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Abstract 
Competitive sport is a global phenomenon with 
a common language, but at the same time locally 
embedded in the national culture. The global character 
gives competitive sport an attraction, which can create 
an important arena for integration when people arrive 
to a new country. Problems can rise when diverse 
expectations and images meet. To create understanding 
and facilitate integration for children and youth from 
different countries it is important to understand which 
images of sport that is present. The competitive sport is 
high valued in Sweden and sport for children is central 
in the Swedish youth politics. Swedish sport relies on 
voluntary commitment. Approximately 650 000 people (of 
9 million inhabitants) are voluntary engaged as leaders 
in sport in Sweden and 70% of children between 7 and 
14 years compete in sports clubs. The purpose of this 
study is to give an understanding of the images that newly 
arrived children and youth to Sweden have on sport and 
sports activities. We will conduct the study by letting the 
children make drawings and talk to them about what their 
thoughts were when they created the drawings. This will 
be analysed through a phenomenological perspective. 
We will discuss the results in correspondence with which 
implications they can have on the efforts of integration of 
other cultures in Sweden. 
Povzetek 
Tekmovalni šport lahko razumemo kot globalni fenomen 
z univerzalnim jezikom, ki je hkrati lokalno vpet v nacionalno 
kulturo. Ravno ta globalni značaj daje tekmovalnemu športu 
privlačnost, ki lahko vzpostavlja pomembno mesto integracije za 
vse, ki pridejo v novo okolje. Navadno so to imigranti iz različnih 
kultur, kjer zaradi različnih pričakovanj in predstav o športu lahko 
pride do nerazumevanj in problemov. Zato je tudi pomembno, da 
za lažje razumevanje in zagotavljanje integracije otrok in mladih iz 
drugih držav v šport, predhodno ugotovimo in razumemo kakšno 
predstavo o športu sploh imajo. Na Švedskem je tekmovalni 
šport visoko cenjen, šport otrok pa je glavna prioriteta nacionalne 
politike za mlade. Tu šport temelji na prostovoljni zavezanosti, saj 
je približno 650.000 ljudi (od 9. milijonov prebivalcev) prostovoljno 
vključenih kot vodilnih delavcev v športu in kar 70% otrok med 7 
in 14 letom tekmuje v športnih klubih. 
Namen te študije je razumeti predstave, ki jih imajo 
tuji otroci, ki pridejo na Švedsko, o športu in aktivnostih. 
Študija je bila izvedena preko fenomenološke perspektive 
z analizo risb ter pogovorom o tem kaj so narisali oz. 
kakšno je njihovo razmišljanje. Študija je bila izvedena 
v avgustu in septembru 2010 tako, da bodo rezultati ter 
njihove možne implikacije prvič predstavljeni ravno na 
konferenci Otrok v gibanju. 
Introduction 
Even though the world becomes more globalized the 
local is still the primary context for our experiences. If we 
want to understand other peoples and their cultures, we 
also have to understand our own culture. Learning about 
others demands according to Rizvi (2006) also learning 
about ourselves. Rizvi (ibid) means that we as members 
in both a local and global changing society also have to 
create meaningful meetings with other cultures, histories, 
religions and ethnic backgrounds. By enlightening and 
learn more about other cultures we can also learn to meet 
these in meaningful ways, instead of objectifying and try 
to control foreign cultures meeting our own culture. 



Sport is a global movement with a common language, 
but at the same time sport is also locally embedded in 
the dominating culture where it appears. By the global 
character there is however an attraction, which could 
make sport an important arena for integration when 
someone arrives in a new country. But sport is also a 
possessor of national culture and identity. What in a 
first glimpse seems to be similar is not similar in reality. 
Therefore it is important to understand which images 
of sport that appears between cultures, and how these 
images are supposed to meet. 
Aim of the study 
The purpose of this study is to problemize and give an 
understanding of the images that newly arrived children 
and youth to Sweden have on sport and sports activities. 
What conditions are needed to create interpersonal 
encounters between newly arrived immigrants and leaders 
and participants in the Swedish sport movement? 
The Swedish context 
Swedish sport started to develop in the beginning of 
1900 when influences from England was brought over 
to Sweden. The public interest for sports was growing 
after 1912, when Stockholm was the host of the Olympic 
Games but it was not until the 1930´s that competitive 
sports started to grow to the mass movement it is 
today, a people´s movement (folkrörelse). Together with 
competitive sports there was also physical activities 
without competition that was popular in Sweden at that 
time as groupgymnastics based on the Linggymnastics 
and friluftsliv (outdoor activities). There was a conflict 
between the two different views of physical activity, but 
today the main organisations work together under the 
same national confederation. This unity is one reason why 
sports both with competitive and recreational purpose 
are so important in the Swedish society both for the 
people and their leaders “there is a political agreement 
on the value of sports for the society (Sjöblom, 2003, s. 
278). So competitive sport is high valued in Sweden and 
sport for children and youth are central in the Swedish 
youth politics. Approximately 650 000 people (of 9 million 
inhabitants) are voluntary engaged as leaders in sport in 
Sweden and 70% of children between 7 and 14 years 
compete in sports clubs. 
The Swedish Sport Confederation (RF) organised 
the different sport associations from the beginning and 
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has become a both powerful and influential organisation. 
Lindroth (2003) argues that the reason why RF has 
become so important is that it has never been steered 
by political, religious or other ideological arguments. The 
ideas uniting the different sportassociations within the RF 
are characteristic for the kind of organisations in Sweden 
that is called “peoples movements”. 
The aim of the Swedish sport movement is to welcome 
everybody to the sport clubs (Norberg, 2003) but different 
studies have shown that there are differences in the 
involvement in sports between different socio-economic 
groups in Sweden ”… it cannot be denied that elements 
as socio- economical status, economy and cultural 
traditions influences peoples choice to be involved in 
sports and in what kind of sports “ (Norberg, 2003. p. 49). 
People with better socio-economical standard are more 
involved in sports than people with less socio-economic 
standard. 
One explanation is that childrens´ and youths´ 



involvement in sport demands commitment, time and 
money (ibid.) and parents don’t have the same resources 
(Hertting, 2010). Another is that different sports attract 
people with different “taste”, due to their habitus to use 
the terminology of Bourdieu. So sport attracts some 
people and discourages others. For an immigrant who 
arrives to Sweden it can be hard to understand the hidden 
agenda that is taken for granted by those who already are 
involved, as well as understand and accept the Swedish 
view of physical activity, individualisation and exposure of 
the body i.e. “The performing self” (Featherstone, 1991). 
Sport and integration in Sweden 
Sport as people’s movement is thus deeply rooted 
among Swedes. It is there, invisible and taken for 
granted, but most people who has grown up in it knows 
its essence. For other people coming to Sweden this 
invisibility and taken for grantedness can mean an 
obstacle for participation. They miss an image or carries 
another image of sport and physical activity from their 
country and culture – an image that is invisible for people 
engaged in the Swedish sport. The idea with this project 
is to create a meeting between these images. Official 
documents from RF (2005) states that sport can “… 
through the sports clubs contribute to integration of 
immigrants to in the Swedish society.” (p. 6) 
There is a limited amount of research in Sweden in 
the area of sport and integration. There are some studies 
showing that children and youth with a background 
from another country are less physical active and not as 
present as Swedes in sports clubs (Norberg, 2002). But 
children and youth participating are more goal-oriented 
and successful than Swedish youth (ibid). Fundberg (2004) 
has also seen this goal-oriented attitude and means that 
poorer conditions is an obstacle for some to participate 
in sport, but when you enter sport as an immigrant the 
strength to succeed can be greater. However Larsson 
(2008) argues that ethnicity alone cannot explain 
membership in a sports club. There also has to be an 
analysis of context, where other aspects are apparent, 
such as gender and local sport traditions. 
The common theme from the studies presented above 
is that the voices come from already active youth in sports 
clubs, and some of them are already successful. We want 
to voice newly arrived and their expectations in this study, 
and analyze it in accordance with the Swedish context of 
sport. We want to study integration in sport from the very 
beginning. 
In the evaluations made on the RF projects concerning 
integration there is a critique that many of these projects 
are uncritical about the values of sport and its conditions 
(Larsson & Svender 2007; Fundberg & Pripp 2007; 
Lundvall 2007). The Swedish sport is seen as something 
self-evident that the participant has to understand and 
accept. For someone not raised in Sweden that attitude 
can be an obstacle for participation. Lundvall (2007) 
means that: 
A significant part of the integration in sport is 
managed in accordance with an exercise of power 
a la Foucault. There is already a given structure 
of power that is supposed to be transmitted and 
internalized by others (p. 9), 
where the girls have an even more difficult situation 
(Larsson, 2008). We therefore mean that there is a 
significant relevance and meaning to scientifically deepen 
the questions about sport as integration, where different 
horizons and alternative perspectives can be opened. 
Interpersonal encounters 



A theoretical concept being used in this study 
is interpersonal encounters, from Martin Buber’s 
perspective. Buber (1994) thinks that every I presupposes 
a thou or an it. The character of the relation determines 
whether it is an I-thou relation or an I-it relation. It is a 
matter of our attitude in the relation. According to Buber 
(ibid.), the thou-world is the profound and genuine 
relations where we are directly turned towards each other, 
while the it-world is represented by what is superficial 
and instrumental. Interpersonality requires that I turn 
to the other just as the kind of person s/he is, take her/ 
him seriously and refrain from forcing on the other 
something of my own or of myself (Buber 2002). The 
social and the interpersonal areas are two essentially 
different entities in a human being’s life. The social area 
is the close connection among people that leads to 
common experiences and actions. Even if the solidarity 
in a social group may lead to personal relations, this 
does not automatically imply that these exist, only the 
common existence. The personal relation is superseded 
by the collective one and there is an obvious risk of being 
regarded as an object. In the interpersonal encounter 
people meet as they are on their own terms (Hertting, 
2010). That makes it possible for the individual to step 
forward and take advantage of the potential of oneself as 
well as the potential of the environment. 
These mutual meetings within sport as an integration 
arena is enlightened by Peterson (2000), and Fundberg 
(2004) means that these meetings are very dependent on 
leaders, youth, parents and others around the sport club. 
He means from an integration perspective that it is not a 
matter of quantity in meetings; it is a matter of how the 
meetings can be cross-boundary and developing for all. 
By using Buber’s concepts we will analytically interpret 
the prerequisites for meetings, deriving from the children’s 
pictures and perspectives. 
Cultural identity and body culture 
The meetings appear on a common arena – in the 
Swedish sport clubs. The identity of an individual is 
according to Wenger (1998) interwoven in the social 
practices and the discourses in these contexts. But it is 
also close to the personal history (ibid.). To build bridges 
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between social practices is basically a social process, 
but at the same time a deep personal process. There 
is thus a double-ness between identity and the social 
practices – they shape and are being shaped by each 
other. Peterson (2000) elucidates this possibility that 
immigrant children and youth not only are being adjusted 
to the Swedish sport, but they are also active in the 
process of reshaping and developing it. But for many 
coming to Sweden the double-ness in cultural identities 
becomes real when trying to shape one identity. Eriksen 
(2004) means that identification is created in the interface 
between person and context and in that interface there is 
a struggle between choice and compulsion. The interfaces 
are numerous; religious, ethnic, gender, family. How do 
I create an identity in this double-ness? Fundberg (2004) 
makes an important point – one should differ between 
identity by choice and ascribed identity. The ascribed 
identity is about the way the surroundings talk about a 
group of people, and it can many times be in conflict with 
ones own image of the self-identity. 
Nilsson (1998) means that the body is an important 
medium of expression of the dominating cultural order, 



and Shilling (2003) sees the body as the source to 
understand societies. The body is situated and through 
the body we both create and are being created by the 
contexts in our lives, through our body-ness we are 
enclosed and excluded from communities. It is thus not 
possible to separate the body from society and through 
our body movements we are simultaneously constituting 
and being constituted by society: 
… the inner and the outer body do not occupy 
separate realms; neither is the individual and 
social body amenable to sensible analysis as 
distinct entities … it is precisely the interaction 
of all four of these dimensions of the body in 
culture and nature that is the specific interest of a 
sociology of the body. (Kirk, 1993.p. 58). 
The view on the body and physical activity has 
historically changed hand in hand with changes in society. 
The body can accord Kirk (1993) be seen from political 
and historical aspects, and is also according to Eichberg 
(1998) an object for cultural and historical aspects. 
Different ideologies create different views on the body, as 
in the Swedish history of gymnastics, where the body was 
disciplined and subordinated the soul (Lindroth, 1993). 
The competitive sport contributes to a colonialisation of 
the body and a separation from its natural environments 
(Eichberg, 1998). Eichberg (ibid.) means that the body 
becomes a product of the industrial society and its 
separation between work and leisure time. Today in the 
modern society when the body even physically can be 
“reshaped”, the body no longer expresses who you are, 
but what you are (Nilsson, 1998). But the body have 
different meanings in different cultures which have to 
be taken into consideration in the integrating process. 
We want to emphasize that identity, body, contexts 
and society must be viewed as an interwoven ongoing 
process, which has consequences for our interpretation of 
the data in the study. 
Voices from the field 
This project has grown from a need for more research 
as well as for more knowledge among sports clubs and 
schools. All basketball clubs and football clubs in the 
municipality of Luleå were invited to a development 
project, which deals with these questions. There are 
several needs expressed from both the sports clubs and 
the school. There were voices from the clubs stating; 
“The leader does not know what to do when he gets a 
new arrived kid who doesn’t know neither the language 
nor the culture, the kid must be lucky and meet a good 
leader.” Another problem was immigrant childrens lack of 
economic resources to invest in equipment and journeys. 
But we also heard positive stories; “He started to play with 
us and became one in the team and made a lot of friends, 
and after a while he went on to a club higher up in the 
system. We are proud of him”. 
Collection and analysis of data 
The methodological basis in this study can be 
explored as consisting of two parts; (i) the methods 
used to collect the empirical material, (ii) the method for 
analysing the empirical material. The empirical material 
in this study consists of drawings produced by the 
children, combined with the children’s subsequent oral 
comments, and the analysis of the drawings, which takes 
the phenomenology of the life-world as a foundation, 
attempts to elucidate the meaning of the experiences to 
which the children gave form. 
Children arriving to Sweden and the municipality of 
Luleå begin preschool or school at the school Välkomsten 



(The Welcome). The children remain at Välkomsten as 
long as everyone needs and until they speak the language 
sufficiently well. After this they are being integrated in 
the ordinary school. The children at Välkomsten come 
from many different cultures, and have very different 
conditions. Depending on these conditions the reception 
appears different. It is in this context the study will be 
conducted. 
We must be sensitive in the choice of method, 
since the age-group in this study is children between 
10-15 years of age, with a great variety of expressing 
themselves in speaking and writing. To do traditional 
interviews or surveys can mean difficulties in language 
which make it problematic for the children to express 
their thoughts within the questions of the project. To 
facilitate the communication we decided to use drawings 
and oral comments to these (by the aid of an interpreter) 
to gain an understanding about the children’s thoughts. 
Each child will be asked what he or she was thinking 
when making the drawing. It is essential to note that the 
question was not what they had drawn, but what they 
were thinking about when the drawings were made. 
These oral comments will be written down verbatim by 
us as researchers. We plan in the first step to do this with 
approximately 30 children. 
Van Manen (1997) claims that, in a sense, the 
products of art can be seen as lived experiences that 
are transformed into transcended configurations. That 
means that a child making a drawing is involved in 
giving shape to his or her lived experience. Van Manen 
(ibid.) also argues that an object of art can be seen as 
a text. This text does not consist of a verbal language, 
but nevertheless it is a language with its own grammar, 
and therefore a drawing can tell us something. As a 
consequence of this, Alerby (2000, 2003) argues for 
using drawings as one methodological implement when 
attempting to grasp people’s experiences concerning 
different phenomena. 
The analysis of the drawings, including the oral 
comments, will elucidate the meaning of the experiences 
to which the children give form. During the analysis 
the drawings and the subsequent oral comments 
will be viewed as a whole, and henceforth, when the 
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concept of drawings is used, thus includes the oral 
comments (Hertting & Alerby, 2009). It is, according to 
van Manen (1997), the different themes which make the 
phenomenon what it is, and the phenomenon in this 
case is newly arrived children’s experiences of sport. 
During the analysis it is a matter of forming themes of 
the children’s experiences, but it is essential to stress 
that this process should not be regarded as governed by 
certain predetermined rules. Instead this process involves 
allowing the phenomenon to appear precisely as it is, a 
free act of ‘seeing’ according to van Manen (1997), and 
not a rule-bound process. 
According to Swedish law concerning ethical conduct 
code (SFS 2003:460) participation in a research study is 
voluntary, confidential, must be approved by parents if 
under aged and the participants are free to withdraw at 
any time without giving a reason why. The research study 
is designed in accordance with the law and has been 
approved by the Regional Board of Ethical Vetting (Dnr 
2010-7-31) in Sweden. 
This study will be conducted in August and September 



2010, and we will present some preliminary results at the 
conference. 
Conclusion 
We mean that sport can be a powerful tool in the 
process of integrating new arrived children and youth to 
a country. But it is necessary to build more knowledge 
about these questions, in order to be able to meet 
new arrivals and make sport a more effective tool for 
integration. 
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