
in discussions with national government 
and have direct links to cross-sport delive-
ry networks down to VSCs. Furthermore, 
club-based funding is to create favourable 
conditions for VSCs to operate on their own 
terms. Free or subsidised facilities along 
with activity-based block grants from nati-
onal, regional, and/or local governments 
are therefore common in this type of coun-
try, but are supplemented by targeted sub-
sidies. 

The key position accorded to clubs in 
European type countries translates to the 

instrumentation of integration through 
organised sport. Umbrella sport organisa-
tions, while funded by state sport and/or 
immigration/integration agencies, esta-
blish programmes that rely entirely on the 
willingness of VSCs to participate. Funds 
earmarked for integration are available 
from umbrella organisations or someti-
mes national or municipal programmes, 
but clubs often need to actively apply and 
adhere to instrument guidelines. 

The European countries in the project, 
representing the European type of instru-
ment design and implementation context, 
share many similarities in terms of wor-
king with the integration of (newly arri-
ved) migrants through sport. This is visible 
in how the state (through its government 
and governmental departments and minis-
tries) in most cases stands as the sender 
of programmes. Contributing to public 
welfare, sport organisations must not only 
be accessible to all, but also reach out to 
all social groups, in particular those who 
are underrepresented in their membership 
circles. This is evident in how the program-
mes’ targets are specified (not targeted at 
all or targeted at groups assumed to have 
difficulty entering sport on their own), but 
also in the ways end users are viewed (as 
needing assistance and/or as underrepre-
sented).

Are there any differences in the pro-
gramme designs across the European 
countries?

It is important to note that there are sig-
nificant political differences in Europe. For 
example, between universalist welfare 
states (Sweden, Norway, and Denmark) 
and corporate, conservative welfare states 
(such as Germany and Switzerland). The 
findings reveal some differences in the 
programme design across the European 
countries in this study. One such difference 
is in how rules are constructed and how the 
concepts behind the specific programmes 

are implicitly outlined. Taking the Danish 
Get2sport as an example, the programme 
theory is that the regular activities of VSCs 
are the best sites to integrate new partici-
pants, such as for (newly arrived) migrants, 
socially vulnerable individuals, or other 
underrepresented groups. However, as the 
existing human resources in VSCs are too 
strained dealing with existing activities 
and members, club volunteers need to be 
relieved of some administrative duties and 
challenges in general regarding the inte-
gration of migrants into training in the 
sport club. This theory shows that there 
is great trust in Danish VSCs, in that they 
know best how to run their activities. In 
the Danish case, this high level of trust is 
also visible in the distribution of mandate 
between sender and recipient, and in the 
view on how programme delivery and goal 
attainment is monitored, measured, and 
evaluated. 

This approach is slightly different from the 
one implicitly constructed for the Swedish 
programme, despite their geographical 
proximity, their similar societal structure, 
organisation of sport, and views on social 
integration and democratic fostering. The 
basic assumption is similar though – VSCs 
lack the resources needed to reach out 
(more) to groups in need. The Swedish pro-
gramme therefore offers professional and 
financial support in the form of integration 
and inclusion officers and funding to pro-
jects. Offering both professional and finan-
cial support incorporates the approaches 
implicitly backing the German Integration 
Through Sport (professional integration 
facilitators) and the Norwegian Refugee 
fund (financial support).

The Swiss MiTu Move Together stands 
out in comparison, placing its implicit 
approach on the other end of the spectrum 
relative to Denmark, with Sweden, Norway, 
and Germany between the two. Instead of 
implying lack of capacity in VSCs to take 
on more participants (and especially more 
participants from groups in need), the idea 
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behind the Swiss programme is that VSCs 
need incentives to actively seek out fami-
lies with special needs. Thus, the assumed 
challenge is not that VSCs cannot take in 
those who approach them with a wish to 
participate. The main challenge is instead 
that some groups do not have the capaci-
ty to approach a sports club. As such, the 
main challenge is associated with the cir-
cumstances surrounding potential partici-
pants, not the clubs.

When looking specifically at the distributi-
on of mandates, the Nordic countries (Den-
mark, Norway, and Sweden) differ from the 
continental European countries (Germany 
and Switzerland) in the sense that sport 
organisations in the former appear more 
independent and sport organisations in the 
latter more accountable. However, there 
are also differences between Denmark 
and Norway in this respect. Even though 
the Norwegian and Swedish programme 
theories are similar to the Danish in terms 
of overall high levels of trust between 
sender and recipients at the outset of the 
programmes, there are explicit monitoring 
activities incorporated in the Norwegian 
and Swedish programmes.

pexels | Omar Ramadan
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Perspectives of VSCs as an Integrati-
ve Setting
In the following section, we present the 
main findings from the perspective of 
clubs as an integrative setting and their 
potential to contribution to social integra-
tion of people with migrant background. 
The findings are based on case studies of 31 
European VSCs, including interviews with 
decision makers (n=51) and interviews and 
focus group discussions with members 
(n=61). The interviews were analysed based 
on qualitative content analysis (for more 
detail, see the methods report and the club 
study report).

We address the relevant factors in the 
process of successful implementation 
of programmes and measures to integ-
rate (newly arrived) migrants. We reflect 
how VSCs create opportunities to include 
migrants into existing sports and social 
services and what their ad-hoc (practical) 
measures look like. VSCs need to build 
capacity to implement integrative ser-
vices. Therefore, it is not only important 
to know what capacities they rely on, but 
also whether they have struggled to build 
capacity. Furthermore, we reflect the asso-
ciated consequences of VSCs’ integrative 
engagements.

Most of the clubs in the sample are some-
how successful in integrating migrants 
via specific programmes or measures. The 
respective initiatives show a broad variety 
of whether clubs implement a certain poli-
cy programme or create their own initia-
tives. Furthermore, we could not find any 
major differences between the clubs from 
different countries with different sport 
systems. Therefore, we present the results 
and summarise them not along the five 
different countries, but in a comprehensi-
ve view. The findings are structured along 
our research-guiding questions addressing 
specific issues of the integration work of 
VSCs.

What are the goals and motivation of 
VSCs regarding integration of migrants 
as a specific target group?

The clubs in our study focus mainly on 
sports activities that are open for all popu-
lation groups. Not all of the interviewed 
clubs have specific goals with regard to the 
integration of people with migration back-
ground. Clubs want to organise sports in 
the communities, and if these communi-
ties include minorities/refugees, then they 
create something for them. Thus, integra-
tion work often emerges in the context of 
the regular club activities. However, there 
are also clubs that address specific target 
groups like women. It becomes clear that 
specific goals are less important than what 
actually goes on within a club and in what 
context the activity takes place.

For most of the clubs, normative attitu-
des are relevant for their integration work. 
Clubs do it because this is what they consi-
der proper based on humanitarian reasons 
or processing ideal claims (“sport for all”) 
to contribute to social integration in their 
community because they are located near 
a vulnerable residential area. It is evident 
that the motives for being active in integ-
ration work are mostly aimed at generating 
added value for the migrants and society. 
These are clubs that find integration work 
to be a good fit with their own club DNA 
and that integration work itself represents 
a goal for the club. 

Some clubs combine normative attitudes 
with functional motives; clubs are motiva-
ted simultaneously by altruism and self-
interest. Sometimes dealing with the topic 
of integration begins with challenges or 
problems within the club (e.g., declining 
membership, lack of volunteers), which 
should be solved by addressing migrants 
as an interesting target group. This also 
creates the desire to receive more positive 
attention from the community, which in 
turn leads to more resources and ‘goodwill’, 
as well as a more prominent position in the 
local community. 

How do VSCs implement (roll-in) integra-
tion programmes and measures?

Our case studies show that it is generally 
difficult to differentiate top-down from 
bottom-up clubs. Top-down means that 
clubs implement national or regional 
‘integration through sport’ policies and 
programmes, whereas bottom-up clubs 
create and practice their own immigrant 
integration initiatives, without any relati-
onships to political programmes, based on 
their own goals, self-image, or institutional 
logic. Top-down clubs receive resources to 
either strengthen their integration efforts 
and/or to start new integration initiati-
ves, but no club started any integration 
initiatives before becoming a programme 
implementer. Therefore, it is imperative to 
consider the structure and the local context 
of each club individually.

The clubs in the sample are successful in 
integrating (newly arrived) migrants via 
specific programmes or measures. The 
respective initiatives show a broad varie-
ty of clubs implementing a certain policy 
programme or developing their own initia-
tives. Roll-in describes the implementation 
and incorporation of integration initiates 
and practices. Our research shows that 
there is no one roll-in model that fits for all 
clubs. Different integration-related mea-
sures and projects in clubs are not based 
on strategic goals or integration concepts; 
rather they are further developed from 
measure to measure based on experience 
(sometimes trial and error procedures). 

Some clubs approach migrants directly, 
whereas in some cases migrants approach 
the clubs or their volunteers and inquire 
about possible participation and mem-
bership. Sometimes, contacts can emerge 
by chance (e.g., open spaces at club facili-
ties where non-members also do sports). 
Having people engaged in the club who are 
well-known in the local housing area (e.g., 
vulnerable residential area) can help foster 
recruitment. They also found that recrui-
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ting the first members was the most diffi-
cult, and then others started to show up via 
word to mouth. In addition, coaches and 
instructors from the target group can help 
with recruitment, especially when there is 
a language barrier. 

Overall, the implementation of sport-
based integration programmes can be 
roughly described by the following types, 
which can overlap to some extent. Some 
clubs already have integrative measures 
and extend and complement by policy 
programmes. Other clubs intend to solve 
club-specific problems (e.g., member recru-
itment) or address social problems (e.g., 
social cohesion in their neighbourhood). A 
third type can be characterised by the high 
willingness and motivation of driving key 
actors.

Often, small selected groups of people (pri-
marily engaged volunteers like coaches) 
who initiate integration efforts are rather 
important. However, it is important to note 
that the club board in most VSCs supports 
the efforts of these persons or small groups 
on a leadership level. During implementa-
tion processes, VSCs often develop trust in 
engaged persons who have experiences 
and competencies in work with migrants. 
These actors autonomously develop and 
promote measures and offers for migrants.

The implementation of integration work in 
clubs can be characterised as an evolving 
process: Clubs want to organise sport and 
be inclusive, there are funding opportuni-
ties, there are helpful actors, and together 
they develop something that works for 
integration.
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Which capacities are relevant for integ-
ration work in VSCs, and how are these 
capacities built?

The following organisational capacities 
are relevant for the implementation of 
programmes: human resources, finan-
cial support, relationships and networks 
with stakeholders, the availability of sport 
facilities, long-term planning and “good” 
communication. Motivated, enthusiastic, 
competent and skilled club members and 
volunteers, and sometimes paid emp-
loyees, are often the most important pillar 
and driving forces for the social integration 
initiatives in VSCs (person driven approach). 
However, if VSCs lack these resources, they 
face challenges in implementing program-
mes for social integration. 

If the clubs have qualified and dedicated 
volunteers, they are strong regardless of 
the large differences in club size. On the 
other hand, most clubs’ integration efforts 
are implemented by relatively few dedica-
ted volunteers and in some cases paid staff, 
which makes these programs vulnerable to 
member fluctuation. For clubs, this means 
that member retention/recruitment is 
important and that continuous funds are 
necessary, as well as the acceptance and 
the support of the club board and other 
key actors.

Financial resources also play a role in the 
process of implementing initiatives, par-
ticularly specific subsidies and funding. 
Top-down clubs receive financial support 
or professional assistance through their 
participation in the programme. This ena-
bles them to continue and intensify their 
integration work, which would not be pos-
sible to this extent without the financial 
support. This makes it possible, for exam-
ple, to hire full-time or part-time staff to 
take care of administrative tasks, develop-
ment work, coordination tasks, and/or 
coaching tasks. It also enables the clubs to 
buy clothes and equipment, and to pay for 
transportation for their players. As most 

grants are one-off or time-limited and tied 
to 'projects', the continuous search for fun-
ding opportunities is a challenge, especi-
ally for those clubs that do not always feel 
that they have a stable financial founda-
tion on which to continue their integration 
efforts. In addition, applying for funding 
can be challenging for some clubs. Howe-
ver, the funding programmes differ from 
country to country, and their rules range 
from “no strings attached” but implicit 
expectations, e.g., Sweden/Denmark, to 
strict regulations in Germany. Here, clubs 
are somewhat annoyed at applying for fun-
ding, bureaucratic procedures, and evalua-
ting the programmes on a regular basis. 
It binds resources that could be used for 
other purposes. The ongoing need to reap-
ply to financial programmes reduces the 
predictability of whether they can proceed 
with their initiatives in their current forms.
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The findings also show that the process of 
programme participation and implementa-
tion of integrative measures can help clubs 
build and develop the relevant resources 
and improve their capacities for integrati-
ve work. In particular, they can gain more 
access to sports facilities and recruit more 
volunteers and/or paid staff. The volun-
teers and members acquire intercultural 
competencies, knowledge, and specific 
experiences. This enables an open club cul-
ture to be developed. Furthermore, volun-
teers can build funding opportunities and 
new relationships and networks, as well as 
improve the reputation of the club.

To promote their integrative work, several 
clubs have built-up networks and collabo-
rations, particularly within the local com-
munity with municipal authorities. These 
are mentioned as the most important 
contacts, but they also mention schools, 
kindergartens, the local crime prevention 
team, social workers, and other VSCs, as 
well as private organisations and sponsors. 

Furthermore, the availability of and access 
to sport and training facilities support the 
implementation of sport-based integration 
programmes and measures. When spea-
king to their municipalities, clubs often 
experience that their requests regarding 
sport facilities are looked at more favou-
rably because of their social responsibility 
in the local community. Overall, the local 
context of the club – e.g., the density of the 
migrant population in the immediate vici-
nity – is relevant for the integrative work 
of sports clubs.

Understanding the diversity anchored in 
the club culture determines the ability of 
clubs to deal with the integration of mig-
rants. The better the integration efforts 
are rooted in the culture and values of the 
clubs, the easier it is to implement these 
initiatives. 

What challenges and problems confront 
VSCs regarding integration work?

A relevant obstacle in integration work 
is to gain access to migrants. Some clubs 
explained that it is difficult to reach (newly 
arrived) migrants, as they rarely appear as 
one cohesive group. The circumstance that 
particularly refugees only stay in reception 
facilities for short periods increases the 
problem of access. Accordingly, another 
challenge for the clubs is that people often 
move to and from the vulnerable residen-
tial areas, resulting in a large turnover of 
members in clubs. Clubs report that recru-
itment was a continuous challenge, becau-
se migrant people - as they became better 
integrated (e.g., got jobs) - would tend to 
leave the vulnerable residential areas. In 
their place, new migrants would arrive that 
had not yet received the same integration 
status. Thus, the well-integrated migrants 
continuously moving and leaving the clubs 
challenged the integration work provided 
in the VSCs. Therefore, clubs often feel they 
have to ‘start over’ with their recruitment 
efforts regarding both members and volun-
teers.

Three of the main challenges for clubs are 
the lack of involvement of parents of chil-
dren with an immigrant background in the 
clubs, administrative matters (e.g., mem-
bership fee payment), and lack knowledge 
about sport club culture among the target 
group. Most clubs are aware of these chal-
lenges and work to mitigate them through 
different types of initiatives. The practice 
of reducing or completely nullifying mem-
ber fee for migrants and refugees some-
times proves problematic. Migrants can 
experience not being a full member or not 
being a member at all without paying the 
fee. Sometimes, they are prohibited from 
performing duties that “regular” mem-
bers can do, such as voting for the board 
of directors.

pexels | Yogendra Singh
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Furthermore, clubs sometimes struggle 
with capacity building (recruiting volun-
teers, gaining access to infrastructure, less 
in relation to finances). It also becomes 
clear that some clubs have a lack of peop-
le who are responsible for and engaged in 
work with migrants. One main challenge in 
most clubs is that there are only few peop-
le working with and addressing integration 
at a leadership level.

Which intended and unintended con-
sequences can be observed within the 
clubs?

It is not easy for VSCs to assess the con-
sequences of their integration work. On 
the one hand, because cause-effect rela-
tionships are not clearly determinable and, 
on the other hand, because clubs are not 
aware of them.

Most of VSCs do not view integration work 
as a burden or only as an effort for the club. 
Rather, clubs recognise that integration 
and diversity can be a productive resource, 
and clubs can benefit for development and 
capacity building. Particularly, they gain 
more access to sports facilities and recru-
it more volunteers and/or paid staff. The 
volunteers and members acquire intercul-
tural competencies, knowledge, and spe-
cific experiences, and thus, an open club 
culture can be developed. Furthermore, 
clubs can build funding opportunities and 
new relationships and networks, as well 
as improve the visibility, goodwill, and 
reputation of the club in the local area and 
towards the municipality.

From the member perspective, there is an 
ambivalent picture regarding integration 
measures and programmes of their club. 
Overall, club members show great open-
ness when it comes to the integration 
of people with migration backgrounds. 

However, the awareness of the integration 
programmes among members, especially 
members without decision-making functi-
ons, seems rather low. The members report 
that integration work can improve mem-
bership numbers, the club’s reputation, 
and its image of openness in the general 
public. Integration measures and program-
mes can raise the diversity within the club, 
as well as member identification with the 
club. However, intended integration mea-
sures and programmes can also lead to 
exclusion, aggression, and sometimes even 
racism. In addition, having many members 
with migrant backgrounds can lead to host 
members feeling left out or excluded from 
the club community. 

Members are concerned about overburde-
ning the responsible coaches and increa-
sing bureaucratic requirements. Specific 
social and cultural skills are required for 
coaches to manage intercultural training 
groups, which are often not available and 
must be acquired through further edu-
cation. There is also a risk that coaches 
will give up their posts because they feel 
overwhelmed.

Members are also critical about the integra-
tive effect of the measures, and they some-
times expect some assimilation towards 
language, general rules, or values within 
the clubs. Cultural diversity is associated 
with a demand for assimilation especial-
ly in those clubs that are geared towards 
tradition. However, there are clubs in our 
sample that make religious adaptions as 
clear sign of pluralism.

(Newly arrived) Migrants' perspecti-
ves on social integration in VSCs
To consider the expectations and expe-
riences of migrants in VSCs in relation to 
targeted initiatives and practices for social 
integration, 12 focus group discussions and 
23 interviews were conducted in the 31 
VSCs mentioned above. In total, we inter-
viewed 80 migrants (for more information 
see WP 6 report).

In this summary, we provide the main 
findings related to the following research 
issues: First, we address the questions of 
why and how migrants have found access 
to local VSCs, and what personal experien-
ces they have already had in club-based 
sports activities and with specific integ-
rative measures. Furthermore, we discuss 
barriers of social integration and to what 
extent migrants can also benefit from their 
sport club membership in other areas of 
society. 

What motivates (newly arrived) mig-
rants to gain access to VSCs and sport 
activities?

Migrants as a target group themselves are 
a very diverse group of individuals (newly 
arrived migrants, refugees, various types 
of minorities, and even some majorities), 
and they are, in turn, part of diverse sport 
groups based on different needs and moti-
ves.

Thus, it not surprising that migrants have 
diverse opinions regarding sport. From elite 
ambitions to no sporting ambitions, from 
participating in programmes for immig-
rants to be part of ordinary teams, and 
from having sport as an important part of 
life to seeing sport as a nice thing to take 
part in but not as being that important in 
life. This variety was also seen in the inter-
views from all countries. Even though moti-
ves for sports vary, the main impression is 
that motives in the minority and majority 
populations are the same: Sports are fun 
and a place for meeting other people. 
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Some Migrants just want some kind of acti-
vity, others are attracted to specific sports, 
some want to perform, some want speci-
fic competencies (e.g., to learn to swim). 
The impression is that fewer migrants do 
sports for health reasons than individuals 
in the general population. One important 
finding is that both reasons for sports and 
the activities themselves differ between 
female and male migrants.

The most common activities seem to be 
traditional sports with strong positions 
both in each country and internationally, 
such as football. For some migrants, it is 
also important to organise sport activi-
ties that are highly valued in migrants’ 
countries of origin, such as cricket. Some 
of the interviewees emphasise that they 
appreciate that sports are inclusive and not 
always very competitive, while some also 
have the opposite experience: the sports 
are too inclusive and not serious enough. 
Some clubs also emphasise that non-sport 
activities are also important. This could be 
social gatherings without any clear objec-
tive or more specific activities related to 
helping kids with schoolwork, for example. 

The results show that the TGIs (target 
group interviews) attribute a high contact 
potential to the VSCs due to their different 
social and sporting opportunity structures, 
which enable diverse encounters between 
migrants and people from the host society. 
Such informal contacts – as long as they are 
of a certain duration and regularity – often 
result in ethnically mixed social relation-
ships that mainly remain inside the club, 
but very rarely develop into friendships 
'outside of the club'. 

The main recruitment to VSCs seems to be 
a question of refugees (and minorities) fin-
ding the clubs themselves. Looking around, 
biking, or searching the internet: There is 
a desire for clubs to have better websites 
and information with translations into 
different languages. Except for a few Ger-
man and Swedish cases, we found that few 
migrants were recruited through formal 
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level of trust, which they were not used to. 
However, the feeling of trust is not given 
automatically, because some migrants 
reported sometimes still feeling like a 
foreigner, although they had been in the 
club for some time.

Most migrants are involved in the club 
as active athletes, and some also take on 
voluntary tasks, mostly as coaches and 
instructors. Migrants participate in educa-
tion programmes, and some are also emp-
loyed in small positions within the clubs. 
Some clubs also try to include TGIs on their 
boards. One of the clubs was trying to 
establish some kind of alumni association 
to strengthen the social networks in the 
club for the future and for the larger socie-
ty. One-time events – gatherings, parties 
etc – are also mentioned as important for 
establishing social networks in the clubs. 

Migrants agree that the main factor that 
enables them to fully commit and partici-
pate in the club is using the common lan-
guage. This refers not only to gaining access 
to clubs and building social relationships, 
but also to understanding and following 
instructions in sport courses and training 
(e.g., conducting exercises, training, tactics, 
etc.). Coaches are the essential reference 
points for the migrants and support them, 
at least in their initial stages. Migrants turn 
to the coaches as the most important peo-
ple in that regard.

How can (newly arrived) migrants bene-
fit from sport club activities in other 
social areas outside of sports?

We distinguished three types of inter-
actions outside of sport that result from 
sport: First, there are directs outcomes, 
meeting the same people as an extension 
of sport: Going to a movie, having somet-
hing to eat. Second, some athletes meet at 
other institutional settings. Some exercise 
at fitness centres, other take part in other 
sports (martial arts). The most common 
interaction outside of sport is probably 
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going to the same school. In some cases, 
educational efforts are also supported by 
assistance with schoolwork in the sports 
setting.  Third, some migrants report that 
they gained competencies and contacts 
through sports that helped them into the 
labour market. Those migrants with such 
experiences were mostly those taking 
part in special educational arrangements 
through their clubs. 

These three forms of interaction and inte-
gration also illustrate the different ways 
sport plays a role in integration. Whereas 
the two first forms of interaction streng-
then some type of bonding, the third and 
more consequential form – e.g., getting a 
job – requires special efforts on the part 
of the clubs.

Which barriers exist for (newly arrived) 
migrants to gain access to VSCs?

For migrants, not being able to speak the 
language of the host country seems to be 
a very strong inhibiting factor regarding 
integration in the club context and beyond.

It is clear that migrants, in particular refu-
gees, lack social networks they can work 
with to gain access to various offers in the 
community. 

Sometimes, migrants show deficits in 
knowledge about the (sport) culture in 
the host country, resulting in initial issues 
when getting into contact with providers of 
sport activities and in joining clubs. There is 
also a challenge due to lack of knowled-
ge among the migrants about sports club 
norms, culture, and values. Lack of unders-
tanding of these norms makes it difficult to 
join a sport club or to know what is expec-
ted of members in VSCs. This lack of know-
ledge may lead to a distorted perception 
of the migrants from the host members. 
We met migrants who reported that they 
were seen as 'bulleys' from the beginning 
when they joined the club or when playing 
matches. This made it difficult for them to 
be accepted.

Inhibited mobility can reduce migrants’ 
possibilities of accessing sport activities 
and clubs. Either by the lack of transporta-
tion options (e.g., there is no regular public 
transportation) or the restrictions they face 
while residing in an initial reception facility.

A minority of migrants mentioned that 
costs related to specific sports can hinder 
the access of migrants to those activities 
and clubs. For some, the membership fees 
lead to reluctance to participate, others do 
not have the ability to purchase sport-spe-
cific equipment.

programmes. Some are linked to clubs by 
programmes or other institutional actors. 
Some also reported that they took the ini-
tiative themselves and contacted a local 
and/or relevant club. Previous experience 
matters for what type of club and sports 
one chooses. However, in line with the pre-
vious point on activity, it is important that 
sports are diverse and not uniform. Natio-
nal background, sports experiences, and 
gender play a role in determining which 
sports are organised how, and in such a 
way that they are chosen by specific peo-
ple.

We find a spectrum of club activities that 
are more or less related to sport. Without 
this being a central topic for many intervie-
wees, one could assume that much of the 
social interaction revolves around everyday 
activities, small talk, locker rooms interac-
tion, travel to and from sports. There are 
also activities that are (more or less) open 
to all, and where participants themselves 
decide on the type of activity. Some clubs 
have facilities that are supportive of such 
interactions (e.g., open sports hall). 

How do (newly arrived) migrants evalua-
te the quality of social embedding and 
integration within VSCs?

Migrants see themselves well-integrated 
and accepted in the club context. They suc-
ceed in building social relationships and 
friendships, especially with other athletes 
in the club. In addition, they usually main-
tain a close relationship with the coach. In 
addition to the social relationships with 
other athletes, the coach is seen as the cen-
tral factor that supports the participation 
opportunities of people with a migration 
background in the club context. 

Identification with the club is general-
ly high, with the club sometimes being 
described as their home, or family, but 
also sometimes it is 'just' a venue for sports 
participation, and nothing more than that. 
The migrants reported experiencing a high 
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  Recommendations and points  
  of awareness to scale-up the  
  social integration of migrants  
  in VSCs
Which practical recommendations and 
implications arise from the data and 
underlying analyses to enhance VSCs 
contribution to integrative work for mig-
rants? The aim of the following section 
is to highlight various aspects of how to 
improve the social integration of migrants 
as an important field of sport policy and 
the function of VSCs. This can be located 
at different levels of action and addresses 
various actors and stakeholders. However, 
the following recommendations should 
not be understood as concrete measures 
or even general “if-then” instructions for 
the practice of social integration, which 
automatically leads to success in all VSCs 
in different countries. This would not cor-
respond with the complexity of the issue 
of social integration and the associated 
challenges and management perspectives. 
Such an approach would assume that (1) 
all countries operate according to similar 
integration programmes, roll-out strate-
gies, and with the same measures. The 
findings show that there are some com-
monalities in the approach and the hand-
ling of social integration in club sports in 
European countries. Nevertheless, the con-
textual conditions are different and there 
are different traditions and rules regarding 
the roll-out of sport policies, so that an 
unreflected direct transfer does not seem 
useful or possible. Nevertheless, it is pos-
sible to learn from each other. Therefore, 
reflecting possible recommendations and 
points of awareness should always be 
done against the background of political 
framework conditions and country-specific 
characteristics (structural anchoring and 
content design of integration programmes, 
areas of responsibility, equipment, etc.). 
(2) VSCs are related to different (external 
and internal) conditions, and they are also 
confronted with different problems in the 

context of integration work, so that it is 
not possible to fall back on specific solu-
tions for certain problem situations that 
lead almost automatically to success. Rat-
her, integration work in clubs represents a 
multi-layered and complex field of action 
for which no simple solutions can be pro-
vided. Furthermore, VSCs are not “trivial 
machines” that can be controlled directly 
from outside. Rather, VSCs are social sys-
tems that can only be stimulated/irritated 
from outside and decide for themselves 
whether external impulses have any reso-
nance in the club or not. (3) Regarding the 
target group of migrants, we can hardly 
speak of a homogeneous group that can be 
addressed by standardised integrative pro-
grammes and measures. Rather, a broad 
diversity should be considered in terms of 
cultural origin, social and economic condi-
tions, experiences with the country of ori-
gin, refugee (yes/no), etc. Equalising and 
thus ultimately culturalization approaches 
to social integration are therefore not very 
promising. Action strategies and measures 
should be developed that take into account 
and address the diversity of migrants in 
terms of their interests, expectations, and 
needs.

Given this complexity, we set several points 
of awareness based on the empirical data 
in this study that are intended to stimu-
late processes of reflection and discussion 
among various actors and stakeholders in 
policy and practice. The overall goal of this 
is to increase the integration potential and 
future opportunities of organised sport, to 
create new perspectives for initiatives, stra-
tegies, and supportive structures, and, last 
but not least, to reduce decision-making 
uncertainties. 

In the first part of this section, we provide 
fundamental reflections on the key actors 
involved: (i) VSCs as policy implementers, 
(ii) sport federations and public authorities 
as (sport)political actors, and (iii) migrants 
as a target group. Building on this, in the 
second part we discuss nine specific issu-
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es and points of awareness that address 
different strategies and practices of integ-
ration work. These issues are addressed in 
an overarching manner, not just separately 
for one specific actor. In doing so, we take 
in account that certain issues, due to their 
complexity, can only be adequately addres-
sed by different actors at different levels. 
Furthermore, there is a kind of trade-off on 
some issues that will be discussed in terms 
of promoting and limiting factors.

VSCs as policy implementers
The analysis of the different VSCs in our 
case studies shows that VSCs have deve-
loped various concepts and a great diver-
sity of measures to specifically address 
migrants. Accordingly, there are numerous 
examples of good practice in VSCs for initi-
ated, developed, and implemented integ-
ration projects. However, it also shows that 
the implementation strategies and practi-
ces are linked to specific internal and exter-
nal conditions. There are clubs located in 

residential areas with many immigrants, 
while others have fewer immigrants. Some 
clubs differ regarding access to a more or 
less good public sports infrastructure, and 
some clubs are integrated into national/
local integration programmes and receive 
funding, while others do not. In addition, 
the internal conditions are different in 
terms of club size, specific resources and 
competencies, strategic objectives, and 
institutional logic. Based on internal and 
external circumstances, clubs are confron-
ted with different challenges, problems, 
and needs that must be taken into account 
in the supportive structures. To increase 
the number of clubs that are willing and 
able to implement targeted integration 
measures on a significant scale and suc-
cessfully, individualised concepts are the-
refore needed that more consistently take 
into account the diversity of VSCs and their 
different preconditions. In this context and 
to develop different approaches and stra-
tegic thrusts of management and support, 
we propose grouping clubs as follows: 

pixabay | janeb13
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(1) There are VSCs that do integrative work 
Here we must distinguish between clubs 
that implement programmes and clubs 
engaged in integration work without any 
external support or programme participa-
tion. These clubs realise measures using 
their own resources and capacities. Here, 
it is important to support the clubs in 
strengthening and stabilising the existing 
initiatives, and if possible, in expanding 
them moderately. The aim is to consoli-
date the integration work within the club 
by permanently anchoring it structurally 
(see Issue 7) and stabilising capacities (see 
Issue 6). At the same time, however, it is 
also important to know the limits of what 
is possible and reasonable to protect clubs 
from being overwhelmed.

(2) There are VSCs that are willing to do 
integration work, but they communica-
te that they are not able to due to lack 
resources and competencies. These clubs 
have a certain interest and willingness to 
become active in relation to integration 
work, so that no persuasion is necessa-
ry. Rather, it is about showing ways in 
which clubs can take the initiative under 
their existing conditions and how missing 
resources can be mobilised and developed. 
These clubs should receive support parti-
cularly in terms of the resources they need, 
e.g., funding, facilities, coaches – not in the 
form of standardised support that fits all 
clubs, but which might differ from club to 
club depending on their specific situation 
and context.

(3) There are VSCs that do not do any 
(explicit) integration work. Therefore, the 
question arises as to how the issue of 
social integration can find more resonance 

in the club and be anchored in the minds 
of the club members? Willingness should 
be achieved or stimulated through appro-
priate persuasion and communication by 
internal actors (e.g., interested members) 
or external actors from the sport federa-
tion (e.g., club advisor in club development 
programmes). These actors can raise awa-
reness for the issue of social integration 
through functional arguments addressing 
specific challenges and club problems that 
might be solved by integrating migrant 
members (see Issue 1). VSCs are much more 
willing to take integrative measures if the 
arguments are functional from their uni-
que logic and fits with their guiding princi-
ples. For example, regarding new member 
recruitment to identify potentially talen-
ted athletes, to improve the club image to 
become more “coloured” or intercultural, 
or the legitimisation of public subsidies. At 
the same time, it is important to note that 
VSCs can be characterised as interest orga-
nisations based on the organisational logic 
of self-organisation and the pooling of 
resources to realise the common interests 
of the members. In terms of their specific 
characteristics, the members’ common 
goals are generally sport-related (such as 
playing football, participating in swimming 
competitions, or learning how to ski), while 
the objective of tackling specific social pro-
blems (such as the inclusion of refugees) 
is usually not a direct objective of the club 
and its members. Therefore, the autonomy 
of VSCs should be considered and respec-
ted, which can also mean that they do not 
implement any (specific) integration mea-
sures.

Public authorities and sport federa-
tions
At a policy level, public authorities as 
well as sport federations are important 
players in integration work, because they 
are responsible for creating framework 
conditions, incentives, and opportunity 
structures to encourage VSCs to integrate 
migrants. The following premises are rele-
vant regarding the construction and roll-
out of programmes or supportive measure 
at the political level:

The findings show that it is mainly clubs 
already active in integration work that 
apply for funding for integration work, 
rather than clubs that should be stimu-
lated to do integration work via support 
programmes. Therefore, the public autho-
rities and sport federations as programme 
leaders should take steps to avoid subsidi-
sing clubs that already have the capacities 
do integration work. Instead, they should 
identify clubs that do not exert any inte-
gration efforts or clubs that need specific 
support for integration work (type 2 & 3 
clubs). However, this is difficult and resour-
ce intensive. Funding pools can promote 
integration efforts in clubs, but accessing 
this funding is time consuming for the 
clubs and tends to generate more activity 
in clubs already working with integration. 
Furthermore, such an approach is also cost-
ly in terms of announcing funds, seeking 
out clubs, and evaluating applications. 
Thus, funding pools are not the best way 
to get more clubs to work with integration.

Policymakers should consider formulating 
policies that focus more on guidelines and 
incentives than on restrictions and rules to 
reduce barriers for clubs to apply for the 
programmes. In general, it is important 
to think about (top-down) programmes 
and their bureaucratic processing (control, 
accountability), which is associated with a 
considerable additional burden for clubs, 
which in turn ties up resources that they 
cannot invest in other issues and causes 

these programs to become less attractive. 
Therefore, for clubs that choose to imple-
ment programmes in the future, the “bar-
riers” to programme implementation and 
administrative requirements and resources 
for application should be reduced, and 
more flexibility should be provided in 
implementer focused activities (considera-
tion “trade-offs” within required program-
me design and implementation). Such an 
approach would also have lower costs for 
“senders”.

As the findings from club practice show, 
various integrative projects and measu-
res have developed from the bottom up, 
beyond formal programme structures, 
through which VSCs can carry out very suc-
cessful integration work. Political actors 
should therefore trust in the capabilities 
of civil society, i.e., consider existing struc-
tures and the club dispositions they have 
created. Therefore, it would be most effi-
cient to make incentives available and let 
the clubs decide how they want to imple-
ment integration activities and what action 
they want to use for that purpose. This may 
be the only way a voluntary club can func-
tion; they simply do not work 'rationally', 
and integrative initiatives and measures 
somehow emerge. 

Consequently, support should be given in 
the sense of 'help for self-help' in order 
to strengthen and further develop clubs' 
abilities, which corresponds to a syste-
mic understanding of management. The-
refore, programmes should offer more 
supportive instruments and opportunity 
structures than just delivering money. 
Broader support could contain incentives 
and consulting for implementation. Addi-
tional workshops on this issue could also 
be offered, and individualised counselling 
concepts could be provided if clubs, groups, 
or individuals need this. Sport federations 
should work on creating ideas to support 
the clubs in initiating and conducting inte-
gration work, but this should be integrated 
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tion pressures when joining a sport club. 
The observation that migrants sometimes 
find it difficult to access to VSCs is related 
to the fact that clubs often do not appear 
as diverse or culturally open institutions 
in their external presentation. Such exter-
nally communicated self-images of tradi-
tional clubs can lead to attitudes towards 
clubs with negative connotations. If a sport 
club develops an image among migrants 
as having assimilative ambitions, migrants 
can feel reinforced in their assumption that 
they are not wanted as members. There-
fore, clubs should make their integration 
work and openness more visible to the 
general public, and also signal how mig-
rants can benefit from becoming members.

Our second main premise is not to treat 
migrants as a passive and vulnerable 
group that only causes difficulties for the 
club. Instead, migrants should rather be 
considered an active part and productive 
resource within the club. The aim should 
be to make migrants visible and to give 
them a voice within the club by involving 
migrants actively in daily club business 
and decision-making processes. This kind 
of empowerment of migrants within the 
club goes far beyond “only” including mig-
rants in training and competitions, and 
can be seen as the initiation of deeper and 
sustainable social integration processes. 
It is necessary to overcome the idea that 
integrative measures are created `over the 
heads` of the target group of migrants, and 
instead to actively involve those who are 
affected into of the integration process. 
Such a participatory approach and active 
inclusion of migrants can be a catalyst for 
further integration processes and increa-
se cultural diversity in VSCs. One way is by 
migrants initiating processes and measu-
res in the club. Especially when taking on 
positions and tasks, migrants can increase 
the VSCs' readiness for integration work. 
In addition, they can strengthen the VSCs' 
resources through their specific knowledge 
or by refreshing existing networks. Another 
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way is by strengthening the sense of belon-
ging through interethnic interactions and 
relationships between people with and 
without a migration background: This cor-
responds with our understanding of social 
integration in VSCs as a reciprocal process 
of exchange and approximation, which is 
based on equal participation and mutual 
acceptance dealing with cultural differen-
ces.

Specific issues 
Against the background of these basic pre-
mises, integration work in organised sport 
should be goal-oriented and backed up 
with mutually compatible strategies and 
measures. First, the question arises as to 
how people with a migration background 
can take advantage of sport offers in the 
club so that they can also benefit from the 
integration effects in other areas of life 
through joint sporting activities. Therefore, 
it must be ensured that people with a mig-
ration background can position themsel-

ves appropriately within the club. Second, 
VSCs are also primarily oriented towards 
the interests of their members and are 
not explicitly oriented towards integra-
ting migrants. This raises the question as 
to how resonance could be generated in 
VSCs regarding the topic of integration. 
This should be approached less in the sense 
of moral obligations and more in the con-
text of functional necessities. This should 
depend in no small part on the extent 
to which VSCs succeed in seeing cultural 
diversity as a productive resource, e.g., in 
relation to competitive sports, the variety 
of offers, or social interaction, and not as a 
burden or even a problem. 

With this in mind, in the following nine 
points, we address strategies and practi-
ces that can contribute to initiating and 
strengthening integration work in VSCs. 
These recommendations and points of 
awareness could help to raise the number 
of clubs that engage actively and effecti-
vely. 

in a broader context of diversity and club 
development. In this context, sport fede-
rations can use knowledge and experience 
from outside the sport context through 
collaboration. In sum, sport federations 
and public authorities need to develop or 
strengthen their own resources and com-
petencies to support VSCs. This is consis-
tent with the fact that sport federations 
are also independent entities (like VSCs), 
and are therefore free to set their own prio-
rities.

Heterogeneity of migrants as target 
group for VSCs
As mentioned above, “migrants" is a con-
tainer term applied to a broad range of 
diverse groups with different cultural, lin-
guistic, religious, and social backgrounds, 
and no or different (primary) experiences in 
the country of origin. This is reflected in the 
different values, preferences, and attitudes 
that need to be considered and addressed 
in integration processes. This poses a major 
challenge, especially for VSCs. Refugees are 
a specific group of migrants that can be 
traumatised by flight and/or war experien-
ces and find themselves in a country whose 
language and culture they do not unders-
tand. Furthermore, it should be noted that 
refugees are not among the usual target 
groups of VSCs due to uncertain prospects 
of staying.

In a first main premise, information and 
low-threshold accessibility are key aspects 
for migrants to find relevant sport offers. 
Immigrants often cannot find information 
about existing VSCs for different sports. In 
this context, supplying that information 
together with where the clubs are located 
and how they can be reached is important. 
The clubs can provide information about 
the different sporting and social oppor-
tunities within the club that correspond 
with migrants’ needs and interests (for 
more detail, see Issue 2 and Issue 3), and 
thus reduce fear/concern about assimila- pexels | kampus-production
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Issue 2: Sport activities that correspond to 
and address migrants’ motives, experien-
ces, and needs

The findings reveal that migrants have dif-
ferent motives and interests for practicing 
sport and exercise in a club. To gain access 
to clubs and for successful participation, 
migrant interests and sport club offers 
should correspond appropriately. Therefo-
re, clubs should be aware of the expectati-
ons and sporting motives of migrants and, 
in particular, should assess their previous 
sporting experiences and skills. On this 
basis, a decision can be made as to whet-
her and how migrants can be integrated 
into the clubs training process. Although 
being competitive in sport is often not the 
main reason for migrants to seek access to 
VSCs, it is still a strong pull factor for some. 
There is the intention to improve and to 
compete. Thus, different training groups 
with different competitive goals and levels 
should be considered to provide activities 
addressing the needs of both migrants 
and all club members. Sometimes it might 
make sense to initially provide separate 
sport programmes for migrants (e.g., refu-
gee training groups) in order not to impede 
training processes too much due to hetero-
geny sporting skills and to gradually merge 
the different. 

At the same time, VSCs should communi-
cate and make their sports profile visible. Is 
the club more active in competitive sport, 
or focused more on grassroots sports, or are 
there hybrid sport formats? Clubs should 
also provide clear information about where 
and how to access sport offers and which 
prerequisites (e.g., sporting competencies, 
equipment) are required.

Issue 3: Creating opportunities to meet 
and communicate through activities besi-
des sport

The findings from the migrants’ per-
spective reveal that, in addition to sport 
activities, other social encounters and 
interactions with other members - outside 
the sport group, but within the club - is also 
valued and seen as attractive. Such social 
opportunities after and alongside sport 
play an important role in the successful 
integration of migrants into club life. The-
refore, clubs should also provide non-sport 
offers and create targeted opportunities 
in which the established club members 
can meet migrants outside of the sporting 
activities. Various forms of social events 
and opportunities are already practiced 
in VSCs, i.e., annual celebrations, summer 
events, Christmas parties, or joint cooking 
afternoons and common excursions. Such 
events could effectively prevent interethnic 
boundary making and ingroup-outgroup 
figurations among established members 
and migrants.

Some clubs succeed in creating offers that 
explicitly focus on migrants and address 
their needs and concerns. Clubs can organi-
se language courses, offer children additio-
nal learning support with their homework, 
or with help and advice on official matters. 
In this context, partnerships with external 
partners can also be useful, e.g., social wor-
kers in youth clubs (see Issue 9).

Issue 1: Expanding normative goals with 
functional goals

To increase the number of clubs that are 
active in integration work, the focus should 
be placed more on functional motives to 
make integration work “attractive” for 
other clubs. To address those clubs that are 
not already committed to the integration of 
migrants, the functional necessity of invol-
vement in integration work – and not just 
the moral obligation – must be made clear. 
If engagement in integrating migrants 
helps to fulfil the club goals (e.g., getting 
new members and/or sport talents), clubs 
are more likely to initiate certain measures 
and initiatives. Therefore, a reorientation 
in the form of communication and advice 
should focus on and emphasise functional 
issues (e.g., in club development courses, 
advisory programmes). Furthermore, func-
tional communication seems to be useful 
to avoid resistance of sceptical/critical 
members. That means the importance of 
integration work and efforts should be 
brought more into relation with realising 
club goals and solving existing problems. 
Thus, resonance is likely to be generated in 
many VSCs when they are confronted with 
developments or challenges that legitimise 

the integration of migrants as a functional 
or rational necessity. A decline in mem-
bership can be the starting point for clubs 
to increasingly address target groups that 
were not previously represented in the club. 
In particular, this means that competitive 
VSCs can no longer guarantee the recru-
itment of young people, the promotion of 
talent, or the organisation of competitive 
teams if they do not make greater efforts 
to recruit children and young people with 
a migration background. In addition, the 
topic of integration could gain relevance in 
clubs to improve their status in the muni-
cipality by initiating integration projects 
to ensure stable access to resources (sub-
sidies, infrastructure). Accordingly, there 
are functional reasons for clubs to active-
ly address the topic of integration and to 
make appropriate structural adjustments 
to promote the integration of people with 
migration backgrounds. In addition to vari-
ous functional issues, however, the more 
normative arguments remain important. 
Furthermore, some VSCs do not have spe-
cific goals and motives when integrating 
migrant people, but focus on their “core 
business” of offering sport activities to 
their members.
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At the same time, to strengthen mutual 
understanding in VSCs, awareness should 
also be created among migrants. Tt should 
be explained what voluntary VSCs mean 
as social organisations and the underlying 
principles of joint interest and solidarity, 
and how a sport club functions. VSCs are 
politically autonomous and democratical-
ly structured organisations, and volunta-
ry engagement is a main pillar to provide 
sport services. This goes hand in hand with 
explaining what rights and obligations 
members have in the club. Teaching club 
objectives and culture more explicitly can 
promote understanding of what a sport 
club is and what is expected of members 
and parents from the target group of mig-
rants. It facilitates the daily dialogue bet-
ween club, members, and migrants.

Issue 5: Addressing and overcoming lan-
guage barriers

The findings also refer to the challenges 
that particularly result from language bar-
riers within the organisation of the VSCs. 
Both club representatives and migrants 
point out that a lack of language skills is 
one of the main obstacles for successful 
integration. This contradicts the ideal and 
widespread claim that “sport speaks all 
languages” and that language differen-
ces are only of little relevance for access 
to VSCs and to participate successfully in 
social relations within the club. Therefore, 
clubs should try to avoid assimilative thin-
king regarding language in the sense that 
“those who want to be members should 
speak our language”. Rather, addressing 
language barriers is fundamental during 
integrative practices within VSCs. Accor-
dingly, clubs should provide opportunities 
to learn the local language (e.g., langua-
ge buddies with the club, mediation of 
language courses). At the same time, it is 
important to make necessary communi-
cation possible by providing translations 
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of documents or translators during sport 
courses and club events. Here, clubs can 
use different languages or create docu-
ments in the language of the target groups. 
Nevertheless, language issues should be 
addresses sensitively, because language 
of migrants represents cultural values that 
should also be considered and accepted in 
a pluralistic sense and a culture of toleran-
ce and welcome. However, migrants who 
speak a foreign language should also be 
given the opportunity to learn and impro-
ve the local language, because this plays an 
important role for successful integration in 
general.

Issue 6: Building necessary resources and 
capacities

The study shows clearly that most VSCs 
involved in migration work have resour-
ce deficits. It also shows that there are 
clubs that are willing to do something 
but cannot be active in integration work 
at the moment due to a lack of resources, 
e.g., finances, facilities, coaches. However, 
depending on each specific case, some 
capacities are more important than others. 
For example, some clubs do not have 
enough volunteers or specific intercultural 
skills to create effective participation and 
integration opportunities for migrants, 
other clubs do not have enough sport 
facilities available to expand their sports 
offerings, etc. Therefore, VSCs should be 
empowered to mobilise or accumulate 
new resources. To build capacities, both 
an internal as well as external view are 
important. 

From the internal perspective, clubs should 
first analyse whether there are ’hidden’ 
resources that can be mobilised. This 
means, clubs should look for volunteers 
who are potentially interested in working 
with migrants, or if there are any unused 
training slots in sport facilities, or to what 
extent further sport equipment can be pro-
vided by the members. 

In a further step, VSCs should reflect 
whether there are opportunities in their 
local context to reallocate existing club 
resources in a more efficient manner. Is it 
possible to use a sport facility for more than 
one training group or distribute money to 
provide more sport courses? However, it 
is important to consider that procedures 
for reallocating resources can be accompa-
nied by conflicts of distribution between 
different interest groups within the club. 
Therefore, capacity building for integration 
work should be well balanced with other 
issues and goals of a club. Reallocation of 
resources within the club can be legitimi-
sed successfully, if the functional necessity 
is emphasised and how the club will bene-
fit in its development (see Issue 1). Further-
more, social interaction with migrants can 
strengthen the intercultural competences 
and cohesion of all members and influen-
ce their life satisfaction. Therefore, mig-
rant integration and cultural diversity can 
be a productive resource for the VSCs. To 
mobilise a reallocation of capacities, sport 
federations can support clubs through edu-
cational and advisory services.

From an external perspective, clubs should 
look for support and funding to increase 
their capacities. This is strongly related to 
organisational legitimacy. Organisational 
legitimacy is defined as “a generalised per-
ception or assumption that the actions of 
an entity are desirable, proper, or appro-
priate within some socially constructed 
system of norms, values, beliefs, and defi-
nitions” (Suchman, 1995, p. 574). As such, 
legitimacy is viewed as an asset that sus-
tains the flow of resources from the envi-
ronment, as stakeholders are more likely to 
support what is perceived to be a ‘legitima-
te’ organisation (Deephouse & Suchman, 
2008). Legitimacy is closely related to the 
status and reputation of a club, and integ-
ration work for migrants can be a valuable 
social issue to strengthen the local reputa-
tion in a municipality to get better access 
to resources. Therefore, it is important for 

Issue 4: Considering and addressing cultu-
ral diversity of sport practices, norms, and 
rules

Barriers to access or feelings of being unac-
cepted in VSCs, which in turn can hinder 
social integration, often result from the 
incompatibility of "native" and "foreign" 
sport and exercise cultures and a lack of 
experience with the sport practices of the 
host country. Despite the variety and diffe-
rent backgrounds of migrants clubs should 
also make efforts to integrate people who 
do not (yet) speak the language and whose 
values and norms are still largely foreign to 
them. In addition, clubs should be aware 
that most migrants come from countries 
where the sports systems are fundamen-
tally different from their own.

It is important to consider that sport does 
not neutralise ethnic-cultural differences, 
but often makes different physical practi-
ces particularly visible. Therefore, in terms 
of designing VSCs offers, it becomes clear 
that ethnic-cultural specifics must be 
taken into account accordingly, especially 
regarding sport practices and body culture. 
Clubs should not only provide lower fees 
for migrant members, but also be open 
to cultural diversity and respectful hand-
ling of different cultural norms, rules, and 
values. This goes along with zero tolerance 
of discrimination and racism, and should 
be counteracted if such tendencies appe-
ar. Clubs should be aware of and address 
regarding culturally influenced clothing 
(e.g., the burkini for Muslim women in 
swimming courses), as well as and hygiene 
rules and eating habits. 

Cultural diversity could be a valuable com-
ponent of clubs in which sport practices 
from other countries and cultural regions 
are considered as enriching. Practicing 
sport together according to different cul-
tural rules can stimulate intercultural lear-
ning processes, develop mutual interethnic 
understanding, and reduce experiences of 
foreignness.
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boards and the general assembly, formally 
have the legitimate decision-making power 
in the club. Therefore, structural anchoring 
of integration efforts in the club are crucial 
for retention. Support and the necessary 
prioritisation of the efforts of the board of 
directors is decisive in this regard. However, 
meeting and network platforms for mem-
bers interested in integration work might 
also be useful. Therefore, clubs should find 
a good balance between person-driven 
and club-driven procedures. Committed 
and engaged people as volunteers are nee-
ded, because they are proactive and initiate 
and implement projects and measures. At 
the same time, structures within the club 
are necessary that coordinate integration 
work in a systematic and strategic man-
ner, develop goals, organise measures and 
projects, develop resources and request 
support from external stakeholders. This 
can give the topic of integration a higher 
priority within the club and ensure better 
planning and organisation that can help 
clubs to initiate and maintain integra-
tion efforts. Furthermore, this goes hand 
in hand with an expansion and specifica-
tion of the understanding of integration. 
Finally, structural embedding allows the 
constructive handling of controversial posi-
tions, reservations, and concerns, which are 
an essential aspect for the establishment 
of integration projects.

To strengthen the organisational structu-
res for integrative work, sport federations 
are also required to support the structural 
development of clubs regarding the topic 
of social integration in their educational 
and advisory programmes. This also inclu-
des opportunities for clubs to learn from 
each other - for sport federations to con-
vey the good examples. This is related to 
the fact that clubs often learn more from 
other clubs than from abstract organisa-
tional charts.

Issue 8: Developing intercultural compe-
tencies

The development of intercultural com-
petencies is part of the capacity building 
process (see Issue 6), but it should be 
discussed separately, as it is an essential 
resource for integration work (see Issue 
4). Our findings show that the success-
ful integration practices of people with a 
migration background in VSCs depends to 
a large extent on the skills of the people 
who train and supervise migrants in the 
club, particularly coaches. Skills in dealing 
with cultural diversity in club work and in 
supervising training groups is therefore 
a critical resource ensuring that specific 
knowledge and competencies are available 
to meet the needs, expectations, and chal-
lenges of the target group. Clubs often lack 
these competencies, which quickly leads to 
excessive demands on the people involved. 
Therefore, clubs should mobilise hidden 
intercultural competencies in the club by 
looking for suitable members, who already 
have experience working with migrants in 
sport groups (e.g., calling up intercultural 
expertise from members). Furthermore, 
clubs should create and build intercultural 
competencies, which can be conducted via 
networking, educational programmes, and 
training on the job. 

Networking means fruitful collaborations 
with institutions or persons outside the 
club who work with migrants on a daily 
basis and are interested in bringing mig-
rants into VSCs. These include for example 
social workers in initial reception facilities, 
employees of municipal institutions such 
as schools or kindergartens, and other 
voluntary, humanitarian organisations 
dealing with the integration of immigrants 
and refugees, such as the Red Cross. Such 
persons usually have the trust of migrants, 
and thus, are important gatekeepers who 

clubs to understand the nature of several 
(external) resources so that capacity buil-
ding efforts may be effectively focused. For 
instance, the request for further sport faci-
lities could be linked to providing additional 
sport services for migrants and integration 
work as a socially desirable practice. The 
implementation of integration measures 
can contribute to the visibility and repu-
tation in the local area and may promote 
stakeholders’ perceptions and support. To 
gain external support and resources, clubs 
should develop suitable strategies for their 
relevant stakeholders where they commu-
nicate their contributions to public welfare 
more offensively and directly in the sense 
of “do good things and talk about it”. Clubs 
should ensure that relevant topics and con-
tent also reach the appropriate addressees 
(stakeholders) to evoke resonance on their 
side. 

Issue 7: Developing and adapting organisa-
tional structures

One of the central findings of the study is 
that the initiation and establishment of 
integration initiatives and programmes in 
VSCs are fundamentally related to engaged 
key people (and less to specific club goals). 
VSCs therefore personalise practices in the 
area of integration work, in which people 
with experiences and competencies in wor-
king with migrants take on certain respon-
sibilities, take coordinating roles, and make 
decisions. This person-driven strategy as an 
approach in migration work is functional 
and should be further supported by clubs. 
At the same time, however, this person-dri-
ven strategy is also risky for a club. Personal 
dependencies arise in relation to migration 
work and potential will be lost if people no 
longer want to work for the club or leave 
it. At the same time, it should not be igno-
red that certain formal structures, such as 
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allow migrants gain entrance to clubs. 
Furthermore, they can sensitise and sup-
port acting members and volunteers of 
clubs to be aware of cultural differences 
and to take this into account sufficiently 
when planning practices and exercises.

Clubs should take care to support their 
coaches as much as possible to have com-
petencies in dealing with cultural diversity 
through educational efforts. In most cases, 
they are the first and most frequent “offi-
cial” contact for migrants. Therefore, they 
should be provided with all necessary help, 
from additional educational opportunities 
in intercultural education to language 
courses or translators in the initial stages. 
From the perspective of sport federations, 
who are usually responsible for coach edu-
cation, the development of intercultural 
competencies should be addressed and 
integrated into regular educational pro-
grammes. As the language barrier is one 
of the biggest issues in successful integ-
ration of migrants (see Issue 5), additional 
educational offers in that regard may be 
helpful as well. 

Furthermore, training on the job can also 
be effective. This method is based on the 
“learning by doing principle”, which means 
that volunteers learn from other collea-
gues in the club or another club from the 
same community who already have expe-
rience and competencies accumulated 
through working with migrants or edu-
cation programmes. They impart relevant 
practical knowledge that coaches need to 
work with migrants. Creating on-the-job 
training opportunities in clubs makes it 
possible to impart knowledge in the field 
of application and gain practical experien-
ce. To recognise mistakes in dealing with 
cultural differences at an early stage and to 
avoid them in the future, regular feedback 
discussions are an important part.
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Issue 9: Creating and strengthening net-
works and cooperations

The activation and initiation of cooperati-
on with other actors inside and outside the 
sport system also represents an import-
ant success factor for the emergence and 
development of integration. VSCs should 
emphasise creating networks, in which 
clubs exchange their experiences, challen-
ges, and solutions in integration work. Fin-
dings reveal that it has been very fruitful 
for VSCs to build networks with other orga-
nisations within the municipality, such as 
schools, kindergartens, reception facilities 
for refugees, or other charitable organisa-
tions (e.g., churches, Red Cross) at the local 
level. It is crucial that networks are esta-
blished within municipalities in which the 
VSCs and other organisations of other sec-
tors cooperate jointly to successfully deal 
with existing challenges in the context of 
integration work with migrants. Networks 
open the possibility to develop new forms 
of cooperation and overcome restrictions 
by creating synergies within the frame-
work of migration work of a municipality. 
It is important to support such initiatives 
in a more targeted manner in the future 
and to systematically expand and build up 
new networking patterns as a design ins-
trument for integration work. In addition, 
such cooperations in relation to migration 
work offer the opportunity of freeing VSCs 
from their sectoral perspective in favour of 
common municipal interests (mobilisation 
function). Existing problems and challen-
ges can be identified by exchanging diffe-
rent (intersectoral) experiences to jointly 
develop sustainable solutions (forum and 
innovation function). There is also the 
possibility of synergetic bundling of local-
ly available resources and competencies, 
which increases the overall capacity of 
integration work.
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