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Introduction

Sport is a separate world and a suspension of everyday life, yet is also highly symbolic of

the society in which it exists. In sports one can both experience a form of exciting

significance that we rarely, if ever, encounter in our daily lives, and also conduct a

symbolic dialogue with fellow participants and spectators that reveals things about

ourselves and others.
Maguire, 2011

The world of sports is symbolic of everyday life. In the world of sport one can experience

significance in one’s actions and relations, one can learn and develop one’s identity in

sports; one can find a meaningful home in sports. This thesis explores the experiences

and narratives of migrant women in relation to getting access to and becoming part of the

world of sports and physical activities in the Helsinki capital region. The aim is to provide

a critical assessment of narrated experiences around the various factors and circumstances

contributing to how the practice of sports affects integration of various women from around

the world living the Helsinki capital region. Within the world of sports one can observe

much symbolic interaction and within this framework of symbolism and figurations one

can observe the capacity for inclusion and integration in action.

There has been a growing interest in the lives of migrant women living in Finland; interest

ranging from care and health workers (Wrede & Näre 2013) to research into integration

pathways and networks of migrant women (Popoga, 2014). The field of sports and physical

activities was selected as a cross section of narratives of experience and integration for

the reason that sports presents as a unique field: a field where experiences are natural

and clearly contained and where much contact and relativity can be developed (Maguire,

2011). Sports for this reason has been used as a tool to promote inclusion, personal

development and integration (Agergaard & Michelsen La Cour, 2012). Integration in

this sense is developed as a growing subsection of sports for development, focusing on
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sports for inclusion. It is a field where sports can potentially bring people of various

backgrounds, classes, genders, and even languages together all for one game. Despite the

professionalisation and institutionalisation of sports into a mega industry(Robinson, 2003,

165) which turns sport into more of a performance and a commercial exploitation, many

will continue to mainly experience sports as a form of play and physical conditioning.

Figurational and functionalist standpoints provide theoretical perspective to the analysis.

Figurationalism theory is a method and theoretical approach, which looks for = patterns

and figurations emerging across history and in contemporary behaviours. Sometimes

figurationalism can link ordinary behaviours and habits in a historical context such as

Elias’ civilization process. Functionalist theory in this respect is related as it looks at how

stability, consistent roles and order can be reached. Sport is seen to have a stabilizing

factor in society and hence is functional.

Functionalist theory in sports can over-emphasise stabilising factors to meet the ends

of a select few who determine stability. Functionalist sport perspectives focus on the

arguments that support how sports can be used to promote social good, and how sports

can regulate de-stabilising and deviance behaviours.The application of functionalism comes

into practice through institutes and programmes making grand claims on the “power of

sports” as a tool for social problems (Nicholls, Giles & Sethna, 2011). Research by Zacheus

et al. (2012) explored how recreation and physical activities can serve a role for the

integration of migrants in Finland; being a ground-breaking study of migrants in Finland,

Zacheus’ research leaves many opportunities for new avenues of research to be explored.

Gender is beginning to be mainstreamed in sports for integration research at a time when

the grand premises for including sports in integration programmes are being questioned

(Maguire, 2011: Nicholls, Giles & Sethna, 2011).

Sports for women provide job opportunities for women and new markets for businesses;

sports are an economical tool for education and training and can help women gain confi-

dence and control of their lives. The mainstreaming of gender in sports and recreational

research has many benefits that support continued inquiries into the field of gender and

sports. Research shows that aspects of health and well-being are often passed through

maternal lines, especially in the cases of women and girls who are less affected by their

father’s participation in sport (Nowaki, Radzinska & Rynkiewicz, 2009). Additionally it
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is commonly believed that sports participation can lead to the development of feelings

of belonging among migrant groups in the Nordic countries (Walseth, 2006, 455, 459;

Zacheus, 2014). However, only few cases of the experiences of migrant women entering

and participating in sports have been documented. In the studies that do explore mi-

grancy in sports, the migrant is often regarded through a highly radicalised and racialised

concept, focusing on the presumption that “their” culture needs to be understood in order

to activate a sustained participation in sports (Fleming, 1994; Tuori, 2009; Leinonen,

2012).

This thesis aims to explore the following questions: How do migrant women residing in the

Helsinki region experience sport and physical activities? Do sports and physical activities

provide means for integration of migrant women living in Helsinki? Do sport and physical

activities lead to generating feelings of belonging in Finland?

The cases for the study are twelve women from around the world who have started sports

or physical activities in Finland and who discuss both their positive and their negative

experiences in doing sports. In the background section, the historical context of sports for

integration is investigated throughout the literature on the sociology of sport, both in a

Finnish context and a global perspective. Other thematic topics explored in the research

section examine migration and sports in the Finnish and Nordic contexts, and its context

within the doctrine of multiculturalism.
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Background

Sport is a wonderful equalizer and a very efficient tool to ensure inclusion. It can certainly

place everyone on a level playing field.

Wilfried Lemke, UN Office on Sport for Development and Peace

This research would not have started if it was not for sports and the belief that sport can

lead to inclusion. The following section introduces the theoretical history, rationalisation

and current research related to the topic. It will guide an exploration of the history and

development of sports, research on migration, and naturally a feminist and intersectional

perspective on both these trends.

As stated before, sports can be symbolic of the world at large in many ways. Hooliganism

in football matches has been observed to be expressive of frustrated youth (Maguire, 2011;

Millward, 2009); the exclusion from women in many professional sphere of sports can be

alluded to the ongoing fight for gender equality (Liston, 2005: Kay 2003; Stoddart, 2011;

Connelly & Brown, 2010); the sexualisation of female top athletes in lieu of objective

and equal coverage is also demonstrative of the trivialisation of the accomplishments of

women (Keats & Keats-Osborn, 2012); racism and exclusion expressed on the sports field

is often linked to the ongoing state of ethnic relations (Pelak, 2005; Scheerder, Vanreusel

& Taks, 2005; Walseth, 2006; Adait & Rowe, 2010). Finally, the results of international

competitions can become a genuine source of pride of the public at large even if they have

not played sports themselves (Horne 2011). It is important to examine the history of how

this came to be: sports and physical activities have not always had the prominent role

they currently play through spectator events. Physical activities, fitness and exercise are

also growing, and are still a very modern activity: they are not naturally present in many

human habitats and usually require an element of design and planning to promote human

movement - a consequence of the rationalisation of the modern world (Bourdieu, 2010;

Bourdieu, 1978). Exercise is rational and it is practiced for various reasons and purposes:
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it is demonstrative of class, of corporal control, of one’s social relations (Bourdieu, 1978;

Kahma, 2011;2012). There are parallels between how sociology developed and grew under

the processes of the enlightenment and industrialisation, and how sports have developed

in the same period. In this light, it is relevant to review the sociological and social history

of sports and the theoretical perspectives and theories developed in the background of

sports.

2.1 Historical perspectives of sports

The concept of sports as a social institution and social activity rose in prominence during

the late nineteenth century (Giulanotti, 1999; Giulanotti & Robertson, 2012). Among

the most popular and longstanding examples of sports is football (soccer). Initially a

British sport, it started to spread and develop through a grass roots following in many

of the British outposts held during the latter end of the British empire - a time in which

nationalism rose across the world as decolonisation gave way to the emergence of national

identities. Football assisted in the development and cultivation of a national following

through participation and fandom in sports (Maguire, 1994: Giulanotti, 1999). At the

same time, the concept of sports began to spread across languages. Sport was a concept

that increasingly developed outside the English language to describe this new institution

(Maguire, 1994): German for example borrowed the word sport in their language and

other languages developed their own terms and concepts. However, the term “sport” does

not necessarily connote the same meaning in all languages and culture. Maguire notes:

figurational sociologists have for some time used the term sportisation to describe aspects

of the emergence and initial intra-British state diffusion of modern sport

Maguire, 1994, 391

In this period the use and practice of sports became closely tied with the nation state.

This exists not just in the realms of athletics and sports people, but fans can also exert

an identity when cheering for a team (Granström, 2012).

The conception of sport as a form of moral education, as a rejuvenator of society, as a way

of promoting peace and understanding handed down by the founder of the Olympics

Hargreaves, 1992, 119

As international competition developed with the advent of not only the Olympics but

also the Federation Cup, sports became more associated with social integration among
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states. Gerth and C. Wright Mills have suggested that a similar type of function may be

performed not just by playing sports but also by watching sports and games (Dunning,

1972, 37). Many mass audience situations with their vicarious enjoyments unintentionally

channel and release implacable emotions. Sports were approached as an activity that

promoted group identity and social cohesion; it reinforced expectations of social cohorts

such as gendered norms. Sport was conceptualised as a functionalist activity, which was

apparent both in the practice of sports on the level of team, community and individual.

Lebon (1897) researched crowd psychology and how an otherwise normal person can turn

into a ‘violent beast of a man in the irrationality of a crowd (1896, 40). His theories on

crowd psychology were adopted into sport sociology to understand the process of negative

aspects of crowds, hooliganism and the passivity depicted in working class audiences of

sports. Hughson argues that sport crowds are depicted as a binary being a both passive

and active mass (Hughson, 2013, 57). The sports crowd (or in this case the spectators) are

seen as active, while sports have been handed down to a passive mass. The premises for

crowd psychology were associated with moral panics of subcultures in the sixties and also

with the panics of football hooliganism (Hughson, 2013). The development of sports in

that period began to reinforce certain concepts in the practice of sports: Sports followed

by men emphasised masculine traits and competition, and also provided an opportunity

to engage in male bonding, while women sports emphasised feminine characteristics and

aspects of corporal discipline.

Sport differs from physical activity as it is not mere play but a regulated and competitive

activity where scores or times are measured to determine the rank of an athlete. This

sets it apart from the more general and less formal concept of physical activities. Some

languages make a clear distinction between sport and physical activities. Finnish for

example refers to physical activities as liikunta and to sports as urheilu, while English

has a distinction between sports and physical activities or exercise. However, sports as

a word tends to be used by the public to describe both activities without regard to the

professional distinction (Coakley & Donnelly, 2004, 5; Coakley, 1990, 8-9).
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2.2 Sport’s history and gender

Sport for integration started to be used in education, with physical education becoming

included in compulsory education curricula around the world. Integration in the context

of sports for integration focuses on using sports for inclusion of those who are excluded or

at risk of exclusion. Dunning noted:

it has often been suggested that one of the central functions of sport [...] in modern

societies is that it serves as a medium through which individuals can identify, not with

other individuals who possess characteristics which they admire or desire, but with wider

social groupings.

Dunning, 1972, 113

Gym classes sought to reinforce gendered expectations which emphasize functional char-

acteristics in a functional society: Men took on sports that emphasised strength and

competition, women took on physical activities that emphasised elegant forms and de-

emphasised strength.

A key symbolic feature is the position of women in the world of sports. Women were

largely kept outside the world of sports for the greater part of its development. Even

today team sports for women offer limited opportunity to become professionals, be it as

players or as coaches. The inclusion of women for many sports is also rather recent, a

couple of examples can illustrate how delayed women’s sports are: the marathon became

an Olympic sport for women in 1984, but the women’s 5000 and 10 000 meters run were

not included until the new millennium, whereas all these sports have been events for men

since the first Olympics. Women have always been a minority in most sports and many

women sport events are not included in international competitions as there are not enough

female competitors. Furthermore the media covers women in sports at a proportion of one

to every fifty articles on men sports (The Economist, 2014). Women’s events and sports

matches are also covered less frequently causing women teams to lose out on lucrative

sponsorship funds. There are exceptions and that is often women sports: sports like

figure skating, gymnastics, or synchronised swimming. In Finland, despite the notion of

having an advanced gender system in terms of equality and despite many Olympic medal

winners being women, gender parity in sports is still far from reality. Women experience

a drop in sports participation during their late teen years (Turpeinen et al. 2012; Fasting
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et al. 2011), which is similar to many other Western countries. Much discussion over

migrant women in sports is centred on the use of a muslim veil or the physical appearance

of athletes’ bodies rather than covering inclusion or integration.

Sports are often considered to serve a functional purpose in a society: more often than not,

sport is seen as a positive activity that builds character and is a productive use of one’s

time. Stevenson and Nixon (1972) outlined five primary functions that they consider to be

inherent in sports. The primary function of sport is socio-emotional and is concerned with

the psychosocial ability of a person. Socialisation is the secondary function of sports, and

at the individual level of socialisation sports effectuates “inculcation of cultural mores”.

The third function is the integrative function of sports, which operates at the level of

the collective to promote harmonious integration between isolated individuals. Fourthly

sports serve a political function at the level of the nation state; it can act as a political

instrument. Finally there is a social mobility function inherent in sports which is present

at the individual level, the social level and at the nation state level: it is implied there lies

a movement of people within these socially defined categories (Stevenson and Nixon, 1972,

134-135). These functions can be seen as rational reasons to do sports; people do sports

because it can help them rise socially, it can provide psycho-social benefits, it has many

abstract and indirect benefits which are not easily measured but can be rationalised.

The functionalist perspective in sports has been among the longest standing theoretical

perspectives in sports. This is perhaps related to the connection of sports with the

concept of the nation state, and also to the organisation of international competitions

such as the Olympics. Coakley and Donnelly (2004, 32-37) challenge the functionalist

perspective, noting that claims about grand benefits of sports hold weaknesses in their

reasoning (2004, 32-37). Coakley and Donnelly argue that the functionalist perspective

overstates the benefits of sports and underestimates the negative effects. There are still

many deviant behaviours present in sports: for example over-integration into a team or

club can lead to hooliganism; or over-identification as an athlete can lead to personal

psycho-social imbalance (Horton & Mack, 2000). The functionalist perspective also fails

to recognise that sports can benefit certain groups of society more than others. This

functionalist perspective may be less embraced in contemporary research in the sociology

of sports; many claims that are continuing to be promoted in the non-governmental

sports associations are haphazardly functionalist. Men for example are over-represented
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in news media in sports and as some would argue also overcompensated for their sporting

accomplishments, which questions claims that sports benefit men and women equally.

Additionally it would be presumptuous to assume that the functional benefits of sports

can solely be achieved through sports alone; other activities such as music, art and theatre

can achieve many of the same goals as sports. Finally, the functionalist perspective of

sports fails to take into account that sports are inherently social constructions.

Donnelly and Young (1999) have identified subcultures in sports or social worlds in sports

as those where people develop their own ways of doing things and their own ways of

relating to one another. Donnelly and Young expand on their theory of subculture into the

socialisation process of becoming an athlete and identifying as an athlete. The procedural

theory involves four stages: the first stage is acquiring knowledge of the sport, the second

is associating with people of the sport, the third is learning how people perceive others

in the sport and what they expect of others, and the fourth stage is becoming recognised

and accepted as a fellow athlete.

This phenomenon is also noted in sports for development practices; the UN noted that

women practicing sports have more influence on their social circles (UN, 2007, 16) where it

comes to encouraging other women to participate in more physical activities. This process

is important to recognise and acknowledge, even if the respondents themselves may not

be recognised as athletes according to the fourth stage of socialisation. By not having

been socialised into sports in childhood and by being young mothers and immigrants

to Finland, their situational circumstances may be the biggest barrier to embodying an

athletic identification; however this has not stopped their process of becoming more active

in sports.

2.3 Sports in Finland: a social history

In Finland, sports for social integration have been applied in a number of contexts,

including in education classes and for integration programmes for immigrants. In Finland’s

early history, the young nation earned a respectable reputation in the global sports world:

early Olympics and championships were places where Finnish athletes took records and

gold medals, earning a name and a recognition for a young nation many knew little of

(Westerlund, 2011; Salo, 2011). This took place at a time when sports were beginning to
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occupy a larger role across the world as international competitions and television media

moved sports from a everyday activity to slowly become a show in everyday living rooms.

It has been suggested that the culmination of sports success and a rise of nationalism is

what led sports to become deeply embedded in the Finnish national and cultural identity

(Westerlund, 2011). Having become independent in 1917, Finland quickly gained global

acclaim for its athletes and its sports performance. Finland soon earned the right to host

the 1940 Olympics, which were eventually held in 1952 due to World War II. The period

until the 1960’s marked a clear shift in Finnish sports policy development: After having

previously been globally recognised for its world-class athletes, the Finnish sports sector

turned to a focus on national mental, ethical and physical health. National well-being

took priority in the governance of sports; the focus shifted from cultivating a category of

elite world winning athletes to developing a healthy and active populace and making use

of Finland’s extensive natural space (Westerlund, 2009, 17-18; Juppi 1995, 207). Sports

in Finland thus became a guiding force for social integration and cohesion and this only

increased under the guidance of Finland’s president Kekkonen in the 1970’s. While Finland

continued to produce renowned athletes, athletes of the polarising global superpowers over

time replaced the Finns on the podiums. Facing a gradual decline from international

admiration, the increased focus on broader segments of the population was a sensible

approach to continuing the development of sports in the cold war era.

Until the disintegration of the Soviet Union, Finland was largely a country of emigration

(Tanner, 2004). The shedding of a dual-polar world prompted much global instability in

the 1990’s and during this period the number of immigrants coming to Finland increased.

Refugees from various conflict zones (in particular the Middle East, South-East Asia

and Somalia) began to settle in Finland (Tanner, 2004; Tanner, 2005). Additionally,

an increased number of people with a Finnish or Finno-Ugric background migrated from

the former Soviet-Union to Finland. Immigration levels further increased since Finland’s

EU ascension and the development of a technology hub identity in Finland. Integration

policy in many Western countries gradually shifted from cultural naturalisation towards

employment-based integration. Cultural, linguistic and social integration were necessary

to promote social capital. Sports were not immediately recognised as a tool for integration

programmes, but they did eventually gain importance. The number of organised activities

for newcomers gradually increased, resulting in a larger role for sports in relation to the
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integration of migrants.

Internationally, in the same modern time period, sports were embraced as a tool in

development and peace making. This is exemplified by the creation of international

non-governmental organisations that use sports as a tool in the advancement of their

respective humanitarian goals and culminated around the turn of the millennium with

the concerted advancement of the Millennium Development Goals (MDG’s). The United

Nations founded the United Nations Office on Sport for Development and Peace in 2001

to use sports as a tool, which can buttress the collated efforts in meeting the MDG’s.

The discourse of sports developed, now focusing on the power of sports. In this discourse,

sports have the potential to promote peace and the integration of immigrants, as well

as the power to educate, to empower women and girls, to promote well-being and to

integrate disability. Such claims were the driving force of much NGO and governmental

programming. Examples of this kind of programming are educational games that include

some fitness activity, adapted sports (where disabled participants can also take part) but

also ordinary sports such as football. Sports are a relatively economical tool to adopt into

social aspects of developmental programming; there is an ease of communication in the

process of participating in physical games, it is easy to train instructors to apply sports in

a educational setting, and many sports can be adapted for a variety of locations. Papers

began to emerge in academia on topics such as whether sports for development can be a

useful tool in development, whether sports can promote social capital and whether sports

can promote integration.

Around 2008 a revisionist approach emerged in the field of sports for development (and also

in the sociology of sports) where grand claims in the discourses of sports for integration

and development began to be reviewed:

concern with evidence-based program evaluation is understandable in an age of

accountability and evidence-based policy development, and often reflects policy-makers’

genuine desire to develop and implement effective programs [...] sport for development

policy-makers are policing the boundaries of what counts as legitimate knowledge by

requiring a certain type of evidence.

Nicholls, Giles & Sethna, 2010, 250

More calls for monitoring and evaluation in development programming of sports were

made; there were suggestions that there were not enough academic evaluations of sports

14



for development and integration programmes (Jeanes, R. & Lindsey, I, 2014; Burnett,

2008; Kay 2012).

2.4 The intersection of migration and sports

The development of migration as a concept in the Finnish context has been convoluted.

Migrancy does not merely refer to those who have migrated, but also to those who are

seen as migrants (2009). As Tuori writes:

Migrant is a peculiar category. On one hand, not all who have migrated are described as

migrants, and on the other hand, people who have not migrated can also be considered

migrants.

Tuori, 2009

Migrants in Finland are often held in a highly racialised category both in public percep-

tion and in academic discourses (Tuori, 2009, 43-44), while for example migrants from

North America are invisible in the discourses on migration (Leinonen, 2012, 214). The

discourses of migrant women in the Finnish context is supported by the visible category of

migrants, and this is the presentation of migrant women in the discourses of multicultural

programming at the non-governmental level in Finland. The disparity on how the concept

of migration is approached especially in a gendered aspect in Finland has lead many

researchers to adopt an intersectional approach. This approach is employed in cases where

there are multiple axes of differences, but its application in the Nordic context has been

questioned for suggesting that differences between races can be equalised (Yuval-Davis,

2006).

Literature on migrant women in sports in Finland is somewhat superficial and focuses

on ‘racialised’ categories of migrant women (Scraton et al. 2005; Pfister, 2000; Fleming

1994). While this is relevant for the discussion of migrants in Finland, it ignores the

experiences of migrants in general. Non-governmental organisations often emphasise the

need to adopt protocol and programming for ‘problem cases’, which is a term that is used

for example for refugees who are entirely new to the concept of sport and are intimidated

by the prospect of participating in sport. The term came up frequently in discussions

with multicultural workers in sports; when the person may need a longer time to adapt

to Finnish sports (which could be related to having an asylum seeking background), the
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case is labelled as problematic. In countries with a longer history of immigration, the

discourse on sports and migration has changed over time (Carrington & McDonald, 2003;

Simard, Laberge, Dusseault, 2014). It has developed to the point where interventionist

practises have reached critical evaluation and multiple strategies have been explored and

employed. Sports policy for migrants often conformed to an “ethnic absolutist discourse

of multiculturalism” (Carrington & McDonald, 2003, 129).

The initial cases of sport used in race intervention and integration took place in the UK in

the 1970s and were focused on equality in the sense of providing ‘sports for all’. Sports for

all measures included the expansion of public spaces for sports (swimming pools and sports

centres) and programming. Coalter et al. (1988) called this sports ‘welfare’. ‘Sports for

all’ was among the first instances where sports and physical pursuits served as legitimate

means to providing access to what were otherwise inaccessible opportunities in the private

sector. This slogan was not adopted widely in Finland in the migration and inclusion

context until the new millennium.

Finnish women are more active in sports than their male counterparts, but although

women use private sports services and gyms more than men (Turpeinen et al. 2012,

13), they are under-represented in sports welfare programming, as indicated by a report

on gender equality in sports in Finland produced by the sports research centre LIKES

(Turpeinen et al 2012, 13). Results such as these are often attributed to the fact that

while Finland is a nation that is highly advanced in gender equality, the mainstreaming

of gender equality occurred relatively late in the ‘sports welfare’ context (2012,23, 9-10).

Similarly so, Finland was late in the adoption of austerity measures which inhibited its

‘sports for all’ programming. Recreational welfare was conceived in affluence, developed

in uncertainty and ended in austerity (Coalter et al, 1988, 22). Austerity measures on

the sports sector are currently hitting sports programming and recreational welfare in

Finland.

Following periods of racial tension, ‘sports for all’ programming has often been adopted to

ease such tensions (Fleming, 1994; Jiwani, Rail, 2010). The strategy was to mainstream

recreation in areas where predicaments (such as high unemployment, vandalism and

delinquency) faced by ethnic minorities were exceptionally prevalent (Hargreaves, 1986,

187). These cases adopt the hypothesis of sports for integration, whereas in the past sports
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were applied as a solution to the often-male problem of teenage delinquency. The thesis

of sports for integration is thus re-appropriated to migrants.

The policy of sports welfare shifts focus from large sports facilities to more local and

accessible sports centres. The discourse around this shift centred on empowerment (Henry,

1993). Tuori writes on how in the Finnish context, multicultural programming for migrant

women in Finland centred on the concept of empowering migrant women. The focus on

empowering migrant women was on training immigrants to empower themselves, often

ignoring the fact that a key element of empowerment is power itself (Tuori, 2009, 172-

173). Empowerment is not necessarily a concept that is reflected in the lack of services

but in the power to make decisions for oneself. In research done in the Nordic context,

applying a post-colonial perspective is common, even though the lack of a colonial past

casts doubts on the suitability of such an approach. However, Nordic countries have not

been isolated from the colonialist ideology adopted in neighbouring European countries;

Mai Palmberg(2009) argues that Nordic countries have been practically and ideologically

linked to colonialism (2009).

The concept of empowerment when used in ‘sports for all’ and ‘sports for development’

literature lies in how sport can promote health, well being, confidence and ability. The

United Nations noted that girls and women who have taken part in sports in their

development programmes have an elevated status in their community compared to women

who have not done sports or physical activities (UN, 2007). In developed countries

doing sports and physical activities has been associated with better health, well-being,

moderately higher earnings and fewer sick days (UN 2007; IWG 2006:2010). The practice

of sports can elevate a person’s self esteem, treat depression, help people gain confidence

and elevate their overall physical and mental health. The empowerment aspect of sports

has been correlated to be more than circumstantial, the quantitative and qualitative

evidence mounting the positive and empowering case for sports would be challenging

to disprove. The methodology of ‘sport for development’ and ‘sport for integration’

programmes is worthy of re-evaluation and monitoring. Returning to the weaknesses

of the functionalist arguments of sports, while programming of sports for all can have the

right intentions, such programmes may not live up to their names.

Multiculturalism as an aspect of sports policy is manifested in programming that focused
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on new multiculturalism in Finland. These policies have been criticised for continuing

to focus on race and continuing a categorisation of racial stratification. Multiculturalism

has often been described as a vertical mosaic, one where barriers on certain racial groups

keep them within certain areas of society (White & Kay,2006; Adair & Rowe, 2010).

Selected case studies from Sports Council described by Carrington and McDonald in the

UK depict Asian women as a culturally homogenous group, with little life outside of

the family. Stereotypical perceptions of Asian women in the UK are reflected: passive,

socially isolated and subordinated in a patriarchal domesticity (Carrington & McDonald,

2003, 129). Programming constructed around empowering migrant women through tools

such as employment were driven by discourses of empowerment. Questions were raised to

Asian migrant women in the UK problematising their cases:

The emphasis on ‘cultural constraint’ or ‘difference’ led policy makers or sport

development officers to problematise the target group in question. In asking what it was

about ‘their culture’, ‘their religion’ that needed to be understood in order for

opportunities in sport to be made available, it allowed ‘our sports’ and ‘our structures’ to

be left unexamined. Therefore a persistent problem of relatively low levels of participation

amongst ethnic minorities groups is inadvertently blamed on ‘them’, whilst at the same

time legitimating a presumed ‘normal’ level of sporting participation based on

unacknowledged white, middle-class males.

Carrington & McDonald, 2003, 129

I will argue that such problematisations (which are not unique to this case but rarely so well

described) of migrant women has limited the scope of sport for integration and inclusion.

There are increasing calls to apply an intersectional approach and perspective to the study

of migrant women in sports (Scraton, 2005:2014). There is a need to stop examining the

lives of migrant, minority or transnational women from the outside and to give space for

their own voices to be heard, to critically consider the local structures of sports and to

examine how migrant women themselves find space and belonging in such areas. This

experience of cultural constraint highlighted by Carrington and McDonald validates the

need for utilising an intersectional, narrative approach in cases of researching migrant

women,he purpose of which is to grant voices to the experiences of migrant women and to

explore the structures they experience rather than suggesting they import a structure that

is separate of that of the country they live in. Fleming in 1989 noticed this in his research

of Bangladeshi women in sports, Scraton in 2003 also expressed similar concerns and
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stressed the need to continue listening to the stories and experiences of women. Scraton

(2005; 2014) further stressed the imperative need for the sociology of sports to integrate

intersectional theories and feminism as the core of its research.

In the Nordic context, a number of researchers have been dominant on the topic of

migration and sports (Zacheus et al. 2014). Zacheus’s research studies migrants in sports

and problematises issues faced by migrants, which hinder their chances for taking part in

sports. Zacheus has directed the most extensive research project on migrants in sports

in Finland. His research was conducted primarily in the Turku region, on ‘migrants’ of

all backgrounds and ages. The results of Zacheus’s large study shows that migrants are

less physically active than Finns and naturalised migrants, and that migrant women are

among the least active among all groups (2012, 277-279). Zacheus’s descriptions of the

situation of migrant women in sports in Finland are in accordance with what has been

published about other countries. What characterises the Finnish context is the effect

of the recreational-welfare structure and funding cycles on the accessibility of sports to

migrants. Funding cycles are intermittent for all sports programming in Finland, including

multicultural sports. Long term planning in the non-governmental sector is very difficult,

as by the time project workers have developed enough experience to further develop the

program, project funding usually ends.

Walseth is a Norwegian sociologist who has been researching multiculturalism and sports

in Norway (2006; 2009). Her research has been the strongest case made for research in

sports amongst women minorities in the Nordic countries. She shows how conflicting ideas

exist within the field: sport is a social activity that can presumably be used to foster social

integration among minorities, but there are contradicting opinions among researchers on

whether sport participation actually does have this effect (Walseth, 2006, 447). Walseth

researched girls of Muslim background growing up in Oslo and playing football. In Sport

and Belonging she writes:

feelings of belonging seemed to be based on the important role sport played in the identity

construction as a source of self-image building

Walseth, 2006, 460

She argues that sports can foster feelings of belonging, because it is a place of ‘refuge’, it

occurs away from everyday activities in a place often alluded to represent a foucauldian

idea of heteropia (461). Walseth does however note that sport does not always foster
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belonging, but can also bring about feelings of exclusion. Some girls she researched felt no

sense of belonging to their teams as they felt ‘isolated and excluded from the team’ (459).

Walseth suggested that these feelings of exclusion occurred because the girls had played

sports in a neighbourhood that was of higher class than their own; the exclusion then has

to do both with playing sports in a predominantly white neighbourhood and playing with

people who had a different life experience.

To level the concavity between the functionalist ideals of integration and the practice of

sport, Allport’s contact theory (1955) serves as an enabler to link practice to theory and

put theory into practice. The contact hypothesis promoted by Allport (1955) deals with

the reduction of prejudice and promotion of intergroup cooperation through intergroup

contact. Thus in the case of foreign women and sport, intergroup contact would be

enabled through sport with Finns. The contact theory is premised in conditions wherein

contact can occur to reduce prejudice, suggesting a control of factors that ensure ease

of intercultural relations: Firstly, equality of status should be established and social

prestige reduced; secondly, a common goal needs to be assured between the groups (this is

well exemplified through the participation of sports); thirdly, contact must be supported

and sustained with offerings of a variety of outlets through institutional authorities that

regulate relations in a number of contexts. Contact theory assumes a reduction of prejudice

when a group works together towards a common goal. As opposed to single team units,

teams opposing each other thus do not enjoy the benefits of contact and cooperation.

Contact should be assured to be set in an equal and friendly environment, which reduces

comparison between opposing groups. In practise referees and regulatory bodies and

federations in sports, coaches and municipalities administering sports would ensure this.

With respect to women this factor can be especially challenging, as it is troublesome to

find positions where men and women can play with each other in an equal status. The

biggest challenge faced by the respondents joining teams was that coaches or authorities

on the teams did not encourage contact or mingling between team members. The contact

theory has been rarely applied in sports for integration contexts, yet could have some key

suggestions on how to promote contact to reduce prejudice.

Class, habitus, cultural and social capital are inherently important aspects and functions in

sports. In Bourdieu’s “La Distinction” certain sports are included among aesthetically ap-

propriate cultural activities (Bourdieu, 2010, 206-214). Bourdieu places sports in the field
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of lifestyle habitus (206). Health oriented practices according to Bourdieu are linked to

the “culturally richest fractions of the middle class” (211). In contrast, the dominant class

watches the least amount of sport: “attendance at sport events is most common among

craftsmen, shopkeepers, manual workers. . . ”(212). There are sports that are associated

more frequently with upper classes such as golf, tennis, sailing, riding, skiing (especially

cross-country), and fencing (214). Economic barriers are not the sole explication for the

class distribution of such activities; the socialization aspect behind it is a product of

bourgeois pedigree; sport is an inherited and not acquired currency of cultural capital.

Bourdieu notes that many sports practices by upper classes (such as running and walking)

lack an competitive element. These are rationalized activities that promote well being

and social interaction (1978, 302). Such activities are rooted in aesthetic abstractions and

disposition for personal satisfaction and serve an element separate of competition. There

are four distinct capitals in Bourdieu’s theories: Economic capital refers to money and

assets and is used in a literal sense. Cultural capital is defined as forms of knowledge, taste

and various forms of aesthetics. Social capital refers to affiliations and networks. Finally,

symbolic capital is defined as things that can be exchanged for other capitals (Grenfeld,

2008, 69)

Kahma (2011:2012) researched fitness health and social class in Finland using her own

theoretical perspective and theories on capital by Bourdieu (2010). While her general

study (2011) focused on the stratification of culture in Finland, she did report on the

cultural stratification of taste and culture in the Finnish sports and recreational land-

scape. Her results support an argument that there are occupational class differences in

the Finnish sport and recreational landscape. Her quantitative study focused on three

occupational classes in sports namely professionals/executives, intermediates and working

class. The working class category in Kahma’s study (2012) reported participating in the

least amount of sports; while executives and professionals reported the highest percentage

of participating in only a few select sports such as all forms of skiing, running, dancing,

karate, floorball, golf and tennis. However the differences between the professional class

and intermediate class were negligible in most cases, suggesting that the real difference

in sports participation lies with those who report being in the labouring classes. There

were some surprises such as horseback riding being more popular in the intermediate

class. Gender differences were also reported: women were more likely than men to swim
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(Kahma, 2012, 123). Nordic walking was a ”feminine sport and more favored by older

respondents” (Kahma, 2012, 123). Kahma (2012) also looked into the occupational class

distinctions of sports spectatorship. Warde (reported in Kahma 2012) suggests that people

tend to be more spectators of sports than actors. Sports such as ice hockey, tennis, and

football were more popular among those who played the games (Kahma, 2012, 124). In the

results of sport spectatorship, working class respondents reported watching more sports

than actually doing sports. Kahma’s study (2012) suggest that there is a relation in the

variation between occupational class and sports.

Another concept from Bourdieu (1994) worth including in the theoretical framework for the

purpose of this research is habitus. Habitus is defined by Bourdieu as a characteristics of

social agents (be it individuals, social groups or institutions) that develop a structure and

structuring (1994, 170). The structure is define by the past, by a socialisation process; the

structuring is the habitus that helps shape one’s current and future practices (Grenfell,

2008, 51). The structure is seen in how behaviour is not haphazard or random, but

patterned and ordered. There is considerable overlap between the understanding of habitus

and figurational analyse.

No discussion on women and sport can be complete without acknowledging and discussing

the complex position of women in sport and physical activities. The development of the

sociology of sport occurred in the 1960’s during the period of second wave feminism, which

Dunning argued, “helped to make the sociology of sport one of the most gender blind areas

of academic life” (2003, 21). Not many feminist areas of research have been researched in

the field of sports sociology. The literature on the field of migrants and sports is deep, but

once women are included the field becomes rather shallow. Secondly, women bodies are

under constant scrutiny and there are few fields where bodies are scrutinized more than in

sports, a field where the act of practising is an expression of control over the body. Pirkko

Markula (1995) has explored many elements on the sociology of aerobics and exercises;

she notes that the promotion of women’s bodies reveals many paradoxes on what is a

healthy feminine body, noting that women’s bodies are categorised in the media as “firm

but shapely, fit but sexy, strong but thin”. Much of this research focuses on the naturalness

of the body under a patriarchal guise: sports for women institutionalise sex differences

and develops feminine myths (Brohm, 1978, 154). There is a paradox in the liberation

or emancipation of women in sports in that “it identifies liberation with the emulation of
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men, and hence perpetuates the patriarchal system.” (Brohm, 1978, 155)

The position of women in sports lies on the limits of the definition of sports. According

to Bryson, “sport is largely defined as something in which men and children participate,

though boys far more than girls” (Bryson, 1987, 308). The limited positions of women in

sports and also gendered expectations have the effect that “large portions of women drop

out of sports at the end of their school years” (Bryson, 1987, 308). Exclusion of women

in sports is a reality of limiting women’s positions in sports. This occurs in two ways,

firstly: “Ignoring women sport is the next strategy in the line of exclusionist processes”

(1987, 312). Secondly, women’s efforts in sports are largely trivialised:

if women do scrabble through all the obstacles and lack of support and make it into the

media then they are very likely to find their efforts trivialised. The methods by which this

is done vary greatly and range from prohibitions on coaching men to the very familiar ploy

of treatment as a sex object and mother thus implying that women’s real role is in a

subordinate relationship to men as a competent individual.

Bryson, 1987, 316

There are many strategies in which women are excluded and the ritual elements of gender

in sports only serve to strengthen the hegemony. This hegemonic masculinity is rarely

spoken about in sports for integration practices and ironically, women are described as

passive when they do not immediately jump into sports while little is considered on how

much or little the world of sport has to offer women.

Jennifer Hargreaves argues for more emancipatory opportunity for women and men:

[I take] a controversial position when I characterise sports feminists as both women and

men who share a desire for women to exercise more power and to achieve a greater

autonomy in sports.

Hargreaves, 1990, 325

It is a refreshing perspective and it is relevant as while many women are marginalised in

sports, women in sports are capable of breaking barriers. Hargreaves(1990) argues that it

is not so much that sports do not offer opportunities for men and women, but the gender

divisions between them are based on a myth of differences between the sexes, resulting in

inequality.

23



2.5 Figurational perspectives in sociology

Figurational sociology as advanced by the respected sociologist Norbert Elias served as the

backbone for much of the sociology of sport literature. The figurational standpoint looks

at emerging networks from patterns of human interaction to draw inferences on human

behaviour. The development of figurational sociology looks to process rather than access.

According to Dunning (a long-standing protégé of Elias):

it involved a twin stress on processes and relational networks (interdependency chains),

and emphasizes the emotional (affective) as well as the rational (cognitive) sides of human

behaviour.
Dunning, 2003, 21

Figurational sociology allows the researcher to look at the structure and patterns outside

of sport as it emerges within a society and is not contingent on maintaining functional uses

in sports. Not only Elias and his school of thought have developed figurational sociology,

but Simmel also wrote on figurations in his essay on The Stranger (1895): the nearness

and remoteness of the stranger a character of objectivity (402). The distance dictating

the position of a stranger according to Simmel leads to:

[a] constellation [that] has an extraordinary and basic preponderance over the individual

elements that are exclusive with the particular relationship.

Simmel, 1895, 406

Figurational sociology or process sociology looks into long-term structured processes (Maguire,

2011, 847):

From this perspective, for an understanding of present social structure and patterns of

action an understanding of the past is not only desirable, it is a necessity.

Maguire, 2011

The way that sport factors into integration can be seen in the circumstances and factors

that develops into patterns and structures. The use of the field of sports in sociology has

been problematic as it provides solutions to short-term problems: the realm of sociology of

sports often takes place in the here and now without looking into the historical narrative

of the structured processes wherein sports is a sociological practice that can serve as

a port for integration (2011a, 864). Elias and Scotson (1994) advanced a theory of

established-outsider relations. The theory is based on an understanding of figurations

as interdependent networks and relations of power (Engh, Agergaard, Maguire, 2013,

783):
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a central dimension of figurations or dynamic interdependency ties is power conceptualized

not as a substance or property possessed by particular individuals and groups but as a

characteristic of all human relationships.

Elias and Scotson, 1994

The concept of established insider and outsider relations describes a relation of power

between dominant and subordinate groups and has provide of point of analysis for studies

of ethnic relations and integration in sport studies. The power figurations dictated within

the applied analysis of inside outsider relations shows patterns that “within these networks

for what kind of movement can be reproduced, and for migrant incorporations into these

networks (Engh, Agergaard, Maguire, 2013, 782).

Engh et al(2014) applied the figuration analysis of established insider and outsider relations

to sports research when looking at “transnational power figurations between Scandinavian

organisers and African teams” in an international football tournament. The analysis

focused on the participation of ‘outsider’ teams in the Dan, Norway, and Gothia cups,

international football youth tournaments wherein teams from the developing world come

to the Nordic nations. The roles of such tournaments is to give both opportunities to young

players to take part in a international tournament while also giving the opportunity for

young female footballers to be recruited by clubs in the Nordics. The study looked to

provide analysis of the transnational power relations that flow into Nordic clubs. Engh

et al concluded that the African youth teams in Scandinavian tournaments formed an

interdependent figuration, “shaped by the uneven balance of power between the two groups,

making it possible for the one to assert its position as ‘better’ and more powerful than the

other.” (2013, 793). The figurations presented were uneven, partial access was given to

outsiders, so long as the outsider groups were following their conditions such as adequate

skills and character traits to possibly join a Scandinavian club in the future. Partial

accessibility maintains the structural of an interdependent but divided insider outsider

relation. Falcous and Maguire note that this partial access gives the outsider conditional

acceptance (2005). These examples show that the inherent function of sport can lead to

interdependencies, while the overall effect on inclusion is contestable. It is contestable

in that in aspects where inclusion and access are granted, the access is still only partial

and the structure of an outsider and established insider relations continues. The power-

dynamics of the outsider faced with an established insider lead the interdependencies:

inclusion is possible, but access to being a established insider is restricted and established
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outsider relations vis-à-vis insiders remains embedded.

Maguire writes:

Sport is a separate world and a suspension of everyday life, yet is also highly symbolic of

the society in which it exists.

Maguire, 2011, 853

With sports one can “both experience a form of exciting significance that we rarely, if ever,

encounter in our daily lives, and also conduct a symbolic dialogue with fellow participants

and spectators that reveals things about ourselves and others.” There is value in sports, as

sports become a singular unit of analysis for a wider society, it becomes a mirror. Simmel

noted:

[in the] seemingly mundane, lies something significant, the way in which the wild connect

with the metropolis and leisure become central concepts wherein interdependencies of

societal processes are embedded in sports

Simmel, 1895

Sports are a field where gendered expectations are exceptionally evident, although rising

symbolic opposition to gendered norms in sports generates an opportunity for normative

resistance and a neutral field (Brown, 2006, 183). Sport is a field of symbolic dialogue:

it is a field where an individual not only classifies the objective world around them, but

also him- or herself. (Ashworth, 1974, 40). The field of sports is figurationly orientated

to masculinity; symbolic cues in languages, semantics and figurations reinforce the case

for sports as a space of masculine domination (Elias, 2001; Bourdieu, 2001; Brown, 2006).

While the field of sports is conducive to normative gender binaries, it is also a field

that holds much capacity to challenge, change and resists gendered and social relations

(Hargreaves, 2004, 21). Bourdieu’s 2001 thesis on masculine domination is illustrative

of the process of somatising or embodying masculinity. It can serve as an excellent

theoretical lens for exploring persistent gender binaries in sports, as well as semantic

resistance when approaching the topic of sports and women. Sport sociologist Hargreaves

criticised Bourdieu’s system theory for regarding people as elements in a system and failing

to acknowledge that fields such as sports have the capacity to change and resist gender

and social relations (2004, 21). Sports are a field of changing gender relations, one where

gender, national norms, labels and stereotypes can be shed. The performance of men and

women in fields that emphasize non-traditional gender norms allow sports to be a field

where gender can be broken down and reconstructed. For many women, sports can be
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liberating and empowering as it opens a field where normative gender relations can be

shed. The construction of sports as a masculine field presents women with the paradox of

maintaining a feminine identity within a masculine field (Clasen, 2001).

The analysis and development of the questions in this thesis leads to critical assessment of

the narrated experiences around the various factors and circumstances contributing to how

the practice of sports affects integration of migrant women in the Helsinki capital region.

Long-standing patterns of structure and figurations demonstrate how access provides

stable points of accessibility. In the interdependencies between the established and the

non-established - the insider versus the outsider - this access is maintain as partial or

liminal. In a similar way, social capital functions as a reflection of the interdependencies.

Those who are wealthy in social capital can determine how much access is granted to those

with limited social capital; they hold the keys to the networks and those who want to gain

access are indebted. The experience of migrant women in sports in the Helsinki capital

region are reflective of stable figurations, of wider structures: being an outsider in a stable

masculinised hegemonic world of sports, and being a outsider with limited access to an

established identity.
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Methodology

Altogether twelve women took part in the research. The women were from Estonia,

Lithuania, Portugal, Spain, Ukraine, the United Kingdom, Canada, the United States,

Peru, Nigeria, Somalia, Iran, Kazakhstan and Lebanon. There are fourteen countries of

origin listed; the reason for that is that three respondents identified multiple countries

as their country of origin. Those respondents have heritage from multiple countries and

also lived in those countries. At the time of the interview, the women ranged in age from

21 to 38. Four women identified as having an Islamic background, but stated not being

religious.

Many women - ten to be exact - had experienced living in a third country before: for only

two respondents Finland was the first country where they lived outside of their homelands.

The length of time respondents had resided in Finland ranged from fifteen months to twelve

years, with eight comfortably fitting in the four to six year range. The length of residence is

relevant to the analysis as most women who reported negative or exclusionary experiences

in sports were those who had lived in Finland longer (over 5 years).

The migration patterns of these women suggest that the move to Finland was far from

coincidence; instead of just having work or study reasons, there was often a strong personal

connection to move and also to stay in Finland. Four respondents had moved to Finland

for work reasons, often getting a job offer that would take them to Finland. Seven women

had moved to Finland with family or with common-law partners or spouses: two of them

also ended up getting work offers while they moved to Finland with their partners. Four

had moved to Finland for education, a couple also having some personal relation (family

or a partner) that helped influence the decision to study in Finland. Five women were

married and two had young children; one was a single parent.

A couple of respondents had Finnish citizenship through heritage and moved to Finland
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as adults for work or for studies. While they had visited Finland prior to moving to

Finland, they had no experience with living in the country. The reason for including

these respondents in the study was that they felt more like migrants than Finns and went

through similar challenges as other migrants. I myself am also a returnee-Finn and I

find my experience in Finland to have more in common with those who have moved to

Finland than with those who were born here. Studies on returnee-Finns show that they

face discrimination on the job market, even everyday life can be met with discrimination

or even racism.

While all respondents had experience with sports and/or physical activities in Finland,

only five women started sports or physical activities in Finland. Six women had also taken

part in some form of sports that lead to competition; four of them later quit competitive

sports in Finland. None of the women were professional though one managed to have some

experience in national and international competitions; despite that fact, she identified her

sport pursuits as “more of a hobby”.

Because of education, work histories and/or profession, nine of the women in the study can

be considered white-collar professionals. Three women had completed no upper-secondary

education and work in what would be categorised as blue-collar or working class jobs

(Kahma, 2011).

Finding women who met the criteria of the study was done through word of mouth,

by using social-networking sites, and by speaking to people who are employed in the

sports and physical fitness sector. Having gotten the names and/or contact information of

potential respondents, I would typically send them an e-mail, inviting them to an interview.

In the email, I introduced my thesis project and research interest and told them what to

expect in the interview. Anonymity and confidentiality were assured. Women were invited

to set up a time and location of their convenience. Of the women I contacted about the

study, only three did not take part; this was primarily due to scheduling conflicts.

Usually rapport was established in the process of scheduling an interview and speaking

about the study. This usually took a few weeks, in some cases even months from first

contact to executing an interview. Some women preferred to meet with me first and get to

know me, others were comfortable with scheduling an interview immediately. Nine were

referred to me through my own social network of acquaintances; this helped establish
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rapport and communication. The other three women I met through social networking

websites, where I would use filters to find women in sport in Finland. This also assured

anonymity: as women did not have to respond to an open call for interviews, their

information did not become public. A public call may risk some women replying to a

feed for an open call and thus having their names association on a public bulletin for

this study. Additionally no open call was needed as reaching out to a diverse group of

women through social networks and contacting profiles directly was sufficient to reach

saturation.

An interview guideline was used in the oral interview I arranged with women (see Ap-

pendix). For most interviews, it was the first time the women had seen or heard of the

question. In a couple of cases I would however give some examples of questions and an

explanation of how the results would be used when inviting a woman to an interview, both

in order to establish rapport and so that the women would know what to expect. The

structure of the interview guideline was general serving primarily as a prompt and also

helping me remember what to cover in the interview. Similar to Walseth’s (2006) study

on young Muslim girls in sports in Norway, I sought to use qualitative interviews to allow

for a “large space to present those themes and issues that they regard as important in

their lives”. (Walseth 2006, 452).

The interviews followed a conversational style and the guide was applied in a flexible

manner to not interrupt the flow of conversation (Bryman, 2001). The initial question of

the interview prompted the women to tell about their lives in sport. This would often

result in a long enough answer already and depending on the flow of the conversation,

various questions in the interview guideline were merely used as prompts. This allowed

the answers to be developed into a comprehensive life story, involving various chapters

of life narratives (Plummer, 2001). Such narratives were divided in periods of migration,

such as their lives in sport prior to moving to Finland, and would include statements on

participation and on when they were the most active. Thematic concepts that completed

the interview, allowed for some themes (for example media and sports spectatorship) to

be covered in the interview if they had not been brought up earlier.

A single interview was conducted in Finnish, all others were in English. The decision to

use English or Finnish was based on whatever is the strongest language between myself
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and the interviewee. Even in English many Finnish words were used: while Finnish was

not a native language for any of the women, Finnish became the lingua franca of the

daily lives of some respondents. Finnish was also frequently used when referring to certain

sports.

Ten interviews took place in various café’s and bars in Helsinki. I would usually select

café’s or bars that were not the locations the women decided to visit on their free time,

so they could have some privacy. I would often treat the respondents to a coffee. In this

sense I utilised some complementary reciprocity as described by Johnson (2002). Active

data collection took place in the form of in-depth interviews. Interviews lasted from half

an hour to an hour and a half. The women were offered copies of the transcript.

Some women invited me after the interview to see their competitions or join them on runs.

These invitations were extended to get me to possibly meet more potential respondents,

and to also illustrate some of the experiences they were talking about. Some respondents

later asked if I was interested in joining them in sport events. However despite enjoying

the chance to watch a competition, I did not find new women to potentially interview this

way. I aimed to respect the privacy of women; only data collected while my voice recorder

was on was used for analysis and I made a conscious attempt to refrain from out of data

observations.

As I myself am a migrant woman who takes part in competitive and recreational sports

in Finland I often wondered how much of my own experience should be discussed. During

periods of establishing rapport in the time leading up to the interviews I would describe

myself as a student of sociology interested in the topic. I refrained from describing any

of my own experiences in sports, I discussed my own experiences in sports only after the

interviews, if at all.

During the interviews, my personal background did not come up. Some women made

references to me when speaking about their own experiences, positioning me as a ‘Finn’

and also as a ‘migrant’, often both within the same interview. This fluid position allowed

me to establish various rapports with the women. I have wondered whether this position

and my experiences as a migrant have given way to a more open discussion on issues of

exclusion, which have been surprisingly salient in the data set. Some interviewees asked

for some details to be excluded from the data set.
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Following the interviews, recordings were transcribed and coded summarily and then coded

through pattern coding and systematic coding. While not using discourse analysis directly,

surface themes were explored more in-depth in order to understand the signification

of the terms used (Potter, 1997, 155). Through this process, the extent to which the

various members of the target group interpret certain key terms differently is analysed.

In particular regarding how they interpret sports in relation to their own activities,

considerable differences were found.

Additionally, content was analysed inductively and intrinsic figurations emerging in the

discussions were explored (David, Sutton, 2007, p.205). Pattern coding complemented the

theoretical structure of analysis in which sports is explored within sociology. Figurational

analysis as advanced by Elias and Dunning (1986) (also known as procedural sociology)

looks for patterns and networks between people that formulate structures in society.

Figuration is used to represent the ”web of interdependences formed among human beings

and which connects them: that is to say, a structure of mutually oriented and dependent

persons” (Elias 1990:249). Figurational sociology as a theory allows for direction to

triangulate into Bourdieusian theories of habitus and social capital. In this context,

patterns emerge into habits, and interdependencies can generate social capital.

While coding initially took place by hand, additional exploration of codes was performed

using the Python programming language through the Idle integrated development en-

vironment. This programming environment allows researchers to develop programme

commands that analyse both quantitative and qualitative data. The occurrence and

frequency of text strings such as sports, exercise and work out has been analysed using

lists of instances generated by using custom scripts.

Ethics is the science of Morality: those who engage in it determine values for the

regulation of human behaviour.

Homan, 1991, 1

To guide my research and ensure it followed professional ethical practices in the field of so-

ciology I relied on the American Sociological Associations Code of Ethics (2008) for ethical

guidelines. Much respect was taken during all phases of my research to the participants

and during all phases of my approach to this topic. The ‘international’ community in the

Helsinki Capital region is quite small, the international sports community in Helsinki is

even smaller, and the numbers international women who take part, while growing is even
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smaller.

I was perfectly aware during the entire phase of data collection that the numbers of migrant

women participating in sports were small enough that even linking a quote to a nationality

could lead to the identification of my research participants and jeopardize the promise I

had made to these women to maintain their anonymity. The names of the participants in

the following chapters have been changes to maintain anonymity: Pseudonyms are used

in the reporting of the findings in this study. Often the sports they played have been left

out or replaced with the words sports, to ensure further anonymity. In a way pseudonyms

needed to not only be used for the women, but also for the sports they played. The

countries of origin of the women have been listed in this section, but in the findings they

are not, nor are they linked to the sports the women played nor to the narratives of the

women in the study. There are a lot more migrant women playing sports in Helsinki than

most would expect, and the number of migrant women playing sports is growing. In spite

of this I do believe linking such details to names and research participants jeopardises

anonymity and I would advise future researchers in this field to do the same.

The reasons for maintaining such a high level of anonymity is due to the accounts of

some women. Fortunately no extreme accounts of racism, abuse, sexism were recounted in

the research, but there were accounts of exclusion, isolation, and extreme loneliness that

some women experiences on certain teams that merited a high level of anonymity. After

analysing and during the process of writing this research, I have rejected many of the

stories the women have told me on their experiences in sports. I have questioned whether

I should have asked the women while listening to their stories whether they would feel

comfortable stopping the interviews, or having a break. However I do recall in the moment

the women were eager to tell me their stories: Perhaps such a suggestion to stop or even

cancel the interview may have broken the moment of open conversation. It may have

suggested that such feelings or subjective interpretations were wrong and too hard to be

included in academic research, when they were in fact honest, and the women wanted

them to be heard. The stories may have been lost or become taboo in the minds of the

women, which I believe would be a loss for the field and negative for an open dialogue of

integration for the country. It is important to note that also as a migrant myself, I live

a life where differential treatment is a norm and where exclusion occurs; this needs to be

discussed. I was not looking for negative narratives, but they came in equal proportions
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to the positive narratives. I take great care and honour in letting these stories be told. I

do not know if these teams still exist or if they still have the same players - so it would be

false to judge the Finnish sports field by such narratives, but it is important to have an

account of a variety of different stories and to acknowledge that sports (as Walseth (2006)

notes) does not always lead to feelings of belonging (2006). Some women who took part

in the study have since moved to other countries, so I can take comfort that some women

will remain completely anonymous.

Becker (1967) believes that social scientists should understand the standpoint of those who

are under-represented(1967). While this view of the outsider may draw the criticism that

the researcher has become biased, Becker argues that getting close to those considered

to be an outsider is essential in research. He refuted claims that this was the same as

advocating or lobbying. Feminist researchers often adopt a standpoint approach: Harding

(1991) argued that such approaches can create a stronger objective stance (1991). Social

research can always be a tool for empowerment. My interest in this research topic was

also to give a voice to migrant women in sports and hear their side of the story.

All women participated by their own volition, neither their family, their team mates or

colleagues had known they took part in my study unless they chose to reveal it to their

peers themselves.
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Findings

The findings are postulated around elements of the research question which is exploring the

various factors and circumstances contributing to how the practice of sports relates to the

integration of migrant women in Finland. Three major themes organise the findings.

The first theme focuses on the factors and circumstances related to feminism and a duality

of gendered conflict in sports. The definition of duality is the instance of opposition or

contrast between two concepts or aspects of something. In the context of women in

sports, duality is experienced in conflicting opposition between hegemonic masculinity

and the directive to maintain a feminine identity. The purpose of exploring femininity

is to explore the gendered circumstances of women in sports, dealing with retaining a

feminine identity in a mostly masculine field or profession.

The second theme is the narrative of life in sports. When looking at participation in sports

and in particular women’s participation, much emphasis is placed on the narratives: How

does a woman continue sports throughout her life? Did she start young? As all the

women in the sample are of adult age (ranging from twenties to late thirties) it was

possible to inquire about their life experiences in sports and examine their life in sports

as a story.

The final theme focuses on issues of integration and inclusion. Integration is the salient

element of guiding the interest of asking migrant women about sport.

The following sections are divided according to these themes and include some direct

quotes from the interviews with migrant women. Some sections focus on the story of a

single woman whose dialogue or narrative epitomises the development of the thematic

theme.
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4.1 Feminine identities in sports

Femininity in sports can be conflictual: there is a duality, an opposition of the product of

societal expectations of women, and a masculine hegemony that is found in sports. Many

women describe having a hard time finding their place in sports and recreational activities

due to an effort to also maintain their femininity. When I started my interviews I was

initially surprised that some women who had claimed or had been identified by others as

being athletic, took some time to come into that role.

When I was a teenager I hated sports, I hated it with all my heart. I didn’t want to work

out at all. I always made excuses so I could miss sport classes.

Susanne

Susanne said that sports were not a common activity in her homeland. Sport classes

in school were boring and usually they were only offered to play women sports, such as

gymnastics or aerobics. In Finland she started working in a job that required her walking

for many kilometers every day; it was quite physically demanding. However, her job

started to inspire her to see what her body could do. Initial pain and discomfort became a

energising and refreshing activity. This occurred in a transitional phase where she settled

into her life in Finland and started becoming more active in sports. Slowly she got more

confident in her abilities and decided to take on a challenge, registering for a long distance

run/walk. Susanne took part in the Naisten Kymppi run, at first with family, then with

friends and eventually on her own. Later she started a relationship with a man who

introduced her to yoga, which she identified as a Finnish sport, because everyone in her

social circle in Finland does yoga. She also started to do aerobics. She spoke a lot about

her physical and recreational activities with friends, encouraging them to take them up.

She was keen on explaining that doing sports does not result in bulky muscles, and one

can get a very feminine and svelte body through physical activities.

In spite of her capricious introductions in the world of sports, challenges were overcome.

She has recently married and her husband is also active in sports. As she had a young baby

at home, she started most of her activities at home by following fitness or aerobic videos.

While such activities are typically categorised as physical activities and body conditioning

instead of sports, Susanne took her aerobics more seriously than most: she would record

herself and have her husband inspect her form. She developed a means of measurement

36



of competing with herself, of defining sports. Furthermore, to maintain form and have

more energy, once her baby was a few months old, she would practice aerobics or pilates

at home, using DVD’s to follow classes while her child took daytime naps.

Susanne’s world of sports and physical activities were very feminine. She however would

take much pride in showing of her strength and muscles; she told me her muscles looked

small, but she has lots of strength: since beginning her new aerobic regimen she got a

healthily strong, feminine figure. She fits exactly into Markula’s (1995) description of

feminine aerobising bodies, “firm but shapely, fit but sexy, strong but thin” (1995).

There were initial parts in many of the interviews, including the one with Susanne, where

much care was taken to not appear too ‘sporty’, consciously or unconsciously avoiding

claims to an identity of sports or athleticism. However in Susanne’s case sportiness

became a embodiment of femininity. There is a possibility that some respondents may

have believed that the research question focused on elite athletes, and thus they claimed

to not be sporty for fear of embarrassing themselves. However, when presenting potential

respondents with the research question, I was quite clear that even casual participation

and physical activities would suffice and there should be no expectations that one must

be a professional athlete, as the experience of a professional leads to a different experience

of integration.

The first time I have been in a 10 kilometer course or in a half a marathon was in last

spring. That was my biggest achievement so far... Yes. Actually I forgot about that. But

it’s just for fun. I don’t even count it as sports.

Joseline

Joseline came to Finland with her partner; as the economic situation in her previous

country of residence was slowing down, moving to Finland with her partner seemed like a

logical choice. She quickly ended up getting a professional job where she found stable and

fulfilling employment. She stayed in Finland long enough to learn the language fluently

and began her naturalisation process. Growing up, there were some physical activities she

always wanted to try, but her parents discouraged her pursuits claiming they were not a

”intelligent way to spend her time”. They instead directed her into activities that would

promote and support her development of cultural capital, such as arts, music, culture and

aesthetics. The long winters in Finland are not easy, and during such months she tries to

find ways to keep herself active and her body moving. She often picked up sports in the
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fall as hobbies, looking at advertisements in the Helsinki sports centre to find activities

that would interest her. She found one post for a dance-like physical activity, one she had

always dreamed of doing as a girl and signed up:

One of these was in the stadium and I saw it there in the ilmoitustaulu (notice board). I

thought “ok, it’s my chance now to try to try” and yeah that’s how. Now I have time and

my own money to spend however I want. So that’s how it started.

Joseline

But there were more sports that Joseline took part in and wanted to take part in. Only

when inquiring on the reasons why she does not take up her second favourite sport (even

though she really wanted to do it all her life), she claimed:

Firstly, it’s lack of time. I have no more. If I play football one evening and go to dance

another one and then two of the other evenings I go running or to the gym, I only have

three evenings left to do something else. So actually it’s a matter of time. Then it’s a

matter of the summer season being so short and part of the summer I’m away because I go

to back home on holidays.

Joseline

Many of the women are not practising sport at a very high level, but it does consume a

sizeable portion of their free time. Their sport activities become rationalised (Bourdieu,

2010). The rationality at times follows a trajectory of sports as a means to get a feminine

body, sports as a rejection of the effeminated and cultured identities given to them as

young girls. Identifying as an athlete is a cognitive action, a social role and a position

(Van Raalte, Lindler, 1993). The selection of participants was open enough to include both

those who have experienced athletic identity (such as a feminised one like Susanne) and

women who have developed a rational habitus of physical activities such as Joseline.

Four women from the study were comfortable being identified as sporty or athletic: for

them sports had been a driving force in their lives since childhood - they developed an

athletic identity. For other migrant women, sports embodied a single dimension in their

multidimensional lives; for them sports were a rationalised activity that merited their time

based on factors related to well-being. In these cases there was a more prominent use of

gender duality, a careful balance of femininity. Sports or exercises become a rationalised

means to keep in shape. Some sports are gendered, such as aerobics or yoga (Markula,

1995).

One key methodological finding I had when beginning this study and meeting women was
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to not disregard a women’s identity as an athlete if she does not claim to be into sports or

physical activities if one is merely looking into the field to see who is, on a abstract and

symbolic level, playing. Both Susanne and Joseline have experiences which locate them

rather far away from the world of hegemonic masculinity in sports. They even claimed to

not be sporty, citing their lack in history of sports as a clear example while they are not

sporty. But their calendars are filled with physical activities that position them well above

the Finnish average (COMPASS, 2011; Turpeinen et al, 2012). Personally I speculated

whether their lack of identification in sports (as a consequence of adhering to a feminine

habitus) leads to an underrepresentation of migrant women in sports. Perhaps it is not

a personal conflict the women are objectively or subjectively aware of, but a conflict in

gender systems or gendered fields; a duality is apparent. It comes across as “I do sports,

but I’m still maintaining my femininity”. It is a bit apologetic. It is a normative way

of presenting oneself and a product as one can see from the socialisation, the past of the

women, a product of habitus (Clasen, 2001).

Multiple gender identities occur, which leads to an internal negotiation in which char-

acteristics and individual elements of identities are presented in certain contexts. When

inquiring about sports, the assumption is that the domain is masculine, and in order to

abate the dominance, feminine characteristics are emphasised. Sports are a means where

gendered identities and norms of femininity can be shed, even in traditionally female

sports. However, the androgyny experienced as a player on a field is momentary. The

women often discussed discovering how they accepted that sports hurt, how it makes

them sweat, and they need not try to “look good” on the field. Off the field they often

find themselves occupying a different identity, presenting a different face; they embody

their gender. The gender paradox in sports is problematic as the identity of being a

woman in sports is a reality, but it is outside the hegemonic and dominant discourses in

sports. Women report that they participate in fewer sports than men, and this is even

truer for migrant women.

Brown notes the complexities of these positions:

underneath the veneer of the particularism of multiple masculine or feminine identities

exists a rather uncomfortable dualism that in its own pernicious manner remains

unchanged, in spite of the various positions we might take up in relation to it”

Brown, 2006, 166
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This dualism presents an interesting approach to the topic at hand; many respondents were

naturally presenting themselves within a gendered binary. This was not only from their

own perspective, but also through gendered differentiation in sports. Many respondents

took part in a popular sport event in Finland, the Naisten Kymppi, a women’s ten

kilometre fun-run which is the largest road event in the country. The 10km are untimed

and the atmosphere is friendly and non-competitive. The respondents remarked how they

liked these events but spoke about how women sports are treated differently from men’s

sport:

I think it’s very interesting if you were to have the Miesten Kymppi (men’s 10km), I think

people would frown upon it. I think it would be seen as very discriminatory towards

women if you have that. But I think that’s in a lot of things, not just sports.

Marianne

Marianne (who will be introduced in the next chapter) captured an interesting observation

of women sports when describing how unusual she felt it was to watch women’s basketball

during the Olympics. In a way, feminised sport events or divisions are safe from contro-

versy, or people frowning upon them, because they claim new space in a area outside of

hegemonic masculinity. But a men’s event would be seen as taking away space from others.

Positive discrimination was seen as a means to provide opportunities, but separate events

in sports often struggle with proving that they are still sports, and cannot be identified

with the same, gender neutral label as women’s sports are.

Returning to how women readily identify in sports, it is apparent that much of what

‘sports’ is, is burdened by meaning. If ‘sports’ are something that men do, women sports

are something that women do. While Hargreaves (2010) will criticize Bourdieu for failing

to recognize that sports can be a field where gender hegemony can be challenged and

changed (in Brown, 2006), it is clear the hegemony is maintained off the field, and it

claims the most space on the field.

When Kathy moved to Finland however, she wanted to join some team sports at her

school, but learned there were no women teams. She noticed there were fewer sports

opportunities for women. When Kathy spoke about joining the men’s team or a team

played mostly by men she said:
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I mean like these team sports of course when I wanted to enrol in the team, I knew that I

know some moves. I’m good! I can follow the game, I can pump the ball and do stuff and

then wait. This is a game, I can do the stuff. Weight - there is also an advantage physical,

advantage or something. But then if you are playing with a group of guys, you just cannot

just be, or be and just relax. Other than for the fact that you are a female and for that

there is physical contact, like someone is pushing you or touching you, then it is just

inappropriate, they feel awkward and I feel awkward and you just cannot enjoy the game

as you would in a group of girls.

Kathy

Even though Kathy was a good player and played sports for many years, the image of

masculinities in sports are shown as such that men are regarded as bigger and stronger

than women. She assumes that the men playing on the teams would be stronger, or play

in an aggressive manner; she would rule herself out before she even tried. It is assumed

that men have experience in sports, and that they present a challenge. There is little

regard that men may be beginners or playing for fun.

When speaking about why women do sports, Kathy spoke about women’s vanity and a

superficial need to maintain shape. She suggests there is more of an expectation for women

to maintain fitness, and that women are in fact healthier than men or more likely to stay

healthy than men to maintain their shape and for biological reasons.

I think with females it has to do with something vanity. As a female at one point you

understand the need to preserve some kind of shape of my body or to look nicer. I don’t

think men have the same that much and that’s why they just forget about it, they go past

the line. So far away that it is so hard for them to get back into it, get involved with

sports again. Maybe, but if we are thinking of that, the female body should be designed

for carrying a baby at one point so of course, if you want yourself to be happy and your

child to be happy then it’s important that you do sports.

Kathy
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4.2 Narratives of a life in sport: from girlhood to woman-

hood in Finland

When I was growing up I hated sports so much, I actually got exempted from [sport

classes] because I wanted to take an extra language and my mom convinced the [rector]

that I really needed this extra foreign language. So, I didn’t have to take [sport classes]

and that’s the only reason why I wanted to do that and um... Why did I hate sports? I

was always pretty bad at sports and I think that was probably why. We didn’t really do

many sports in my family.

Marianne

Marianne had an interesting life story in sports. Her habitus of a dislike of sports was

supported through her parents; she was allowed to skip sports because she was not ‘good

enough’ at it, her social network lead her to support a dislike for sports. This was not

founded in finding sports unfeminine, but it a lack in rational use for sports. Marianne’s

family was well-to-do and sports were not regarded as productive. Marianne identified

her abilities as not very good. And one could locate a couple factors into how this can

be.

As Marianne said, she did not enjoy physical education classes in school and told of times

when she would rather walk around the swimming pool alone than take part in swimming

classes. Such experiences also led her to hate sports with stronger feelings as she felt the

entire class was a waste of her time. Her parents helped her avoid attending physical

education classes in school by claiming she needed to study an extra foreign language. In

university she started going to the gym and taking part in some dance and aerobic classes.

She realised the activities helped her get into better shape, were not that difficult and

made her feel good. Thus sports became normal.

Having a gym next to her home in combination with affordable gym passes from the

university helped Marianne keep up sports. While she knows she can easily go to the

gym any time she wants, she laments she does not visit the gym as often as she should.

Marianne’s husband is more active in sports and has a family that is interested in sports:

this encourages her to do more sports as it is part of her social life. Additionally she plays

with her young children, although she does not consider this a serious sports activity.

When the opportunity arose in Helsinki, she took part in the Naisten Kymppi run. Family
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members (who never assigned a large role to sports) were surprised, but were also inspired.

She noted that her mom told her by phone that she had started to do some jogging and

decided to enter in a five kilometre fun run, inspired by Julia’s sports experiences.

In schools sport hours can serve as fields of gender performance. Studies show that

differential treatment between boys and girls by teachers and different expectations on

how to perform and who belongs in sports generates patterns and feelings of belonging in

sports (Brown, Ruel & Medley-Rath 2011; Warner& Bruening 2008). Marianne claimed

that later in life, when she tried doing some physical activities in her university years, it

was “not so bad”. She was able to do sports in a way that focused on her self-improvement

and was not competitive and then realized she was not that bad.

Her experiences in sports had an influence on her family as well, the family that initially

supported her lack of participation in sports. After taking part in the Women’s ten

kilometer, she noted her mom was inspired to start doing sports. Doing sports in a new

context helped her remove herself from her bad experience.

Sports for her was something of which she claims not to have realized how popular it

is. Prior to doing the women’s ten kilometer she had never heard of the event, and then

after doing it she was surprised to see so many women have done it. She discovered

and developed an identity in a sport subcultures (Young & Donnelly, 1988), a previously

unknown field to her, which allowed her to be more accepting of sports at large.

Her narrative moved in a trajectory towards more inclusion, integration and identification

in sports. She moved from a point where she did not feel like she belonged in sports

to one where she did. It cannot be said with certainty whether this had led her to feel

more or less integrated in Finland. She was able to participate in more activities as she

learned of more, but did not drastically increase her participation. Her participation in

sports became more regulated through the activities of her husband. It became more of a

domestic norm to play.

Narratives (Walseth, 2006) are often used in studies of sport participation, they provide

insights into how one is socialised in sports (2006). Sport is often not just an activity, but

part of one’s identity and lifestyle - it is a habitus (Bourdieu, 1977). Narratives are thus

frequently used to gauge and evaluate lifetime participation of women in sport by factoring

socialisation as a pathway towards participation (Kay, 2006). The premise for looking into
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narratives is the hypothesis that active and sustainable participation in sports is based on

the history of sports and socialisation in sports (Walseth, 2006). When explaining women’s

participation in sports, many theorists look into their up-bringing in sports. Women who

were socialised into sports tend to stay in sports, and much of this socialisation starts at a

young age largely due to parental support. Narratives also show the development stages in

a girl’s life when many begin to stop doing sports. Life-course perspectives and narratives

show points where sports occupy a smaller or larger role.

Studies in Finland show that gender gaps for unstructured physical activities tend to

dissipate, but there remains a participation gap of girls and women in sports activities

(Laakso et al. 2006a; Laakso et al. 2006b; Turpeinen et al. 2013). Many women dislike

sport, feel insecure in sports, and quit sports and physical activities at an early age; this

is reflected in the interviews such as those with Susanne and Marianne. There were also

women who were introduced to sports from a very young age, and continued to do sports

into adulthood regardless of what country they moved to; they had an internal desire to

move and do sports.

In Finland there is a drop in the participation of physical activities of children at age

8 to 9 (Turpeinen et al. 2013). During this period however there is no big difference

in drops between gender: while boys and girls perform and practise different sports, the

participation of girls in sports is sustained through this period by mandatory classes in

school.

I did a bit. I think I realized I wasn’t that bad, and it wasn’t as difficult as I always felt it

was.
Marianne

Studies have shown that women place a lower priority on sports than men (White &

Coakley, 2008). Additionally, there are fewer opportunities for women to play sports

professionally than there are for men (Brown & Connelly, 2010). The social world of

sports limits the recognition of women as equal athletes. A study by Coakley and White

in 1999 (cited in Coakley & Donnelly, 2008) on youth participation in sports found that

women were less likely than men to believe that sports could help them gain control of

their lives, help them fulfil their dreams and give them a means to present themselves

competently and confidently. The failure to recognise sports as a source of empowerment

leads women to place less emphasis on sports in their lives and to take it less seriously.

44



However, their sport participation shifts throughout their lives and patterns are formulated

around opportunities and life changes.

Finland offers a lot of opportunity for sports on an infrastructural level (Westerlund, 2005;

COMPASS, 2012). This stems from a social welfare development, which started in the

seventies to encourage sport at a grass roots level. Many of the interviewed women did

sports because it was simply an activity that was accessible and available; there was a

‘why not?’ attitude. They simply found that living close to recreational welfare facilities

made everything very accessible, they did not have any excuses not to be active in their

free time. Many women contrasted this to their youths abroad where infrastructure was

the biggest barrier to sports:

I mean we had no swimming pool in the whole town, not to speak of high school. It was

very limited. I would not say the teachers of physical education were that good, I mean

they were not very motivated or interested in what they were doing. It was just something

they were doing to get by and have an earning. It wasn’t that spectacular.

Leanne

For respondents like Leanne who grew up without sports being an important factor in their

lives, their lack of involvement in sport was a culmination of factors: parents not believing

it to be relevant activity, lack of support and sponsorship and lack of infrastructure. The

lack of parental support is similar to Joseline’s upbringing. While typically the period

after a move to a new country is associated with lower rates of physical activity, many

women reported higher rates, partly due to the opportunities Finland provided. Their

participation however continued to be informal and unstructured. When trying classes to

learn new sports and techniques, Liana notes that the environment was not really social,

and she proceeded to participate or practice sports alone or with friends. The sports

she tried were classes that initially were quite interesting and cheap. But the steep cost

of buying equipment necessary to move from the introductory level to intermediate level

prevented her from continuing.

45



4.3 Integration and socialisation in sports, from start to

Finland

Helena was raised by a single parent. She did sports in her free time as her block of flats had

a lot of kids whose parents worked. As her mother was busy raising her she also registered

her in sport classes so Helena would not be on her own as much. She was socialised into

staying active through this group of friends. When starting university, she was less focused

on activities, but did cycle as her main mode of transportation. She moved to Finland

after finishing her studies. Her life in Finland was more sports centred as a consequence

of the active colleagues she has, and a desire to integrate through sports.

Helena’s story is demonstrative of the socialisation process in sports. A few ladies had

similar stories to Helena, but Helena had the most consistent and continuously positive

experiences in sports. She has often just fallen into a group of friends who were focused

on sports. Here she describes a colleague who picked her up form the airport after she

first landed in the country.

He brought me this sähly [floorball] stick in the first week at the institute and he is one of

the most active people in terms of activities at the centre. He just gave me this thing and I

was like ‘what the hell is this, I never played hockey’. And he said, ‘it doesn’t matter, just

come and play with us’. That was an eye-opener for me. A guy just told me to come and

have no problems whether I can play or not.

Helena

Helena had come to work in Finland and on her first week of work a colleague gave her

a floorball stick as a gift and invited her to play. Since this she has continued to be

active.

Her roommates in Helsinki was also active and encouraged Helena to join a team that they

also played on. The team was similar to a team Helena played on in her home country,

and so it was a natural fit.

She personally has a passion for sports and always enjoyed being active, but notes that

the Finnish lifestyle is particularly sports oriented. For her, sports have becomes a vessel

leading to integration and socialization:
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In the Finnish society, I think this is one of the best ways for you to make friends as well.

Do sport with the Finns.

Helena

Helena’s description of taking part in sports reflected athletic identification. This shows

in the way she was able to handle pain and her general acceptance that sports are not

supposed to be easy and that one needs to push oneself. Looking at it through the

framework of Young and Donnelly (1999), she spoke both about norms and implicit rules

of the sports she played, especially when discussing her teams in Finland. She socialised

and developed her network around sports, and pushed through pain barriers to become

an athlete. For her Finland is a sportive country, she believes Finns follow sport, are

dedicated to training and staying in shape, and that sport is a means to participate in

the country. However, she sticks to only playing sports and consciously avoids following

sports in the news as she finds she would otherwise get too caught up in following sports.

In order to limit its domination on her life, she designates sports to be something strictly

social and health related for her.

While for Helena sports is a constant force in life, her patterns of participation shifted

during her time residing in Finland. She used to follow sports as a source of entertainment

and media but felt it was not a healthy part of her life. Her travel schedule for work

prevented her from joining local clubs or teams for many years, which is one reason why she

had not joined a sports team where she was able to meet and make friends with teammates

until a year ago. On the sport club she eventually joined, she practised Finnish and she

used the connections on the team to develop real friendships. Her immediate introduction

into sports in Finland lead to sports becoming part of her social world. As Coakley and

Donnelly point out, socialization into sports is a continuous and active process (Coakley

& Donnelly, 2004, 89).

4.4 On the inside or on the sideline: integration and

inclusion into the Finnish sports landscape

Looking at life-long participation in sports among the respondents, at first glance un-

derstanding trajectories into participation is quite convoluted. However, one could make

the case for opportunity-driven participation. The only exception is for more professional
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participation, where a rather linear trajectory for sports participation occurs; in cases

of professional development in sports, sports participation is nearly identical to a career

trajectory (Stevenson, 1999). Sara had a sports career trajectory. She became familiar

with a sport, was introduced and started playing when one of her teachers noted that she

“shouldn’t be doing this just for fun”. She turned out to be talented in two sports, but

decided to choose one of them so she could practice it at a level that could have led her

to become more professional had she not continued with a career at the same time. She

eventually left sports to study and she came to Finland for her professional career.

In Finland, one of her new colleagues suggested her to join a team and she continued her

sport at the national level for that club. In the end she left for a combination of reasons,

but primarily because she never felt part of a team. Eventually she changed her career

path and joined the not-for-profit sport sector in Finland. Personal ambition to her is the

main factor where it comes to engage in sports and as sports is present in all societies, she

was confident she would find her way. She feels that for highly motivated sports people,

there are no challenges or barriers to participation.

For the group that moved to Finland earlier, their experience on integration were quite

different. Here Sara reflects on how she felt about joining a team:

Like we talk in general about sports, you find your own circle of people, you speak English

or whatever language that is. But Finns leave integration, your integration into their

society, into their team or into their group completely to you. They do not take steps

forward. So not speaking Finnish and trying to be completely integrated at first in my

club, it didn’t work, to be very honest it didn’t work.

Sara

Sara in her view had not realised that she needed to integrate herself, she was the one

that needed to learn Finnish, to adapt into Finnish society, and form her own group of

friends. She described this in somewhat critical terms, but also noted:

Well now I know after all these years that I’m not trying to say anything bad about

Finland it’s just how they are, you know they leave it all - it’s your problem.

Sara

Sara blames her trouble in Finland on not knowing enough on how Finland worked with

regards to migrants. She was the migrant who had lived the longest in Finland out of all

participants in the study. She has a career, she had her sports team, her home, but he

main challenge she encountered in day to day life was the lack of inclusion. She describes
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her period on the sport team as one where no teammates would willingly talk to her.

She observed that she was not the only migrant on teams that had encountered a similar

experience.

So I’ve been to say road trips with my club and club mates — we’re sitting in a car and I

feel like I don’t exist in this car, and we’re going for instance to the national championship.

So yeah, I never felt I was integrated.

Sara

She explained that there would be some competitions where she would be with a team that

would include a lot of migrants and a single Finn, and that would change the dynamics a

lot. She was still the only woman on the team.

We go out and play but I’m not sitting with them, we’re not talking because they are

talking Finnish and everything. I was looking around and I could see this other Chinese

guy who was also in the club. I’m not sure if he was part of any club who was entering

individuals at the national championships but he was also sitting alone. So that scene, I

perfectly remember.

Sara

She describes the conflict of wearing a team uniform but still being excluded from the

team. She describes this as something that not just she felt, but something she also

noticed for other migrants being alone while at competitions and championships.

If you’re in a team with all Finns, it’s kind of you’re not a team basically. Or you’re not a

part of the team, so it’s not very easy. I remember I was at a couple of championships and

I was looking around. All my team mates, we are part of this club, we are all sitting and

we’re going... doing. Whenever they-us, we go out and play [in the championship] but I’m

not sitting with them we’re not talking because they are talking Finnish and everything.

Sara

Her experiences was interesting and it was clear her experiences in sports in the past (she

had quit this team about four or five years before the interview started). What could she

suggest for the future. What would she like to see in sports?

Shake up the society - what can I say? It’s almost impossible, unless really every Finn

knows about the situation. They try to change it but then again I can’t really blame them

because I don’t speak the language. I think it would help. Otherwise wherever I go, when I

work if it’s a social activity or if there is a party, again that feeling is there I’m not

included. Really once or twice somebody is nice and they talk to me in English and

dadada and that’s it.
Sara
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Sara’s experiences were particularly interesting because out of all women in the study, she

had lived in Finland the longest, she had been on sports teams for the longest continuous

period (about five or six years). She quit her team because she was not developing as an

athlete or a person, she lacked coaching, she lacked friends, she lacked belonging. In a

way, her determination and how long she stayed on the team are admirable. Other women

who interviewed such as Cindy and Jessica observed similar behaviour.

When the season started, there were a few of us who were new, who had played it before,

but not in a serious way. But nobody who was new ever came back either.

Jessica

It was cool, but nothing was really happening, it was the same group, just one time a new

person came but then she left. She could have stayed.

Cindy

There were team dynamics in Finland that suggested the native Finns had played with

each other a long time, and new team mates whether Finnish or foreign often did not

belong.

The team that was there were pretty, like they played together for a while. I don’t know

for how many years. But they were like a team.

Jessica

Everybody seems to be friends with everybody since they were in daycare. And she was

the new person and she couldn’t cope so that’s it. I think that’s the, that was the problem

with me. I knew everybody already and there was nothing new, every day was the same.

It was kind of boring.

Cindy

Sara noted that the experience on a team was unsuccessful but she re-directed her interests

elsewhere. Sara explained that she has the passion to do sports and she will find a place

to do sports no matter where she lives; sports are not an accidental opportunity for her,

but an opportunity she actively pursued, and that is one thing that kept her on the team.

Cindy also had a similar experience - joining a team was like a dream opportunity for her,

and she stayed on because she loved the game.

To understand exclusion one has to look at the structure of women’s sport and women’s

teams in Finland. There are few teams for women and thus social capital, socialisation,

and social integration between teammates is very strong.

Cindy grew up always playing sports, she had a older sister but often played sports at
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home with brothers closer to her age. She loved ball games. She moved to Finland in

her late teens. She enjoyed her move to Finland and while it was initially cold, she found

Finland very safe. She could be out of the house after sundown with no fear and without

risk. She took full advantage of this, playing in parks with her brothers and friends until

rather late hours, even early hours. It was her family that suggested she start finding a

Finnish team to play on, because she clearly loved playing sports. She had a hard time

researching sport teams to join, because she did not speak English. Many did not reply,

but in the end two did. One team apparently had a coach who she found weird, so she

joined the other one.

Cindy reflects on her experiences when she joined a team:

And the players I played with for four years, some of the girls have been playing with each

other for ten years. So the same team since they were six years old, and they’re playing

until they are twenty-one. Almost everybody had been training together for ten years

already, so it was ok. It was cool but nothing was really happening, it was the same group.

Cindy

While according to some data sets women in Finland are more active than men, this is

not reflected in the numbers of clubs teams and sport divisions for women (Turpeinen et

al 2013). There are dozens of football clubs in the Helsinki area, offering at least seven

divisions and competitions for men, yet outside of professional football women have only

two divisions. After being part of her team, she learned that she would join the second

division women’s team. She was very proud and impressed that because of her skills, she

qualified for the second division, which in her home country would be a prestigious division.

Later she learned that every girl would end up being offered a spot on the women’s team.

There was no challenge, no real competition. She compared her team to the men’s team

in her club and was disappointed. The men’s and boys side had opportunities to compete

internationally even if they were in lower divisions, they had fans attending the games,

the teams changed - men quit and new ones would join. For her, she played with the same

people for four years, against the same teams in Finland. Teams that according to her

observations were also teams that were made up of the same women who had played with

each other since childhood. She was disappointed. She wanted some opportunity to break

the rhythm of playing with the same team and against the same teams over and over again.

She became frustrated in her expectations on where sports could take her personally and
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athletically. Additionally, she was starting her upper-secondary studies and had less time

and money to take part in practices, thus, she decided it was better to quit.

Social capital can be exceptionally strong in team situations, as is illustrated by Cindy’s

experiences. She explained there were many times when she felt the team ignored her when

she first joined. Many researchers draw a connection between social capital and sports and

there are occasions where social capital and cultural capital are developed and produced

by sports participation. However there is little reference in the functionalist-heavy domain

of sports for integration of the ‘dark’ side of social capital (Lake, 2013; Persson, 2008) –

the fact that it can promote exclusion. Social capital can be so strong within small groups,

but it can be priced at a level that for newcomers takes years to earn. While access can

be negotiated over time, the initial process of joining a team can be really isolating:

But for the girls, they are always talking to the next person like “how was your day

yesterday, what did you do?”. If you are new and you are sitting somewhere you are not

going to have someone talking about so you are just going to end up sitting there. When I

first joined, I was sitting alone for a while. I couldn’t follow what they were talking about

because they are talking really low and not so expressing. I usually had to ask like, I

usually had to say hello to everybody, it was like “hey, talk to me, I am here as well”. I

think most of the girls are quiet and they talk really low [in Finnish]. If they are not

talking to you, you might not know what they are talking about.

Cindy

Cindy explained her isolation through two factors: firstly, she did not speak Finnish very

well initially, and thus had a hard time following conversations and joining in discussions.

Secondly, she had a hard time finding her way to be closer not just conversationally but

also in terms of social positioning. She described the initial months on a team as changing

on her own, sitting alone and being outside the group. On occasions where new people

would join her team, they experienced similar frustrations and quit. She explained that

there were no new team mates who stayed on the team for more than a few months.

This can suggest that this is not just a problem that migrant women encounter, but all

women when they join close-knit teams and groups. She felt that the group had such a

strong internal connection that it was difficult for new people to fit in. But Cindy stayed.

She stayed for a long time and she did eventually get to integrate more on her team and

described herself having a “super cool” time once she started to be able to speak Finnish

and her team mates got used to her. Many of her former teammates also quit the team
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when starting upper secondary school, but they stayed in contact and still go to the gym

with each other.

Cindy described stereotypes occurring in Finland in respect to migrants in sports. She

considers the following contradictory attitudes to be a contributing factor to why there

are fewer migrants on the team:

To each one of my class mates, teachers would always ask ‘mitä sä harrastat? ’ [what are

your hobbies]. But whenever it was for me they would always ask, ‘harrastat sä jotain?’

[do you have any hobby]. I thought that was rather strange. Like what do you do. They

kind of assume; they ask most Finns ‘mitä sä harrastat? ’, they ask most immigrants

‘harrastat sä jotain?’ They have this weird imagination that most foreigners don’t do

anything, they don’t have a hobby. So whenever I said, I play football, they’d go like

‘really you play football?’ [...] I thought it was weird but looking at it, most immigrants

don’t do that many sports.

Cindy

Her teachers and peers believe that sports contribute to social development, education and

well-being, and youths are widely encouraged to take part in sports. She describes how

Finnish students would be encouraged to stay on sports teams and Finnish students who

were not part of sports teams were encouraged to join. However when it came to foreign

students, she felt there was no effort made to have the students join sport teams. She

feels that teachers assumed foreign students had no ambitions or interests and were rather

passive. Cindy says she does not know of any foreign girls or women who play sports or

who are even interested in recreational activities that involved throwing a ball around.

Cindy managed to stay active in sports because her brothers are big sport fans and she

often plays football with them. She manages to stay active and interested in sports mostly

through her family.

During her time on a football team in Finland, Cindy realized that it may be nicer for boys

and men to play sports, simply because of the number of boys and men playing sports. She

explained that the boys and men teams had more opportunities to play in international

tournaments. There were more new players joining the team and more players would be

willing to join new teams in higher divisions. Even playing in the park with men and

boys helped her improve her skills in a way that playing on a team could not. Cindy also

observed that foreign men joining the teams were more readily included.
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Cindy’s and Sara’s experiences suggest that there could be actions taken on the teams to

promote integration and inclusion of others. Contact theory (Allport, 1955) came to mind.

Coaches could serve as the authorities encouraging behaviour and positions that promote

contact, promoting equality and setting up social events that could promote dialogue and

inclusion.

4.5 Using sports as a tool to integrate into Finnish

society

While Sara and Cindy joined teams in order to be able to practice sports, Ashley delib-

erately took up sports to help her integrate into Finland. She moved to Finland to live

with her spouse and prior to moving she had some tragedies in her family which lead

her to be depressed and gain some weight. She did not feel good about herself. She was

part of some school teams in her home country and had some skills, but was far from

having the skills needed to join more advanced sport teams. In Finland she decided to

give herself a new start and take control of her life. She started doing physical exercise

at home and slowly started branching out into more advanced forms of physical activity

and sport. However, she still had a hard time getting used to Finland: she felt very much

like a foreigner and experienced a number of racist or discriminatory incidents on the

street which only exacerbated her feelings of exclusion. She was not particularly dark in a

manner that would enable one to identify her ”race.” She did however live in a area of the

Helsinki capital region that was a bit more run down, the neighbours were more likely to

be working class and have problems with alcohol, perhaps even the law. It is not unusual

in this area to see racial hate spray painted on underground pathways, train stations and

bus stops. Public transportation was not as good so she needed to plan to leave the home,

and plan visits to more central and cosmopolitan areas of Helsinki. As she did not have

a job, she only left her neighbourhood to go to class or to the gym. Ashley felt she was

becoming too dependent on her Finnish spouse, and felt she needed to do more on her

own:
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And then right around then I decided I don’t want to be gross and heavy and just not take

care of myself any more. And so I just started working out at home at first, because we

didn’t have a lot of money. I did body weight exercises and we had a pull-up bar in our

doorway and I did push ups and I ran and just did whatever I could. I lost about 15 kilos

by just doing that and eating right and then I finally joined the school gym, you know we

decided it was worth the investment.
Ashley

Over time Ashley became fit and more confident in herself. She noticed the result on her

body. She felt more comfortable buying clothes. But still she continued to exercise in the

same way that women take part in informal and unstructured exercises, lifting weight or

doing pilates-like exercises without instructions. She built herself up to go on to a new

level and take part in sports.

It’s actually pretty expensive, at least at these courses. Some courses are cheaper but this

one, they were willing to talk to me in English so that’s why I chose it. But yeah, we

decided it was worth the investment because it was going to make me happy, keep me

active, get me out of the house and make me meet friends. So I went around looking at all

these particular gyms and with this one in particular, they said that all of the coaches

speak English as well and they were all so incredibly nice, so they teach the whole class in

Finnish and then if I don’t understand what they are saying they come to me and

re-explain it in English. Which is really nice for me and I have met a lot of friends.

Ashley

Despite the cost, Ashley said the classes were worth it. The classes gained her access to a

competitive sport where she was able to take part in matches and compete. She made a

lot of friends with people in the club, both Finns and foreigners. She felt accepted and had

a completely different outlook on Finland. When looking for clubs to join she researched

various options and visited many different clubs in the Helsinki capital area to find one that

she would like. She enjoyed this one particular style of management because the service

was friendly and welcoming: it was similar to what she expected from her homeland. Even

though Ashley had lived in Finland for many years, she had not developed a command of

Finnish. The coaches and the club were happy to speak English whenever necessary so

Ashley could feel included.
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I lived out in [surburban Helsinki municipality] away from society and around people who

were just mean and prejudiced against me because I’m not Finnish. I don’t know cold

weather and it’s just dark and everything, so I was just always like ‘oh I hate Finland. . . .’

So I wanted something to do where I could meet friends, potentially try to integrate a little

bit, stop hating on Finland, try to fit in. But I also wanted to keep up my fitness and the

gym was getting a little boring and I always wanted to try a new course. It’s just

something I always thought of and not too long ago I was introduced to it.

Ashley

The willingness of the coaches to meet the needs of Ashley and other foreign women

and men who joined their club helped make all participants feel immediately at home.

The support from club management and authorities allowing everyone to feel included

fits within the framework of conditions of the contact theory. Ashley explained she felt

accepted and was not judged for her skin colour or background, she also started to view

Finns and Finland more positively. She did not feel left out or excluded. She even came

to the club on days she did not practice so she could watch competitions.

Kathy had similar experiences to Helena and Ashley, she wanted to start getting healthier,

noting that she was approaching thirty and her body is not the way it was. Sports for her

were rather inexpensive and well-developed in Finland so she took part.

Helena (introduced in ealier) has always been interested in sports and she always kept

falling into sport groups. She came to Finland as she wanted to move to Northern Europe

and Helsinki offered the best options. Her social network in Helsinki was very sport centred

and she continued to play ball with her colleagues for the six years she lived in Helsinki.

Her work entailed travelling a lot and this hampered her chances to join some teams; she

joined teams only after having lived in Finland for some years. She wanted to use the

teams to integrate into Finland, to make friends outside of her work network and to speak

Finnish. Sports were a convenient pathway to integration, she viewed sports as a social

institution in Finland.

For example, here in Finland not only the fact that I need to do sports and that I just

have a laugh as I do with people. I do think in the Finnish society this is one of the best

ways for you to make friends as well. Do sport with the Finns. I also wanted a challenge, I

really wanted to find an activity to make me speak Finnish, because I can understand

really quite well [but] depending on the subject, the speaking it’s just terrible.

Helena
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The culture of sport. I would also say sport in Finland really bonded the nation when you

[referring to myself as a Finn] were so broken with your wars, I think it might be also the

reason why sport is still very very deep in Finnish culture. I think that’s good, that’s very

very good.

Helena

Sports were viewed as a means of keeping the nation of Finland together and also a means

of access to the nation. When Helena joined a team she wanted to use it as a means to

integrate and to practice her Finnish, so she asked all team members to speak Finnish

to her. However, she notes that this caused some conflict as there was another migrant

woman on the team who spoke English and was happy to speak English with her team

mates. For the team mates, this meant they had to adapt differently to the various migrant

women, depending on what they expected from sports. However they were willing to meet

the needs of different people. Helena and Ashley both wanted to use sports as a way

to meet friends and integrate a little bit. For Helena integration was also done through

language, she wanted to learn Finnish. Helena held views that sports served to integrate,

although she did note that it did not necessarily bring people closer than other hobbies.

She felt she was in a privileged position where she could benefit from sports, noting that

she had very encouraging colleagues and a social support network, and lived in a relatively

cosmopolitan environment. She speculated that had she lived elsewhere in Finland, she

might not have been exposed to such openness from Finns.

Jessica had a similar experience to Helena. She has played sports since a young age. She

was socialized into sports. Her parents signed her up for many different sport courses, but

in the end there was one team sport that she ended up sticking with. She played on a girls

and women team in her home country until she moved to Finland and ended up getting a

job. She thought she would continue to do sports in Finland and soon joined her office’s

floorball team. She however was shocked to encounter a different kind of sports dynamic

that surprised the now-veteran player. Jessica spoke some Finnish as her parents were

from Finland, but she still had an accent, and had a lot of vocabulary to learn - including

vocabulary in sports.

Well it was in Finnish, there was no English spoken, that was one thing. And it was quite

serious for a work team. It was like uncomfortably serious, so even the league I was in was

serious; we had tournaments, we had awards, we had play-offs, it was a different dynamic

here. I didn’t feel comfortable on the team and so I left there after not even one season.
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And I missed my old team and that we had such camaraderie, and here it was like, even if

you weren’t the best player on the team you got to play. And there it was like very serious,

well they would say to me. ”you are still not good enough to play so don’t come next

week”. And it was really uncomfortable. This is a work environment! So it wasn’t what I

had signed up for.

Jessica

After Jessica had left the team, she continued to stay active by running, doing yoga,

swimming and doing sports with her husband. She expressed almost traumatic feelings

about returning to her sport, and has not played since leaving her work team. She had such

differing expectations and compared her new team (at work) to her old team (back home).

As there was more than one sport that the office played, and her colleagues suggested they

were equally serious, she felt too stressed and uncomfortable to look for other teams in

Finland. Players can experience shock when much of their identity is constructed around

certain sports and certain teams, and that identity is taken away.

Communal capital is defined as capital reflected in shared values, social control and order

(Putnam, 2000). Jessica found a conflict in differences of communal capital on her work

team. She admitted it took a couple of adjustments to get used to how the sport was

played in Finland. Donnelly and Young(1999) suggest that being involved in a sport

means learning to “talk the talk” and “walk the walk” (1999). Groups have their own ways

of speaking and referring to themselves; the group that Jessica joined had unique ways of

thinking about their sport. Sports teams are noted for putting procedural barriers in place

for member access to teams, where course of actions available to individuals are limited by

organizational structure and social support (Coakley & Donnelly, 2008, 17). At times the

barriers that need to be overcome genuinely put down the new members who hold different

expectations and end up quitting. Jessica encountered this on her company’s sports team.

While she continued to work for the company, she has quit the sport. Jessica’s husband

(who is also a foreigner) tried to find new teams for her to join, but Jessica’s experience

on her work team left her reluctant to join a new sport team in Finland.

We’ll see, but I just kind of got a bad taste of it now. Like I loved it for my whole life, and

then I had such a bad experience. I need to get over it and just go again.

Jessica

At the time of the interview, she had already quit the sport for three years, a sport she

has played just about every year of her childhood and adult life. In Jessica’s case, the level
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of play and the arbitrary seriousness of the team lead her to quit the team rather than

endure the initial exclusion. Jessica felt that the team mates and coaches (who were all

work colleagues) placed too much emphasis on the competitions and winning. This form

of extreme sportsmanship is often identified with athletic identity(Horton & Mack, 2000).

Athletic identity can be healthy and be conducive to high performance and dedication to a

sport. But athletic identity can also be unhealthy, leading to overtraining, social isolation,

lack of balance in life, and even risky behaviours such as doping (Horton & Mack, 2000).

The over-commitment to winning championships by Jessica’s colleagues is reflective of

strong social capital and strong athletic identity. The case of Ashley shows that teams

are not a one size-fit-all, yet many women do not research the sport teams they join and

end up having bad experiences. Cindy had researched the available clubs in the Helsinki

metropolitan region prior to joining any; she knew that the one she was joining was a

good fit.

The experiences of exclusion and integration also gave way to how the women saw Finland.

Respondents experienced “women’s sports” or sports in Finland in a variety of ways. For

Jessica she felt that sports was a very serious social institution in Finland, where it is just

about impossible to be good enough:

If I think most recently when watching the Olympics. They (Finns or Finnish Athletes)

are not a proud people. I think in their interviews, they focus on the negative before the

positive; even if they did do well, they are quite disappointed in themselves. I think it’s

taking it very seriously.

Jessica

For other participants, Finland is seen as a country that focuses too much on recreational

sports and physical activities that limit the advance and don’t prioritise winning. Eugenia

had come to Finland from a pretty serious sporting background, her father was a doctor

and a coach, many of her friends were elite athletes. She joined teams in Finland since

moving to the country but lamented that the sports were not serious enough. There

were very limited chances to make a genuine career out of sports. She complained that

teachers and coaches do not scout or recruit athletes, that sports is about developing a

social business rather than training top athletes.

Kathy played sports as a child, but lost focus as she moved to other countries around the

world for work or for school. Her colleagues and classmates invited her to join on ten
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kilometer runs. Finland was the first country where she had found sports really inspiring

and well structured. She quickly made friends in sports, friends she had made in Finland

invited her to sport events. She join at a time when there were many new-comers in sport

classes, and noticed that if one joins the courses later and is not habituated to the sport,

it can be a uncomfortable experience:

It’s funny to say when you are talking about the class, there are people who don’t know

exactly what songs and what order you are doing and there are the special muscle types

for every song you are doing, so for the legs, chest, or something like that. But when you

haven’t this memorized you want to see the next exercise, how much weight you should put

on and then the foreigners are always looking around the class and looking for confirmation

because what is the next [muscle], you don’t understand. Or trainers say like ‘selkä’ [back]

or ‘jalat’ [legs] or something like that, so you immediately spot the people who get lost.

Kathy

Sport can help people feel included, and can lead people to feel excluded.

4.6 Other findings of migrant women in the Finnish sport

landscape

Religion was not a factor for this cohort of women when speaking about their experience

in sports. Of the women in the study four had Islamic backgrounds, but they were pretty

secular. They spoke how it may be not as common for women in Islamic countries to do

sport, but there was nothing in their families that discouraged them from starting sports.

Two of them actually started sports, learning how to swim or joining a team based on the

encouragement of their father.

Eugenia said there were some sports that she wanted to play, like volleyball. But when

she found out that the only volleyball team that had openings in the season was a beach

volleyball team, she decided against joining. She said that wearing a bikini to do sports

was not appropriate for her because she has a Muslim background. However I would argue

that regardless of their religious beliefs, many women would oppose wearing a bikini in

sports because of its abject sexualisation of the female body. Eugenia for example did

not wear a hijab, and did not adhere to certain Islamic codes of dress. Nor did any other

women in the study wear a hijab on a regular basis. Perhaps for some festivals in some
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areas they would wear one, or when travelling, but they do not consider it necessary.

While this is not a relevant concern for the respondents, in general some women could

feel uncomfortable wearing a hijab on a sports team, as it makes them stand out and thus

may draw unnecessary attention.

Selena was not very active in sports, but did take part in sports whenever she had a

chance. She did not let religion or culture define her behaviour or activities. She lamented

she was lazy. When living in a third country she joined many muslim women to aqua-fit

classes. These classes were a way to meet more women with her cultural background, and

they were cheap, and that was one way she stayed active. She loved to swim, but had no

objections to going swimming with men, even letting her young daughter swim around

men. There was not really any special treatment that the women encountered or needed

to do sports, they just went out and played. This is not the case for all women of this

background, but as the methodology looked for already active women, this corresponded

to women who were active and socialised into sports.
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Discussion

The research progressed through analysing: Firstly, through an exploration of the duality

of a migrant woman in sports. Secondly, the narrated experience around the circumstances

contributing to the practice of sports by migrant women in Finland. And finally, by looking

at how this practice affects the integration of migrant women in Finland. Evidence - which

lead the exploration of this question - came through the narrated experiences of twelve

different migrant women living in the Helsinki capital region.

5.1 Contextualising integration

The experiences of respondents Sara and Cindy best illustrate the struggle of finding a

home in sports, when faced with a team with a lot of social capital. There are a lot of

suggestions in the sector of ‘sports for inclusion’ that sports lead to social capital and that

it can help with integration. It is certainly true that the link between sports and social

capital is strong, but building social capital is not always entirely positive: social capital

can bring groups very tightly together, but also introduces the risk of excluding others

(Persson, 2008).

Few studies on sports and integration offer a thorough investigation on how sports facilitate

integration through social capital to the point that it includes the darker side of social

and cultural capital (Walseth, 2008; Müller, Zoonen & De Roode, 2008). Even in these

studies, there is only limited attention for the downside of social capital. Walseth’s study

for example makes mention of economic capital and elements of cultural capital being a

barrier to integration and limiting the possibilities of young muslim women to generate

networks and social capital on their teams. Strong cases of team identity, fan identity

and athletic identity can produce social capital, which in turn can potentially be isolating
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as a consequence of the strong in-group ties (Horton, Mack, 2000; Brewer, Van Ralte &

Linder, 1993; Dziubinski 2009).

In the public sports sector in Finland, there is an increasing amount of sport programmes

taught in other languages to accommodate migrants and sports are used in many in-

tegration programmes for migrants. Zacheus et al. (2012) suggests that sports are an

excellent tool for integrating migrants. It should be noted that in his research, a number

of statements on the positive affirmations of sports for integration come from trainers

rather than from participants. Participants in sport often find struggles in finding such

benefits and accessibility through sports.

The respondents interviewed for this research had mixed reactions to the question how well

integrated sports make them feel. Many respondents enjoy sports and need to have sports

in their lives, but feel that there was little connection and interaction with team mates.

Some respondents claim they experienced years of invisibility while playing on a team.

They wore the uniform, they practised, they competed but did not feel welcome.

The rate of immigration in Finland has been increasing very much since the nineties, with

the number of foreigners in Finland quadrupling since 1992 (Statistics Finland, 2011).

The women who have had negative experiences on teams moved to Finland before the

biggest growth of immigrants and foreigners in Finland and they were the only foreigners

on the teams. Women with more positive experiences on teams have moved to Finland

more recently. They joined teams that were open to speaking English and made them feel

comfortable on the team. These teams also organised more off-pitch social events.

An aspect of agency in the context of gaining a social benefit out of sport is key. It

is interesting that the interviewed migrant women were aware of the correlation between

sports and integration, in particular in the Finnish context. Many respondents stated that

Finns follow and play a lot of sports. that Finns follow and play a lot of sports. During the

period of data collection, Finland ranked as the most physically active European nation

with most of the population reported to doing some type of physical activity at least

once a week (COMPASS 2012). Many women remarked that this is in contrast with their

homelands where sport facilities (including gyms) are available but not as embedded in

everyday life. Women who did take part in more competitive sports and clubs felt there

was much left wanting from the Finnish system in terms of more fans, better times to do
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sports and more variety in the sports teams. In these cases the use of sports for integration

felt dysfunctional; the women felt isolated from the club at large and from their teams as

there were few ‘new’ women on the sports team. While it is easy in the Finnish context

to recognise and observe a lot of advancement in gender equality, it cannot be an assumed

fact for all sectors, and there needs to be a clear call and acknowledgement of sectors

which could benefit from more gender mainstreaming.

Migration and integration are very complex issues: can sport really serve a contribution

to integration? The evidence supported by the migrant women shows that regardless of

one’s passion for athleticism and will to integrate, sports may not always be a tool for

integration. The best examples of sports succeeding come from the narratives of Helena

and Ashley who made conscious decisions to use sports as a medium to make friends,

practice Finnish, and otherwise integrate. On the other hand, it would be hard to argue

that the practice of sports and doing activities did not help foster a feeling of belonging at

some level. But this belonging did not last; as Sara described, she tried to find her place,

but it did not work out for her.

This is however changing as more migrants move to Helsinki and more discussions open

up on how to include migrants in sports and other areas of society. A key development

appeared in the narratives: an increased level of overall acceptance that foreigners are

part of Finland’s future - and consequently, an increased willingness to engage in a two-

way integration process. It is remarkable that the migrant women who had joined sports

teams more recently cited feeling immediately welcomed into their respective teams and

experienced a willingness to use English to ease communication and inclusion. There

appears to be a general trend in the public discourse, in the literature and in people’s

(as well as the respondents’) attitudes that there is a greater willingness to open up to

migrants, and also a greater acceptance of adaptability (Tuori, 2009; Zacheus, Koski,

Rinne & Tähtinen, 2013).

Barriers in sports teams and access to sports can appear in a number of dimensions: there

are structural barriers and suprastructural barriers. It must be noted that teams accepting

migrant women is demonstrative of the lack of structural barriers (Donnelly & Harvey,

1996, 23-24). Linguistic barriers to joining a team were ignored at times: sometimes

there was little acknowledgement from team mates that a new woman on the team did
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not speak Finnish. There are however social barriers, social capital is not necessarily

gained by proximity. Functionalist assumptions on sport and integration would suggest

that playing sports with locals, or even playing sports in a new country would facilitate

integration and would develop community cohesion. Functionalist assumptions of sports

however hold many weaknesses, such as an overemphasis of the positive consequences

of sports participation, for example functionalist statements on the positive aspects of

integration through sports without regard for possibilities of exclusion. Secondly, func-

tionalist assumptions fail to regard that sports serves the needs of some people more than

others (Coakley & Donnelly, 2004, 31-36). Having done expansive research on migrant and

Muslim women communities in sport in Norway, Walseth (2006) attests “it is important

to emphasize that there is no automatic link between sport involvement and feelings of

belonging.” (2006, 460).

In Walseth’s (2006) research on Muslim girls in Oslo, there were a few girls who attested

that their involvement did not lead to feelings of belonging but rather to feelings of

exclusion. This occurred when the girls played on sports clubs and teams outside of

their neighbourhood. From the respondents analysed in this thesis, none grew up in

Finland: they all joined teams as outsiders. Those that had experiences where they were

or felt excluded from their teams expressed a longing and romanticised their early team

memories, reflecting the emotions the girls in Walseth’s sample expressed.

Of the women interviewed for this thesis, those who participated in sports teams in Finland

nearly a decade ago encountered a cold reception, and felt isolated from their sports clubs.

Migration is new enough that many women find themselves figurated in a position of

being an established outsider (Elias & Scotson, 1994; Engh et al. 2012). Tension can

occur between established members of a community and outsiders (Elias & Scotson 1994,

148), where the established community has a regulation of behaviour that newcomers

would need to grasp in order to move across the barrier (Elias & Scotson, 1994, 151).

Sara spoke about this code that she needed to learn in the form of learning Finnish and

adopting behaviours that would help her integrate on her own. However, according to

Elias and Scotson (1994) this would not be enough to become established. The position of

being established has a property of its own in a sociological context (Elias & Scotson, 1994,

155), it gives a particular flavour to relationships that is not present in relationships with

outsiders. For Cindy eventually learning Finnish gradually led to further inclusion into
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the team, for another woman she accepted her position of an outsider and took integration

into her own hands. Staying on the team for many years, helped her become part of the

old.

In all the cases the newcomers are bent on improving their position and the established are

bent on maintaining theirs. Newcomers often try and rise from, the inferior status

attributed to them and the established try to preserve their superior status that the

newcomers try to threaten.

Elias & Scotson, 1994, 158

Both Cindy and Sara eventually quit team their sports: Sara as an outsider, Cindy as

a established team member. There are many different occasions in sport where one can

promote integration, but the heterogeneity of the cases illustrates the much repeated

weakness of functionalist assumptions in sport: that sport serves the needs of some people

more than others (Coakley & Donnelly, 2004, 34). It is challenging to become included

and integrated; becoming part of an established group is elusive, even when employing

tools like sport to facilitate this.

Returning to Young and Donnelly’s theories on identities in sport subcultures (1988, 218-

219), one of the stages of athletic identity has been formulated as a stage when there

were no outsiders; the young practise amongst themselves and developed a strong level

of social capital amongst themselves. Drawing on figurational theory, this social capital

is figurated internally and away from outsiders. Long term participation can develop the

habitus, figurations and signification to be established, but this establishment occurs just

on the teams. Cindy orated the experiences she had in school when her position as an

established sports team player was not even presumed to exist.

Functionalist strands of sports theories emphasize the benefits of participating in sports:

many theories and statements suggest that sports promote social capital and social cohe-

sion. For example playing football/soccer has been used in a variety of contexts for various

issues, such as youth delinquency, racism, and female emancipation, integration and even

in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict (Coalter, 2007; Tacon, 2007; Elling & De Knop, 2001;

Sugden & Wallis, 2007; Walseth, & Fasting, 2004). Sports in general have also been used

to promote well-being and this has been executed at every level of governance from local

to international, for example The United Nations for Sport and Development and Peace

was founded primarily to explore and promote sports in the process of facilitating the
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realisation of the millennium development goals. At times functionalist theories on sports

occur in a bubble separate of other theories in social science. They exist in the rhetorics of

the field, but lack the relation to reality. In the field of education and integration, contact

theory has been lauded, yet contact theory is rarely applied in the context of sports for

integration and development. The contact theory can bring in some insight on how sports

participation on its own sometimes fails to result in meaningful contact that can develop

into inclusion. I would argue that such a theory, when applied to new situations and teams,

could have some effect on negotiating the inequalities of the old and the outsider.

Currently there is an increased number of calls for evaluation of this functionalist stand-

point of sports (Tacon, 2007: Hamilton, 2014). Coakley suggests that the functionalist

standpoint of sports serves the needs of some people more than others (Coakley, Donnelly,

2004, 33-37). Grandiose claims made by the UN and other NGO’s on sports do not

fully reflect the heterogeneous nature of social issues such as exclusion, integration, peace

and social relations. Functionalist standpoints in sports ignore how there are conflicts

between groups, assuming that something good for one group is necessarily good for all of

society. These assumptions on sports face shortcomings where they suggest that engaging

in sports can integrate people, lead to social cohesion and disconnect dysfunctional parts

and behaviours of society.

Sports can be misapplied; the experiences of Cindy and Sara show that sports is not

necessarily conducive to inclusion. Their experiences show that while they are very

passionate about sports and stayed on teams for many years, they had a hard time getting

closer to team mates and feeling part of the team. Their years of experience on the teams

show that the effects of exclusion were negated. This is likely due to the fact that there

were no suprastructural barriers to joining a team, they were grudgingly accepted on a

team and over time, they were gradually included (Donnelly, Harvey, 1996, 23-24).

Many interviewees expressed that the intensity of their participation into sports increased

since moving to Finland. For many respondents, the opportunities present in Finland led

to a process where they started discovering that in spite of initial reservations against sport

and physical activities, they were capable of performing sports. Doing sports in school

and playing with male counterparts and colleagues had caused many participants to feel

inadequate. There are figurations and patterns, which emerge in the practice of sports that
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show how burdensome semantics can be when approaching and opening the topic; drawing

on Saussure’s theories of signification, the life-course perspective on sports shows that the

signified object of sports underwent a signification process over the course of the women’s

participation in it. Sport has also became something signified as a cultural element, with

many remarking that sports are embedded into Finnish society. Some respondents viewed

Finns as taking sports too seriously, while some viewed sports as a large factor of Finnish

social life and as an access point to get to know other people.

Sports are figurated in a manner that leads to a negotiation of gender barriers, wherein

identity, personal or social perceptions are adjusted to justify one’s positions to gain

participational access to perform in sports. Many participants managed to practice sports

in their own manner, with various opportunities and social worlds leading to participation.

In spite of barriers of infrastructure, suprastructural prejudices and procedural barriers,

migrant women are able to negotiate these barriers through participational access rather

than representational access (Donnelly & Harvey, 1996, 23-4). Donnelly and Harvey

describe participational access as the situation where individuals have information and

are able to cope with procedures associated with access. Participation is an expression

of synthesis, in which the respondents were able to create a continuous dialectic (Jary &

Jary, 1995).

There is a wealth of literature and theories in the field of sports that support the claim

that sport promotes integration and social capital (Agergaard, la Cour, 2012; Darnell

2011; Giulanotti, 2004; Coalter, 2009; Christou, 2008; Caldwell, 1982; Zacheus et al,

2012). Sport is also used to promote peace, promote development and empower women:

sport is argued to be a tool that can positively affect how society functions. The common

sense approach to this comes about as sport is, to use a Foucauldian term, a heterotopic

space where people of different ages and backgrounds form a figuration and work together

on a united goal. Foucault regarded spaces of heterotopia to be symptomatic of a society

that excludes elements of deviance and difference (Foucault, 2006). People playing sports

can assume a new identity (that of an athlete, a team-player, a group member) and

move beyond labels of migrancy and difference. Sport participation can lead to contact

between people who had not known each other before, and can therefore aid in making new

acquaintances and friends. It is hard to understate the power of sports, which is illustrated

by the United Nations founding an office dedicated to examining the potential for sports
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in development and peace in 2001. The UN considers sports a tool that can help achieve

the millennium development goals. Still, many criticise the sometimes näıve assumptions

that sports on its own provides a setting where problems are solved and challenges are

curbed (UN, 2007).

Gender duality for athletic identity is observed in discourses of women and sports, but it

is also an approach many women employ when speaking of their lives in sports (Clasen,

2001; Kustok, 2010). Duality is particularly present in media discourses on female athletes:

athletics and sports are seen as a male domain, women in sports may be playing the same

sports as men, but the media (and the public) will continue to describe their feminine traits

(or aspects where they fail to embody ideal femininity). Consequently, women who exercise

regularly may be reluctant to acknowledge their experience as sport, for fear of having

their femininity scrutinised in the same manner as top female athletes are scrutinised and

criticised. Unlike men for whom at the professional level athletic traits or performance

are emphasised, female athletes resort to emphasising their sexuality and femininity in the

media depictions of themselves (Nixon, 2008, 31, 77, 81; Elling & Luift, 2009; Markula,

2009; Thorpe, 2009). This of course is not decided on the agency of the athletes themselves,

but rather the way women’s sports is framed in the media. Women who are involvement

in sports without showing their feminine side risk having their sexuality or even their sex

questioned (Markula, 2009). In this respect, when examining the social sphere of sports,

women continue to struggle to be recognised as athletes (recreational or otherwise).

Some women in the study expressed that their practice of sports and recreational activities

was met with surprise, or was ignored. Migrant women who are stereotyped in a discourse

of passive femininity are not treated as ordinary characters in the world of sports. Often

they are seen as needing to learn about sports and rather than being recognised for their

personal activities, they are seen of exponents of a culture that is questioned for having a

presumed low participation in sports. On a grass roots level as well as from an academic

perspective, there is an interest in how sport and society are linked through mass media

(Raney & Bryant, 2006). Media and the social discussions around it produce a symbolic

dimensions wherein gender binaries are reproduced (Harding, 1986, 23).
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Gender refers to patterned, socially produced distinctions between female and male,

feminine and masculine. Gender is not something people are, in some inherent sense,

although we may consciously think of ourselves in this way.

Acker, 1992, 250

This pattern or figuration referred to by Acker is reproduced in sports, and while gender

does not define what activities we engage in, we speak about our activities in a manner

that reflects out gender.

Sports are a field where gendered expectations are exceptionally evident, while androgyny

is not the norm, though rising symbolic opposition to gendered norms in sports generates

an opportunity for normative resistance and a neutral field (Brown, 2006, 183). Sport

is a field of symbolic dialogue: it is a field where an individual not only classifies the

objective world around them, but also him- or herself. (Ashworth, 1974, 40). The field

of sports is figurationly orientated to masculinity; symbolic cues in languages, semantics

and figurations reinforce the case for sports as a space of masculine domination (Elias,

2004; Bourdieu, 2001; Brown, 2006). While the field of sports is conducive to normative

gender binaries, it is also a field that holds much capacity to challenge, change and resists

gendered and social relations (Hargreaves, 2004, 21). Bourdieu’s 2001 thesis on masculine

domination is illustrative of the process of somatising or embodying masculinity. It can

serve as an excellent theoretical lens for exploring persistent gender binaries in sports,

as well as semantic resistance when approaching the topic of sports and women. Sport

sociologist Hargreaves criticised Bourdieu’s system theory for regarding people as elements

in a system and failing to acknowledge that fields such as sports have the capacity to change

and resist gender and social relations (2004, 21). Sports are a field of changing gender

relations, one where gender, national norms, labels and stereotypes can be shed. The

performance of men and women in fields that emphasize non-traditional gender norms

allow sports to be a field where gender can be broken down and reconstructed. For many

women, sports can be liberating and empowering as it opens a field where normative gender

relations can be shed. The construction of sports as a masculine field presents women

with the paradox of maintaining a feminine identity within a masculine field (Clasen,

2001).

A key finding is that fundamentalists’ assumptions vis-à-vis sports tend to oversimplify

complex problems. The practice of sport may help some individuals integrate or develop
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a stronger feeling of belonging. Similarly it is an unfounded assumption that sustainable

sports for integration programmes which have been mostly practised by men can produce

the same results for women. The figurations and patterns of women sport, the relations

between women and people and the level of commitment and identity which many women

give sports in their lives is different, and this is partly reflected on the identity duali-

ties.

Sports may not always serve the same means for everyone; while some enjoy sports as

an activity where they can socialise, for others the acts of sports is an action of personal

discipline, to maintain fitness and to maintain health. The claims made by social scientist

and NGO project workers that sports can lead to inclusion are rarely supported by evidence

(Hamilton, 2014). A factor that is sometimes ignored or not included in such arguments

is the agency of the individual. Individual agency expressed in forms such as “I want to

use sport as a means to integrate into Finland” (as some respondents have declared as

their objective) has generally been successful.

5.2 Intersectionality and femininity in the contexts of sports

in Finland

An intersectional approach does make for an important point of analysis, it is important

to adopt a standpoint approach in such research. The world of sports is already burdened

by gender norms; gender influences what sports women take part in and how they take

part in them. While the world of sports is becoming more open to equal representation

of female athletes and female spectators, it will be at least a few decades until there is

any semblance of parity achieved in professional sports including athletes, management,

coaches and governance. The women were asked about their interest in women’s sports

from a standpoint as a spectator. Their particular interests are possibly influenced by

the aesthetics preferential activities of their occupational class as described by Kahma

(2012).

Sports were often not seen as a worthwhile occupation for women; many were discouraged

from doing sports by their parents. Furthermore, media portrayal of women in sports

trivialises women sports by maintaining strong gender frames (Donnelly & Coakley, 2004,
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224; Duncan & Messner, 1998). Many women did not have a sports person they admired.

Some just admired women in sports in general. There was a distinct lack of interest in

watching sports on the part of the women. The women only cited watching big matches as

a social occasion, such games like a championship final in hockey when Finland is playing,

or a a major global sporting event like the world cup. While women in sports can often be

performing at the same level as men and (as many respondents pointed out) it is female

Finnish athletes who are bringing in a medal haul in the Olympics, the experiences of

women doing sport do not match men’s experiences.

Gender mainstreaming into the Finnish sports structure occurred rather late. There are

fewer opportunities for women to practice and play professionally than there are for men.

This is especially true in team sports: female hockey players for example have just about

no professional opportunities to play their sport - the national sport of Finland - at a

professional level. As many respondents noted, Finnish women continue to earn more

medals in international competition than men. However, the accomplishment of a medal

does not prove that women are supported as professional athletes; many Finnish female

athletes continue to support themselves with jobs outside of their sports. There is a lot

of discussion that migrant women do not do enough sports, or that Asian women and

women from Africa are among the least active groups. A number of respondents said

sports weren’t encouraged in their youth because it was not considered an intelligent or

worldly activity. It was considered better to go for leisurely walks, learn to play music

or read in one’s free time rather than to play sports. Looking at the structure of sports

and the chances for women to live a career in sports, their possibilities remain more

limited.

When discussing ways to encourage more women to do sports, there is little focus on

changing the structure of professional sports, which remain largely dominated in both

athletes and federations. Sports should not remain an activity in which the role of women

is limited to that of a consumer, and there are legitimate reasons to give women more

agency in the field of sports. As Tuori write in her observations of multicultural NGO’s

in Finland, there is a lot of discussion of empowering migrant women, however a key

aspect of empowerment is the concept of power in and of itself (Tuori, 2009). In research

on women sports, there appears little discussion on why sports can benefit women apart

from health benefits, trickle down benefits of fewer sick days (potentially leading to higher
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wages), and body image. Some of the respondents had admiration for women fitness icons,

women who have developed brands based on fitness, well-being and trim bodies. Only a

single respondent had a female athlete that she truly admired who had managed to break

through in sports, win championships and develop a career. People cannot easily become

what they do not see and the media and world of sports is missing out on promoting

female role-models in sports. If the women had a favourite athlete, that athlete would

usually be male.

When the respondents discussed women they admired in sports, they would often empha-

sise the capacity of that woman to manage an athletic career alongside a family (including

children). Similar observations of a family-life, career and athletic achievement balance

were not made for male athletes; emphasis was only put on impressive athletic skills.

Many women felt women’s sports were second rate, and they felt this was demonstrated

by how women sports are not identified under the label of sport, but the gender must

be specified. Women who had long term partners often talked about exercising with

them. Their capacity to do sports was described in comparison to the performance of

their spouses. However, all respondents with a partner indicated that their partners were

supportive of their sports pursuits. Their partners (both Finnish and foreign) would even

research appropriate opportunities (like groups or classes) for the respondents and friends.

A few women reported only having watched women’s football or basketball because their

(male) partners would be watching women sports. In the same-sex partnership of one

respondent, there would be a similar behaviour noted by the respondent’s spouse: she

would support and encourage her spouse and join her in physical activities, even if the

respondent’s spouse did not need to lose weight or get fit. This behaviour shows that while

women do not fit in the structure of sports, there is patterned behaviour where people do

want to see more sports claimed by women, there is more space that can be claimed by

women in sport.

Returning to the concept of duality and femininity, sports itself embodies a duality

and represents different things in gender binary. Concepts such as fitness, aerobics and

exercise are considered feminine, other sports such as martial arts, wrestling and hockey

are considered masculine by the respondents. Literature on the concept supports that

distinction. We are not speaking of sports the same way when women do sports and

when men do sports. This is one reason why some respondents who did not participate
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in traditional feminine sports sometimes encountered surprise from others when they

described their pastimes, as sports (especially team sports) did not fit the stereotype of

what a migrant does. When women do sports as a means of maintaining fitness, passing

the time or to move for the sake of moving, the contribution on integration is negligible

as sports is usually done alone or offers a limited scale of interaction with others. In

the Finnish context this can be seen as a way of doing physical activities like the Finns,

spending time outside in nature and enjoying the space. The way such activities are

participated in can become a shared ritual. This raises the question whether it is possible

that engaging in national rituals such as exercising in the outdoors without interaction

leads to integration. It does lend a possibility to share a similar lifestyle and speak with

locals. Sports and exercise in isolation can serve as an axis where a shared lifestyle and

understanding can be developed into closer social ties. In the data, Cindy’s experiences

were met with surprise: people did not expect a migrant girl to be doing sports. But the

practise of sports (even if she was isolated when doing it) helped position herself closer to

Finns. Sports can become a mutual and familiar topic to adapt into new groups.

In the “sport for development” sector, the common approach taken by researchers is to

adopt a motto that the field of “sports for development” (which encompasses the field

of sports for social inclusion adopted by numerous NGO’s across Europe to help include

migrants and social minorities) is new, rapidly expanding and is in need of more monitoring

and evaluation. However, looking back into the history of sports research in social science,

there have been assumptions that sports can promote social integration for a long time

already. The difference between the field now and what was being researched fifty to a

hundred years ago is the target group: deviantly behaving in-group members were seen

as being in need of integration, while nowadays migrant groups are seen to be in need of

integration. A couple of conclusions can be drawn from this: firstly, such claims would not

be repeated throughout history if there was not some relative evidence that they were true;

secondly, the context of these claims needs to be developed to remain relevant, and that

should include negative aspects of sports. One common claim of sports for integration is

that sports can generate social capital, however social capital can create a strong in-group

identity, which can exclude newcomers as they attempt to become included. The same

is relatively true of cultural capital, which is well depicted in Bourdieu’s La Distinction

(Bourdieu, 1979) where elements of taste can be a source of divide. It can also be suggested
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that Pierre Bourdieu’s (1979) data from his study in La Distinction is as relevant today in

the context of sports as it was during the seventies. The practice of watching live sports

(for example football or hockey) is not seen as an intelligent way to engage in sports.

While the practice of sports for the reasons cited by the respondents reflects a rational

action, physical activities can be quite exertive: they take up one’s time with no benefit

of learning a language or earning money, but they do provide well-being, to look good

and to express a form of discipline over the body. The results in the data show that the

right circumstances must be in place in order for sport to contribute to the integration

of migrant women. Not all forms of sports or physical activities benefited integration,

while not all sports provide the same context or setting for integration. The women

who were determined after some time to start playing sport to meet new people, meet

more Finns or to play ‘Finnish’ sports had good experiences. However not all clubs,

schools and sport teams were conscious of promoting dialogue and integration amongst

their members. From the accounts of a quarter of the respondents, it is apparent that

many clubs are not aware of the concept of including migrants. While there have been a

number of theoretical approaches to promoting dialogue and migration, only few of these

are adopted by sports teams, and they are also remarkably absent from the discourse of

“sports for integration”.

The results of this research show that the respondents are aware of the possibilities of

integration through sports, whether they actively seek to integrate through sports or not.

A key suggestion to improve the experience of newcomers at clubs is to adopt theories

used in other fields such as education and social psychology within the framework of sports

programming. The contact theory was one theory used to analyse the cases of migrant

women who were experiencing exclusion and isolation on their teams, to explore how

the circumstances of sports narrated by the women, limited opportunities for proactive

dialogue. The contact theory by Allport (1955) and its revisions by Rothbart and John

(1985) provide an excellent theoretical framework that can be adopted by municipalities

and also clubs and teams that choose to do more to integrate migrants. The contact theory

focuses on reducing prejudice through established measures to promote equal and proactive

communication. The conditions such as promoting equal status, working towards common

goals, getting support from the authorities, and developing personal interaction between

individuals facilitate prejudice-reducing contact. Sports alone cannot serve as a means
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to promote integration, however sports coupled with genuine interaction off the sports

field can culminate in integration. Cindy encountered this; after she learned Finnish and

continued her efforts to make friends on her club, they would go out together on weekends

or after games. Even after many club members quit the team, many continued to meet

up to do some sports with each other, be it playing a game or going to the gym. Helena

also participated in team sports that were open to more social interaction and actually

developing friendships on the team. “Sports for integration” should be possible, however

measures should be taken to ensure that conditions to encourage contact are met.

Literature by Coakley and Donnelly, Houliahan, Walseth, and Dunning has long ques-

tioned the effectiveness of functionalist assumptions, yet they continue to be advanced,

even by the authors themselves (2003; 2008; 2006; 2010). Of the twelve women interviewed

about their experience joining and participating in sports in Finland within a context of

migration and integration, six women reported experiencing exclusion on sports teams in

Finland, with three quitting their sports teams (choosing to exercise on their own or with

friends instead). Their goals in sports were not being met. Whether sports played a role

in contributing to feelings of alienation leading to emigration is an open question. It is

clear that integration and migration are complex. General trends and patterns such as

those uncovered in figurational observations on sports can only account for a limited scope

of what sport presents at large. The sport for integration theory is strong because it has

clearly worked in the past. Sports may not lead to integration in a grand sense, but there

is more that can be done to promote feelings of belonging to migrant women in sports. It

is difficult to make absolute statements on the potential of sports for integration in both

senses, sports under some circumstances promotes integration, in some others it can be

another outlet for exclusion.

Gender influenced the experiences of the women in sports very much. The respondents

spoke on how they needed to maintain feminine bodies. The biological act of carrying

children lead some women to focus on keeping themselves happy and healthy as they want

that passed on to their children.

Mainstreaming of gender equality in Finland in sports was rather late in Finland and

that is reflected in the way sports are differs in practice between men and women. It

is also reflected in the opportunities. Women in Finland are overall more active that
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men, yet they participate more in private sector physical activities while the public

sector caters more to men. It is important to acknowledge the way sport differs between

genders, as this affects the factors and circumstances contributing to how the practice of

sports affect the integration of migrant women. A failed assumption of the functionalist

framework in sports is that it does not consider the different experiences of people, and

this is exceptionally pronounced in gender. Many ‘sport for inclusion’ perspectives do not

adequately explore a standpoint For example for, with a few minor exceptions related to

swimming and beards, most male religion and culture is rarely seen as a barrier to sport,

or something that needs to be understood by the Finnish society for men to start sports,

yet many precautions are taken to not offend Muslim women. In the sample of respondents

interviewed, four respondents were of Muslim background and in spite of this, religious

limitations to sport were not regarded as important. One woman suggested she did not

join a volleyball team because the beach volleyball uniforms were too revealing and she

said it was not appropriate for her to wear such clothes as a Muslim girl. However this

is not something that is exceptional for the Muslim woman character; in general many

women feel uncomfortable doing sports in revealing clothing. Another Muslim women said

she enjoys going to Muslim women swimming hours, but she also would go to a swimming

pool with a man and found co-ed sports unproblematic. Yet another woman cited the

only issue she had with Islam was that in Islamic countries she resided in, going for a

run in one’s own neighbourhood is simply something women do not do. In this sample,

the circumstances of being Islamic were not a factor that contributed or hindered the

possibilities of integration through sport.

The duality of identity that women are subjected to when they participate in sport shows

that women can be in a position where they participate in sports and physical activities,

yet refrain from identifying as being active in sports. Sports can promote integration and

social capital, but exclusion and alienation can also be present in a framework of sports;

therefore it cannot be taken for granted that sport serves as a tool for inclusion. One’s

cultural background does not need to get in the way of taking part in sports, but it should

be the women’s own agency that decides what is an appropriate way to do sports.

In summary, the circumstances and factors contributing to how the practice of sports

affects the integration of migrant women in the Helsinki capital region are heterogeneous

and independent. However, what is clear is that the agency of women who choose
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to use sports as a vehicle for integration generally meet their goals and have positive

experiences.
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Conclusion

This research critically assessed the narrated experience around the various factors and

circumstances contributing to how the practice of sports affects the integration of migrant

women in the Helsinki capital region. The research was conducted through qualitative

interviews where migrant women living in Helsinki spoke about their participation in

sports. The study aimed to answer the following question: Do sports and physical activities

provide means for integration of migrant women living in Helsinki? How do migrant

women residing in the Helsinki region experience sport and physical activities? Do sport

and physical activities lead to generating feelings of belonging in Finland?

Migrations and integration are broad concepts that cannot be simplified, and the conclu-

sions of this research cannot be simplified. This is primarily because the sample of migrant

women was very diverse in background, ethnic origin, religion, experience in sports and

family status. Finland has become a nation of migrants and current trends show this to be

more valid with each passing day than it has been in the past. More migration to Finland

means that women who have moved to Finland recently were able to join sports teams

that have members who are more accustomed and open to migrants.

As the women recounted their experiences, some clear some patterns emerged. An explicit

desire to use sports as a medium to integrate into Finland (as an aspect of agency) has

shown that sports and physical activities have been (and thus can be) used as a means to

integrate and feel included in the Helsinki capital region. Sports and physical activities

are however not to everyone’s tastes. Some do not feel included and accepted enough in

the field of sports to be able to direct sports as a medium for integration. Just because

one pratices sports or physical activities does not mean that it becomes a defining factor

in one’s identity.

Participating in team sports or competing in sport may not always lead to an extension
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of feelings of belonging. This has been explored before (Walseth, 2006), and narratives

recounted in this study that joining a team to just play sports can be a very isolating and

experience: An experience where some feel excluded from a group they otherwise belong

to. Sports do lead to social capital but social capital does have a dark side. It can be quite

strong, and result in highly integrated in-group behaviour, which makes it challenging for

anyone to join - whether they are a migrant, an outsider or a Finn. Some women suggest

that language can be a barrier to be seen as established, not learning the language and

not making enough efforts to integrate has been reported to make one feel excluded, even

within the realm of sports.

Women in the study who did individual sports such as exercising at home or running

developed a habitus that gave them access to new fields in society. Finland has a short

history, but sports and recreation have been concentrated in all periods; Finns are among

the most active nations in Europe and doing sports can be a way to “make friends with

the Finns.”

As migrant women in sports are not thoroughly mapped out in Finland, it would be

recommended that future research should focus on exploring similar questions in more

regions in Finland. It is unlikely that the experience of migrant women in Helsinki is

representative of the larger Finnish context, every municipality organises sports differently.

Furthermore, the experiences of migrant women in Helsinki are evolving as Helsinki

becomes more cosmopolitan and multicultural. In particular, respondents have suggested

that they would expect their experience in sports to be different if they had lived in

a different area of Finland where there is less migration. It is important to include the

migration context when measuring migrant women, as returnee migrants may be nominally

integrated by virtue of their citizenship, yet they face the same struggles with belonging,

language and feeling part of a team.

The four women of Islamic background in this study did not report any need for special

conditions related to their faith in order to participate in sports.

The field of women in sports is developing rapidly. It is important not to universalize

some themes of some women to the whole field, and let women have their own voice

and say. Projects and policies that focus on integrating migrants through sports should

consider incorporating theory into practice, and should recognise the agency of migrant
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women. The media can also take a large role in promoting women in sports: perhaps

tellingly, migrant women who took part in the study did not report any female sports role

models.

International institutions governing on sports are mandating policies for equality. Women

who migrate also play a future in the changing world of sports. Sports can promote

integration and people are aware of the benefits that sports provide. However, if sports

are to be used for integration, agency plays a big factor. This can be agency in the part

of the individual, or a praxis on the part of a team. Sports are not a sole factor affecting

integration, but in the correct circumstances sports can affect integration in a positive

sense.
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Akademi University.
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Appendix
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Sample of the interview guide

Background Information of Participants

Family status

Religion

When did you move to Finland?

Narrated histories

Can you briefly describe your background in sports?

Have you played sports in childhood? What sports?

When did you become interested in sports?

What sports do you currently engage in?

General questions and topics

In which countries have you lived in your life? For how long?

How would you define yourself? In terms of nationality (European, cosmopolitan, by profession

are potential answers)

How/Why did you come you come to Finland? How long have you been here? What languages

do you speak?

Have you participated in sports while living in countries abroad?

Since coming to Finland what kind of sports/physical activities have you participated in?

How have you participated in these sports? With whom? (organization, sport club, non-formal

group of enthusiasts, work colleagues)
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Would you say you play sports with a certain group of people (people from a certain background,

age group, gender)

Why do you feel people choose group sports over individual sports/exercises?

What sports means to you? What benefit do you get from sports?

Thematic questions

How do you view Finnish sports? Is there a unique culture to Finnish sports? Does this differ

from your home country or other places in which you lived?

What sports do you see as representative of Finland? What are typically Finnish sports to

you?

Do you participate in these sports? Have you tried learning them? On your own? With friends?

Do you feel entering/participating in sports as a woman has unique characteristics?

Why do you participate in sports?

How do you view women in Finnish athletics? -do you have any opinions from the media or personal

experience? -Do you have any female sports idols or female athletes you admire? Why?

Do you feel men and women have an equal opportunity to play sports? Do you feel that Finnish

natives and expats have equal access to sports?

Is there a necessity to encourage women in sports?

Do you have any further comments or questions?
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