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Abstract: This study investigated how gender and sports capital are expressed in sports leaders’ talk 
about sports for young people with a refugee background. Empirical data were derived from four fo-
cus group interviews representing 21 sports club leaders in Sweden. The leaders defined boys and 
girls as distinct groups but also as groups within which there are differences. Compared with the boys, 
the girls were presented with lesser possibilities to participate in sports. According to the leaders, the 
differences in the group of girls rested on that the sports culture in the girls’ country of origin, which 
may be more or less permissive for girls to be engaged in sports, whereas differences within the group 
of boys were understood in terms of bodies and mentalities.  
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Introduction 

In the last few years, the Swedish government has increased the funding for sport initiatives 
directed towards children and youngsters. Some of these initiatives have been aimed at 
providing these target groups possibilities for more sports within the school context by us-
ing external actors from the sport movement (Regeringskansliet, 2017). Other initiatives 
have served the purpose of integrating the new arrivals in Swedish society through their 
participation in sports (Riksidrottsförbundet, 2016). The present study focused on one of 
these state-funded integration efforts that has received extra grants to create opportunities 
for new arrivals to be introduced to sports clubs (Socialdepartementet, 2015). 

Politicians in Europe seem to share a strong belief in sports as an integration arena 
(Agergaard, 2018). This trend was evident in Sweden in 2015 when the great refugee wave 
reached the country, and around 160 000 people came to seek shelter. Among them were 70 
000 children and young people, half of whom were unaccompanied individuals (Migra-
tionsverket, 2016a). The increasing migration induced the government to investigate how 
society could contribute to integration, and civil society was seen as a potential site. The 
Swedish Sports Confederation/Riksidrottsförbundet (RF) thus received an increased grant 
in the same year to create opportunities for new arrivals to engage in sports club activities 
(Socialdepartementet, 2015), which implicitly target sport leaders as central integration ac-
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tors. The RF (2016) commented that ‘the Government recognises the power of sports and 
has allocated grants to enable the sports movement to integrate the new arrivals’. 

Often, sport is viewed as something positive for all children and youngsters, for both 
the individuals and the society, and the specific efforts described hold a strong normative 
notion of sport as an almost unquestionable means for supporting the holistic development 
of all children and young people. Nonetheless, research has emphasised the historical con-
nection between sports and masculinity, which has led to the dominance of sports role 
models, thereby negatively contributing to a lack of female role models (Meier, 2015). As 
Szto (2015) puts it, ‘sport itself is a product of power relations’ (905). In a study of girls’ 
debuts in alternative sports programmes organised in collaboration between the school and 
the sports movement (Carlman & Hjalmarsson, 2018), the girls described that the leaders 
normalise gender oppression and thereby uphold gender stereotypes. The boys were de-
scribed as acting as if they are superior in relation to the girls and ascribing certain physical 
and personality characteristics to the girls. Other studies have discussed sports as an arena 
on which young participants might suffer emotional harm (Stafford, Alexander, & Fry, 
2015) and on which destructive leadership might develop (Jacobs, Smits, & Knoppers, 
2017). The idea of the almost emancipatory potential of sports was shown through a sports 
projects aimed at supporting certain groups, primarily girls, in different aspects (Hayhurst, 
Giles, Radforth, & The Vancouver Aboriginal Friendship Centre Society, 2015). Although 
such efforts are probably based on the best intentions, they also hold notions of boys and 
girls as distinct groups, which contradicts our understanding of femininities and masculini-
ties as being created, recreated, and challenged in talk and other actions. Furthermore, we 
argue that the valuation of children and youngsters’sports capital is crucial for their com-
prehension of sport as a context accessible for them and for their willingness to participate. 
This study investigated how gender and sports capital are expressed in sports leaders’ talk 
about sports for young people with a refugee background in the context of sports clubs 
which recently have received extra government grants to create opportunities for new arri-
vals to be introduced to sports clubs. Informed by Smith, Spaaij, and McDonald (2018), we 
state that sports leaders are very important for creating structures enabling the integration of 
participants with a refugee background. 

The Swedish Government’s grant was primarily aimed at integrating new arrivals, but 
based on the experience gained in the study, the project also came to include children and 
young people who had been here longer than 2-3 years, that is, individuals no longer target-
ed by integration efforts or included in the definition of new arrivals (Migrationsverket, 
2016b). Therefore, the term refugee or refugee background is used in this study. It refers to 
‘a person who has fled a country, because of a well-founded fear of persecution on the 
grounds of race, religion, social belonging to a specific group or political persuasion, of 
which he/she is a citizen, and who cannot or will not return to the said country because of 
the fears mentioned above’ (UNHCR, 2018). A refugee background functions as an um-
brella term and encompasses all children and adults who have been forced to leave their 
country of origin irrespective of how long they have been in Sweden. From the start, the 
project was called an integration project. Later, the initiative came to be called the inclusion 
project instead. Therefore, in this article, the term inclusion will henceforth be used when 
talking about the project. Nevertheless, when the text handles processes of how young peo-
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