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ABSTRACT
Voluntary sports clubs (VSCs) are viewed by governments as an import-
ant catalyst for the integration of migrants/refugees. However, research 
has shown that only a small number of VSCs are directly involved in 
‘integration through sport’ practices. To increase the  number of VSCs 
that are willing and able to significantly implement targeted integration 
measures, it is necessary to understand how ‘integration through sport 
policies’ can actually reach the local level and impact practices. In this 
paper, we propose a conceptual framework that considers and bundles 
current integration research in organized sports. To address the com-
plexity, a multi-level framework will be developed that helps to under-
stand the roll-out strategies and implementation processes of integration 
programmes for migrants in organized sports. Additionally, it helps to 
support practitioners in developing appropriate evaluation schemes, or 
revising existing integration programmes at the local, regional or 
national level in order to increase the number of integrative VSCs.

Introduction

Despite COVID-19 and environmental issues, migration and the integration of both migrants 
and refugees are currently among the most urgent problems on the European agenda. The 
increasing influx of refugees and migrants into Europe since 2015/2016 has created an urgent 
need to develop and improve social integration policies and practices, especially in EU mem-
ber states facing large-scale immigration. The relevance of this topic has been further inten-
sified by the influx of refugees triggered by the war in Ukraine at the beginning of 2022.
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Sport could serve as an important integration catalyst (Baker-Lewton et al. 2017; Spaaij 
2015). In Europe, voluntary sports clubs (VSCs) in particular offer opportunities for building 
social contacts, intercultural relationships and emotional bonds, as sports club membership 
is usually accompanied by long-term, regular participation. This participation is almost 
always along with other members and is often accompanied by social activities (Mutz, 
Burrmann, and Braun 2022; Nagel et al. 2015, 2020b).

Based on the positive assessment of sport’s integrative potential in general, and of VSCs 
in particular, the European Commission and its member states support sports-based ini-
tiatives to integrate migrants and refugees into European host societies (European 
Commission 2022). Despite the existence of these programmes and policies at national and 
regional levels, only a comparatively small number of VSCs are directly involved in such 
targeted ‘integration through sport’ practices for migrants and refugees. For example, of 
the approximately 90,000 VSCs in Germany only 896 sports clubs were registered in the 
Integration through Sport programme in 2021 as ‘integration bases’ (DOSB 2022). It should 
be noted that VSCs can also specifically integrate migrants and refugees independently 
from any socio-political integration programmes. Yet, as a comparative study from ten 
European countries showed, the proportion of VSCs with specific initiatives for the inte-
gration of migrants and refugees (18%) is significantly lower than the percentage of VSCs 
with initiatives for children and adolescents (59%), low-income individuals (42%), girls 
and women (33%) or the elderly (25%) (Breuer et al. 2017).

To increase the number of VSCs that are willing and able to implement targeted pro-
active integration initiatives, it is necessary to understand how national or regional ‘inte-
gration through sport policies’ can reach VSCs and impact their practices. To comprehend 
how the roll-out strategies of programme initiators are set up and the extent to which these 
resonate with the VSCs and encourage them to implement integrative initiatives, it is 
necessary to look at the entire chain of effects in a more holistic manner.

Based on this, the purpose of this paper is to develop a conceptual framework for a 
comprehensive analysis of public sports-based programmes to integrate migrants and refu-
gees in VSCs. The conceptual framework can be used as a basis for empirical studies that 
aim to answer, for example, the following questions: (1) How are sport-based integration 
programmes for migrants and refugees rolled out to the level of VSCs? (2) Which factors 
are relevant when implementing these programmes in VSCs? (3) How do these pro-
grammes change VSCs as organizations? (4) What intended and unintended consequences 
can be observed for the autochthonous members as well as the migrants and refugees?

To enable a holistic analysis from the programme level to the individual level, the frame-
work must include the macro level (policy), the meso level (VSC) and the micro level 
(autochthonous club members, migrants and refugees). This can be a promising starting 
point for sports federations and political authorities to manage and support the integration 
efforts of VSCs. In particular, it enables them to scale up the integration potentials without 
jeopardizing VSCs’ integrity and ability through requirements that go beyond their resources 
and capabilities.

This paper is structured as follows. We will first explain the research context and the 
general understanding of integration that framed the paper. In the next step, we will reflect 
on key studies on the topic and identify existing research gaps. In the main part of the paper, 
the conceptional framework will be developed. Both the review of the state of research and 
the development of the conceptual framework refer to the macro, meso and micro level. 
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This will enable us to generate a holistic view for analysing the effects of public sports-based 
programmes to integrate migrants and refugees in VSCs. Finally, we will present perspectives 
for the practical and analytical application of the multi-level framework.

Research context

VSCs are non-profit organizations that are oriented towards the collective interests of their 
members and with an organizational logic based on self-organization and a pooling of 
resources to provide sports and social offers for their members (Coleman 1974). This assumes 
that club members are prepared to provide not only financial resources (membership fees), 
but also temporal resources (volunteer work) to collectively enable the running of the club. 
This does not preclude VSCs from having paid staff. However, volunteer work is predomi-
nant, although it varies between European countries (Breuer et al. 2015). The opportunities 
offered by the clubs are mostly of a sporting nature (e.g. playing football, participating in 
swimming competitions or learning to ski) or have a social element (conviviality). VSCs are 
organized under the umbrella of regional or national sports federations.

Public sports-based programmes in the field of integration in European countries often 
address several target groups at the same time. For example, the Danish Get2sport pro-
gramme, the Swiss MiTu Move Together programme or the German Integration through 
Sport programme do not distinguish between migrants, refugees or asylum seekers. In the 
Norwegian Refugee fund programme and the Swedish Sport for newly arrived migrants 
and asylum seekers programme, the target group is more narrowly defined and refers to 
newly arrived migrants and asylum seekers (Fahlén and Stenling 2022). However, even 
when target groups are more precisely identified, there is often no exact delineation/
definition of target groups or this differs between programmes and/or countries. 
Furthermore, VSCs usually do not distinguish between specific programmes and initiatives 
for migrants and refugees (Elmose-Østerlund et  al. 2020). To adequately address this 
practical reality, we claim that our conceptual framework can be applied in the context of 
integrating both migrants and refugees (asylum seekers), regardless of the concrete, often 
country-specific, delineation.

For the sake of (linguistic) simplification, we will use the term migrants, but also include 
refugees (asylum seekers). An exception to this is made in the literature review where the 
distinction between migrants and refugees was made by the researchers themselves. We are 
in no way negating the (sometimes) important differences between the groups or within the 
groups. Rather, we clearly point out that when using our framework to analyse implementation 
practices and the impact of social policy programmes in the field of integration, the respective 
target group(s) must be named and delimited. This also means that the empirical analysis of 
the specific groups must take into consideration their heterogeneity (see conclusion). We have 
not performed delimitation/definition of the target group that is independent of the specific 
public sports-based programme in the field of integration, as this is not expedient.

For the development of the conceptual framework to comprehensively analyse the impact 
of public sport programmes to integrate migrants in VSCs, we conceptualize integration in 
line with Thiel, Seiberth, and Mayer (2018) as a multidimensional process. This multidi-
mensional process is based on reciprocity and equal participation and, at its core, targets 
the social inclusion of people in different parts of society. Integration implies a reciprocal 
exchange and approximation process, which opposes mere assimilation concepts and targets 
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mutual acceptance when dealing with cultural differences. It also enables integration in the 
sense of a mutually satisfactory ‘interrelation of differences [Interrelation des Differenten]’ 
(Stichweh 2000, p. 86).

Literature review

In the following section, the most important findings of previous studies on the topic at 
different levels are presented in the form of a narrative review. Firstly, we focus on VSCs as 
policy implementers. In a second step, we look at key findings of VSCs as an integrative 
setting, before presenting findings on the effects of migrant participation in VSCs. Finally, 
we reflect on the previous findings and highlight research gaps.

Policy level: policy implementation in VSCs

A number of studies deal with the analysis of VSCs as policy implementers. Most of these 
focus on the evaluation of ‘integration through sport programmes’ (e.g. Agergaard 2011; 
Block and Gibbs 2017; Guerin et al. 2003). This line of research shows that approaches 
taken are generally functional at a pilot project level and that many effective practices exist. 
However, such studies rarely focus on the details of the intersection between (social) policy 
roll-out and the implementation of integration programmes and sport. There are, never-
theless, a growing number of studies that have examined the relationship between political 
authorities (as social planners) and VSCs (as policy implementers) in various sports devel-
opment contexts (Fahlén, Eliasson, and Wickman 2015; Harris, Mori, and Collins 2009; 
May, Harris, and Collins 2013; Skille 2008; Stenling 2013). Such studies have shown that, 
in view of the heterogeneity and diversity of VSCs, many clubs have only a limited capacity 
to respond to the demands of policy delivery (May, Harris, and Collins 2013). Furthermore, 
the propensity for VSCs to act as policy implementers has been shown to be contingent on 
consistency between prevailing institutional logics and the norms that constitute the core 
of the VSC’s activities (Fahlén, Eliasson, and Wickman 2015; Stenling 2013; Stenling and 
Fahlén 2016).

Additionally, research has shown that clubs often react defensively when they perceive 
that something is being imposed on them from the outside (Skille 2008). As interest orga-
nizations, VSCs are ideally autonomous and independent. Therefore, it is difficult to impose 
changes in organizational structures directly from the outside (Thiel and Mayer 2009). This 
limits the possibility for direct external guidance and influence. It is important for policy-
makers to recognize the multifaceted objectives of VSCs as a determinant of the willingness 
to engage in policy implementation (Harris, Mori, and Collins 2009).

Club level: VSCs as an integrative setting

Current studies focus specifically on certain structural conditions and organizational 
capacities that can promote or hinder processes for integrating individuals with a migration 
background (Borggrefe and Cachay 2021; Kleindienst-Cachay, Cachay, and Bahlke 2012; 
Nowy, Feiler, and Breuer 2020). For example, Nowy, Feiler, and Breuer (2020) emphasize 
the relevance of institutional logics, the importance of other club members with a 
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migration background and the relevance of more professional organizational designs. 
Furthermore, Borggrefe and Cachay (2021) point out that integration programmes within 
VSCs are primarily aimed at strengthening their social legitimacy (moral motive) and less 
at meeting the challenges of club development (e.g. recruiting volunteers, athletes or 
coaches; functional motive). Other studies focus on cultural patterns, which determine 
the intercultural openness and innovative potential of VSCs to become more integrative 
for specific target groups (Elling and Claringbould 2005; Seiberth, Weigelt-Schlesinger, 
and Schlesinger 2013).

In contrast, Dowling’s (2020) findings from a critical discourse analysis revealed that 
local enactments of policy for integration were mostly built upon assimilationist ideas that 
could potentially exclude refugees. Collectively, research to date suggests that VSCs some-
times offer sport in ways that do not meet refugees’ needs, and there are difficulties asso-
ciated with trying to include refugees in established sport structures (Jeanes, O’Connor, 
and Alfrey 2015). A lack of awareness of cultural differences (Dagkas and Benn 2006) and 
a lack of gender-segregated facilities (Stride 2014) have been found to be significant obstacles 
in welcoming migrant communities into VSCs. Focusing on such barriers, a few studies 
address both exclusionary practices as well as insights into the integrative practices of VSCs 
that illustrate the prerequisites for integrative processes and dealing with obstacles. Findings 
from these studies reveal that VSCs often develop pragmatic and innovative practices to 
include specific target groups, such as refugees, that go beyond the established routines of 
the club (Tuchel et al. 2021).

Individual level: effects of participation in VSCs for migrants

Migrants, and particularly refugees, can profit from a range of physical and -psycho-social 
benefits of organized sport that are likely to foster health and well-being by satisfying 
essential emotional needs (Anderson et al. 2019). Additionally, organized sports can have 
an impact on other aspects of refugee well-being (e.g. social health) by helping to develop 
social contacts in their new (host) country (Anderson et al. 2019). It is also noted that some 
migrant groups/refugees use sport to confirm their ethnic identity and sense of belonging 
with those from similar backgrounds (Krouwel et al. 2006).

Cultural capital can be a barrier to accessing sport (see the systematic review by Smith, 
Spaaij, and McDonald 2019). For example, parents’ negative attitude towards sport 
(Ramanathan and Crocker 2009) or a lack of knowledge about sports practices and rules 
in the host country (Caperchione et al. 2011) can restrict participation of refugees in sports 
activities. Likewise, language barriers can have a negative impact on participation in (orga-
nized) sport (Doherty and Taylor 2007). In addition, a large number of studies have analysed 
access among migrants and refugees to (organized) sport with consideration of socioeco-
nomic, psychological, cultural and religious factors (see the systematic review by O’Driscoll 
et al. 2014).

In terms of social integration achieved by VSCs, existing studies show a continuum 
between two poles. On the one hand, clubs can promote the development of interethnic 
social relations and the acquisition of culture-specific knowledge and linguistic skills 
(Makarova and Herzog 2014). As members, migrants can participate in joint competitions 
and social club events, take on voluntary tasks and make use of the qualification offers 
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available in VSCs. Such activities are found to strengthen the sense of common purpose, 
belonging and unity between members (Adler Zwahlen, Nagel, and Schlesinger 2018; Nagel 
et al. 2020b) and reduce social differences and the sense of being foreign (Makarova and 
Herzog 2014). Social networks and friendships (Seippel 2005) can also support and facilitate 
integration into other areas of society (transfer effects of sport to, for example, education 
and employment) (Block and Gibbs 2017). VSCs can also be a social setting where multi-
culturalism and ethnic concentration are negotiated and cultivated simultaneously (Broerse 
and Spaaij 2019).

On the other hand, current findings also indicate that the influence of sport on inte-
gration into a new host society is often less than assumed (Lundkvist et al. 2020). The 
reasons for this are manifold. Participation in sport and the associated integration effects 
are influenced both by institutional selection mechanisms as well as by individual options 
and choices (Elling and Claringbould 2005). At the individual level, for example, the 
distinct sporting habitus and physical strangeness can be relevant (Dukic, McDonald, and 
Spaaij 2017). Differences with regard to opportunities to participate in sport and their 
effects can also be intersectional and determined by the interaction of ethnicity and gender 
(Knoppers and Anthonissen 2001; Massao and Fasting 2014; Scraton, Caudwell, and 
Holland 2005).

In terms of institutional selection mechanisms, reasons can also be attributed to social 
closure mechanism and discrimination practices in VSCs (Doherty and Taylor 2007; Engh, 
Settler, and Agergaard 2017). Migrants and refugees can be marked as ‘strangers’, which 
gives rise to ethnic boundaries or in-group and out-group figurations (Elling, De Knop, 
and Knoppers 2001; Krouwel et al. 2006; Spaaij 2012, 2013). Being identified as a stranger 
can lead to ethnic discrimination (also in sport), as was shown in a large field experiment 
conducted among football clubs in Germany (Nobis et al. 2022).

Research gaps and considerations

Based on the existing research, four key research gaps can be identified that need to be 
addressed when developing a conceptual framework for a comprehensive analysis of the 
effects of public sports-based programmes to integrate migrants and refugees in VSCs.

1. There is little research that compares social integration factors at the macro level. 
Therefore, it is important to look at country-specific integration challenges and the 
general migration policy framework, as well as the concrete design of public sports-
based integration programmes (roll-out) within the conceptual framework.

2. Only few findings exist about the organizational conditions, logistics and partici-
pants that are relevant in the process of implementing a specific integration pro-
gramme or practice of social integration (roll-in) in VSCs. There is therefore a 
need for a theoretical framework on how public sports-based programmes to inte-
grate migrants in VSCs are implemented from a structural perspective and imple-
mented in their daily work (Skille and Stenling 2018).

3. The consequences within VSCs associated with their integrative engagement have 
been largely neglected in research to date. The consequences of structural and 
organizational changes during the implementation of integration programmes 
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and initiatives with regard to the members’ orientation have so far not been suffi-
ciently considered, either theoretically or empirically. When developing the con-
ceptual framework, we therefore place a particular emphasis on the intended and 
unintended consequences of integrative initiatives for the VSC and its members.

4. To obtain a holistic view of the impact of public sports-based integration pro-
grammes, it is necessary to analyse to what extent migrants feel integrated in the 
VSC. Whether it is analysed to what extent participation in the club also supports 
integration in other areas of society. The multidimensionality of social integration 
must be taken into account within the conceptual framework.

Against the background of the research considerations and the associated consequences 
described above, we develop a multi-level analytical framework in the following section.

Multi-level analytical framework

Relevance of multiple levels and stakeholders

In the sense of a comprehension-explanatory sociology, it is essential to look at social phe-
nomena by analysing social actors and their actions. A set of instruments for comprehensive 
system analysis in the context of implementing integration policies in sports requires a 
more consistent merging of different levels of analysis to describe implementation processes 
more precisely, considering cause-effect relationships. However, most approaches have 
examined influencing factors and interrelationships independently from one another at 
separate levels of analysis.

To explain changes in social structures (here: the increase in the integration capacities 
of VSCs), Esser (1993) presented a basic model of sociological explanation that links the 
macro and micro levels (for VSCs: Nagel et al. 2015). The macro level comprises the social 
framework conditions for corporate (here: the VSCs) and individual actors (here: the 
autochthonous club members as well as the migrants) who are responsible for the (observ-
able) collective outcomes. At the meso level of the organization, the structural characteristics 
and goals as well as the actions of the VSCs are important. When questioning the conditions 
of social integration, the consideration of the member’ perspective as well as the migrants’ 
perspective in relation to the club structure is essential (micro level). The multi-level con-
ceptual framework for analysing roll-out and implementation strategies of sport integration 
programmes for migrants in VSCs is illustrated in Figure 1.

The following section focuses on the specific extension potentials that a multi-level 
analytical approach opens up in the context of the implementation of social policy pro-
grammes in the field of integration of migrants.

Relevance of the macro level: policy making and roll-out

An investigation of the relevant socio-political context has to be conducted from two inter-
dependent perspectives. The first perspective considers the specific integration challenges 
and general migrant policies framework in the country, as well as the general framework 
under which VSCs in the country operate. The second perspective considers the 



8 P. EHNOLD ET AL.

programmes (instruments) associated with attempts to integrate migrants through sport 
launched by public stakeholders (e.g. ministries and public agencies) or sports organizations 
(e.g. umbrella sport organizations).

Theoretical reflections for the macro level are structured using an institutional instru-
ments approach to public policy analysis (Lascoumes and Le Galès 2007). In this approach, 
programmes are generally conceived of as the techniques by which actors wield their power – 
the concrete means used to conduct interventions and thereby (re-)structure behaviour 
(Vedung 2007). Programmes are thus ‘concrete action forms’ (Bemelmans-Videc 2007,  
p. 4) that reflect an interpretation of overarching policies and strategies. Furthermore, 
programmes are the ways in which ‘the intentions of policy could be translated into oper-
ational activities’ (De Bruijn and Hufen 1998, 12). In institutional understanding of pro-
grammes, they are viewed as a type of institution and, as such, their nature is political 
rather than neutral (Lascoumes and Le Galès 2007). Programmes reveal problem and 
solution constructions and thereby assign blame, mandate and (re-)shape roles as well as 
reshuffle resources. Furthermore, because programmes are not ‘self-implementing’ (De 
Bruijn and Hufen 1998, 26) they generate organizational machineries that go beyond the 
implementing organizations.

Beyond these general aspects, two elements of an institutional instruments approach are 
important: (1) Programmes are a type of institution, hence they are shaped by the institu-
tional context in which they are constructed and implemented (Lascoumes and Le Galès 
2007). (2) Programmes are understood to be constituted by both material and symbolic 
elements (Lascoumes and Le Galès 2007). In terms of the material elements, the focus is 
on formalized rules (e.g. laws, time plans, budgets, programme instructions, work descrip-
tions). The symbolic elements of institutions are understood as the lines of reasoning that 
are implicitly or explicitly associated with or underpin rules (for example the motivations 
that underpin a specific type of funding scheme or distribution of mandates among par-
ticipating organizations) (Lascoumes and Le Galès 2007).

Figure 1. Multi-level conceptual framework for analyzing roll-out and implementation strategies.
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Relevance of the meso level: VSCs as an integrative setting

Willingness and abilities
The objective of tackling specific social problems (such as the inclusion of migrants as a 
specific target group) is not usually an explicit objective of clubs and their members 
(Seiberth, Weigelt-Schlesinger, and Schlesinger 2013). Thus, integrative efforts for migrants 
(as non-club members, at least initially) are not the self-articulated purpose of VSCs, par-
ticularly if such efforts contradict clubs’ values and members’ interests or overstretch their 
resources and capacities.

To make sporting activities accessible to migrants, the associated processes must be 
actively developed by the VSCs themselves (willingness) and based on their specific struc-
tural conditions and resources (abilities) (Skille 2008). Initiatives to integrate migrants can 
include, for example, specific sports activities that are known to migrants, reduced or no 
membership fees, discounted access to sports equipment, support with language problems 
and administrative procedures, or cooperations with other organizations in and outside of 
sport (e.g. other VSCs, schools, municipal or district offices) related to integration (Breuer 
et al. 2017).

Willingness is closely related to the institutional logics and programmatic guiding prin-
ciples within a VSC (Stenling and Fahlén 2016; Thiel and Mayer 2009). An institutional 
logic can be understood as the formal and informal rules that guide decision-makers in 
performing the tasks of the organization. Such rules comprise a set of values and assump-
tions about an organization’s reality, appropriate behaviour and success (Stenling and Fahlén 
2016). Therefore, VSCs are much more likely to be willing to take part in integrative ini-
tiatives if the arguments behind the measure are compatible with the logic that guides their 
behaviour. They also need to fit with their principles (for example, recruiting new members 
to identify potentially talented athletes, improving the club’s image by becoming more 
‘coloured’ or intercultural, or legitimizing public subsidies) (McDonald, Spaaij, and Dukic 
2019; Nowy, Feiler, and Breuer 2020), and not because of any socio-political or moral claims 
(Kleindienst-Cachay, Cachay, and Bahlke 2012).

Willingness might also be associated with shared visions of integration within the club. 
Such aspects are not explicitly formulated but have rather developed historically in the 
form of informal rules. These can be seen in the club’s culture and significantly address 
the issue of social integration within the club (Seiberth, Weigelt-Schlesinger, and 
Schlesinger 2013). In this context, the extent to which boundaries are drawn in the VSC 
between people with and without a migration background is also important. As Borggrefe 
and Cachay (2018), in line with Duemmler (2015), have determined for VSCs, it is not 
the actual social differences between the groups that are relevant. Rather, it is crucial how 
ethnic and cultural classifications are constructed in social processes as ‘symbolic bound-
aries’ (Duemmler 2015).

Furthermore, in the case of VSCs, which are only slightly formalized organizations, the 
influence of individual actors is of central importance for the willingness to engage in 
integration work and the associated structural changes. Studies suggest that organizational 
change in VSCs is driven much more by changes in membership structures than by external 
interventions such as subsidies (Emrich, Gassmann, and Pierdzioch 2017). The inclusion 
of migrants as members can be a catalyst for further integration processes and increase 
cultural diversity in VSCs. This can be achieved on the one hand, by migrants initiating 



10 P. EHNOLD ET AL.

processes and initiatives in the club. On the other hand, by strengthening the sense of 
belonging of both groups through interethnic interactions and relationships between people 
with and without a migration background. In contrast, the negative attitude of individual 
autochthonous members, especially if they have taken on an important role in the VSC, 
can hinder the willingness to implement integration work and perpetuate assimilative ideas 
(Seiberth, Weigelt-Schlesinger, and Schlesinger 2013; Seiberth and Thiel 2010).

Ability is related to the deployment and allocation of assets and resources (capacities) 
within the club to achieve their goals. The concept of organizational capacity in general (Hall 
et al. 2003) has proven to be a viable approach in research of VSCs (Doherty and Cuskelly 
2020), in particular for analysing and explaining implementation and development processes 
for various issues (Wicker and Breuer 2013). The ability of VSCs to provide integrative 
services for migrants depends on the underlying structures and processes and their flexibility 
and ability to adapt (Tuchel et al. 2021). Despite an interest in being an active partner, planned 
activities are seldom introduced because VSCs lack the required infrastructure and personnel 
resources (Anderson et  al. 2019). Human resources are of great importance for VSCs. 
Competencies, knowledge, attitudes and the behaviour of employees and members – with 
and without a migration background – represent a central resource for integration work. 
Intercultural competencies and experiences of the autochthonous members are of particular 
importance in this context (Anderson et  al. 2019; Seiberth, Weigelt-Schlesinger, and 
Schlesinger 2013). Since VSCs can vary in terms of their size, goals, resources and capacities, 
it can be assumed that clubs might create different forms and practices to integrate migrants 
into their existing sports and social services (Stenling and Fahlén 2016).

Intended and unintended consequences at the club level
The extension of the multi-level framework to a sequential model enables the consideration 
of intended and unintended consequences of social integration, which is a neglected aspect 
in extant research. Accordingly, we conceptualize VSCs as ‘social entities’. This means that 
we consider every activity of the organization as having a potential impact on both the club 
members and on the club itself (Nagel et al. 2015). In practice, these two levels are mutually 
dependent and should not be viewed in isolation. On the one hand, changes can occur at 
the club level (e.g. changes in the club’s goals and the allocation and redistribution of 
resources) that affect the members and their interests. On the other hand, changes in the 
actions and behaviour of the members (e.g. increased willingness to volunteer) can have 
an impact on the structures of the VSCs. However, regardless of these recursive interrelations 
of structures and actions (Giddens 1984), both levels should be considered separately from 
an analytical perspective whereby the intended and unintended consequences for the club 
are the focus at the meso level.

VSCs are social systems that reproduce themselves by decision-making (Thiel and Mayer 
2009), where organizational structures and practices are not only a result of strategies and 
active management, but also emerge from these processes (Ortmann 2010). This is accom-
panied by the question as to which structural or personal conditions promote or hinder the 
development of new characteristics or structures in VSCs. In this context, the (observable) 
properties of the clubs as a social entity should not just be reduced to the properties of their 
elements (actors), which they exhibit when viewed in isolation (problem of emergence, 
Sawyer 2005).
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The consequences of getting involved in targeted integration practices may be structural, 
cultural or social. Accordingly, organizational features such as new power constellations 
and conflicts regarding the distribution of resources emerge and become evident only in 
the interaction with other elements of the organization (Ortmann 2010). The consequences 
of organizational adaptations therefore remain uncertain. Attempts to mitigate unintended 
consequences could also cause other effects and initial issues might increase rather than 
decrease. For instance, new sports activities may be offered but facilities may need to be 
shared; new sport teams may be created but resources may become more scarce; club life 
may become more interesting and diverse but valued routines and traditions may change. 
Therefore, the approach also reflects actions during the processes of social integration in 
relation to intended and unintended consequences, particularly if there are developments 
that could have an overburdening or jeopardizing effect. It is particularly worth investigating 
whether, and to what extent, organizational capacities (Doherty and Cuskelly 2020) could 
potentially change as a result of engaging with the integration of migrants.

Relevance of the micro level: social integration of migrants and consequences of 
change for club members

It is important to distinguish between integration in sport and integration through sport. 
Integration in sport represents participation and the feeling of affiliation within the realm 
of the VSC. Integration through sport represents the link between participation and the 
feeling of affiliation within the realm of the VSC on the one hand and integration into other 
areas of society on the other (Elling, De Knop, and Knoppers 2001). Thus, integration 
through sport refers to the transfer of the integrative effects of the VSCs to other areas of 
life in the host society.

In view of the complexity of the construct of social integration, the division of social 
integration into different dimensions is helpful. In this regard, Esser (2009) distin-
guished four dimensions: culturation, placement, interaction and identification. 
Culturation implies the acquisition of knowledge and cultural techniques that are nec-
essary for meaningful actions within the society. Placement involves access to and 
adoption of positions and rights within certain societal structures. Interaction describes 
the embeddedness in functioning (interethnic) social relations in the private realm, 
participation in public and political life, and the development of social acceptance. 
Identification refers to the subjectively perceived sense of belonging and emotional 
attachment to the receiving society. All dimensions are interdependent, which is in line 
with a multidimensional integration approach (Esser 2009). Our approach follows 
Esser’s (2009) conceptualization of social integration and makes specific references to 
the social setting of VSCs, as pointed out and validated by Adler Zwahlen, Nagel, and 
Schlesinger (2018).

Social integration of migrants into VSCs
To communicate and act in compatible ways, we argue that members need to be able to 
draw on knowledge concerning club-specific norms and routines, as well as the underlying 
cultural self-image of community. Culturation plays a key role in this and represents a special 
form of learning and internalizing established club-specific patterns of communication and 
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collectively shared activity orientations (Schlesinger, Egli, and Nagel 2013). In VSCs with 
members from different cultural backgrounds, there can be a multicultural climate. This, 
however, requires that the co-existence of these cultures is accepted by members. If this is 
the case, members can be socially integrated even if they have not been assimilated into the 
dominant culture (given that a dominant culture exists).

The placement dimension deals with the question of whether a member is prepared to 
become actively involved in shaping certain conditions for work within the club. Also, it 
deals with the possibility to participate in the development of club policies or take on certain 
tasks on a voluntary basis (Schlesinger, Faß, and Ehnold 2020). Particularly through taking 
on positions and tasks, migrants can increase the VSC’s readiness for integration work itself. 
In addition, they can strengthen the VSC’s resources through their specific knowledge or 
by refreshing existing networks.

The interaction dimension addresses a wide range of starting points for repeatedly taking 
part in sporting activities in an ethnically mixed sports group before, during and after train-
ing. Interaction constellations are characterized by their intercultural character by virtue of 
the fact that members with different (i.e. also without) migration biographies come into 
contact with each other. Additionally, the aspect as they let themselves be guided by each 
other through their sport-specific know-how, act accordingly and thereby gain acceptance. 
Notwithstanding this high potential for contact, a key issue is the extent to which the 
(accepted) membership role is implicitly associated with mechanisms for setting up social 
differences along the criterion of ‘ethnicity’ (Kleindienst-Cachay, Cachay, and Bahlke 2012).

In the identification dimension members establish emotional and mental relationships 
with the social setting of the VSC as a ‘social collective’. The more members feels that they 
belong to the club and can position themselves there due to their cultural self-positioning 
and their specific sports and exercise habits, the more the club will become an important 
part of their life and an identity vehicle (Schlesinger, Egli, and Nagel 2013). Accordingly, 
feelings of social and emotional identification may develop within a club (Elling and 
Claringbould 2005).

The integration dimensions used also allow conclusions to be drawn about the extent to 
which migrants orient themselves towards their culture of origin or the host culture. 
According to Berry (1990), four basic strategies of acculturation are possible. Integration 
focuses on maintaining the culture of origin as well as adapting to the host culture. In 
contrast, assimilation shows little to no emphasis on maintaining the culture of origin. 
Adopting the language, thought and behaviour patterns of the new cultural system leads 
to a gradual overshadowing of cultural identity. However, through segregation, their own 
cultural values and thought patterns are maintained without any contact with the majority 
culture. In marginalisation, existing cultural identities are broken down and there is also 
an aversion to the host culture.

Social integration of migrants into other areas of society through VSCs
The dimensions of social integration described above (Esser 2009), as well as the various 
acculturation strategies (Berry 1990), are also relevant for integration into other areas of 
society. In addition, we argue that the following aspects must be taken into account:

1. Integration (into other areas of society) is influenced by the characteristics and 
competencies of the individuals involved in the integration processes. Age, 
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ethnicity and gender are important, as are economic and human resources (Block 
and Gibbs 2017).

2. Tho what extent integration processes take place in other areas of society depends on 
the background and situation of the migrants. Research has shown that the flight, 
journey, intermediate destinations, arrival, duration and uncertainty about the out-
come of application processes could all factor into how the involved actors understand 
their situation and the incentives that drive the integration process (Phillimore 2021).

3. Social capital is of particular importance. This can be built up or expanded as part 
of membership in VSCs (Smith, Spaaij, and McDonald 2019; Spaaij 2012). Social 
capital and network perspectives distinguish three ways that social relations might 
help individuals and societies. Firstly, participation in sports could contribute to the 
development of strong social ties to others – bonding – which first and foremost 
could provide social support. Secondly, the outcome of sports club participation 
could be weak social ties – bridging – which primarily provide useful information 
and new acquaintances. Such social capital could be helpful for gaining entrance 
into other institutions – labour market, the local community – and getting infor-
mation about the relevant competencies in these institutions (Ager and Strang 
2008; Putnam 2001). Thirdly, the focus in social capital analyses is often on how 
social capital helps social interaction through trust and social norms. The idea is 
that participation in VSCs, with the numerous opportunities for sporting and social 
interaction that they offer, involves cooperation between migrants and non-mi-
grants. This leads to a feeling of reciprocal trust and an experience of reciprocal 
expectations (Burrmann, Braun, and Mutz 2019).

Intended and unintended consequences for autochthonous club members
Regardless of whether members of VSCs pursue more purpose-oriented interests, mostly 
related to taking part in sports activities, or membership is more value-oriented and aimed 
at social interaction (Schlesinger and Nagel 2015). We argue that proactive integration 
initiatives of the club will affect the interests of the respective individual members. The 
effect can be perceived by members as being more beneficial or more of a hindrance to 
their own interests. Migrants increase the resources of VSCs by paying membership fees 
and working as volunteers. Working as a coach or being active as an athlete supports the 
creation of sport-related services. They therefore have a positive effect on the perception 
of the interests of (autochthonous) members, whereby the interests of members who are 
primarily focused on competitive sport can also be addressed if the migrants have specific 
competences related to competitive sport.

Furthermore, social interaction with migrants can strengthen the intercultural compe-
tences and cohesion of all members and influence their life satisfaction (Akay et al. 2017). 
Therefore, migrant integration and cultural diversity can be a productive resource for the 
VSC. Direct consequences do not necessarily have to be observable. However, it can be 
assumed that in the event of convergence, for example, identification with the VSC will be 
high, which in turn promotes the stability of membership (Schlesinger and Nagel 2015) as 
well as the willingness to volunteer (Schlesinger and Nagel 2018).

However, the integration work of a VSC can also clash with the individual goals of 
members. The effects of divergences in interests depend on the reaction of the club as well 
as the respective member (Klenk and Nagel 2012). Should divergences arise, the reaction 
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of the members can be classified as exit (exit, withdrawal), voice (opposition, protest), 
loyalty (connectedness) or neglect (indifference, disinterest) according to the EVLN action 
typology developed by Hirschmann (1970).

Conclusion: perspectives on the practical and analytical application of the 
multi-level framework

In order to increase the number of VSCs that are willing and able to implement targeted 
integration initiatives for migrants, it is necessary to gain a better understanding of how 
‘integration through sport policies’ reach sports clubs in the first place, how they are 
implemented there and the consequences they entail for the clubs and the target group. 
The fundamental dimensions of the implementation of integration programmes have been 
theoretically located in the multi-level model outlined and their interrelationships pre-
sented. The elaborated multi-level framework thus enables a comprehensive analysis of 
integration programmes by systematically interlocking different levels of analysis. At the 
same time, the necessary practice-specific research of such implementations can be suf-
ficiently realized – independent from the scope of such programmes. The preceding con-
siderations regarding the complex interrelationships and the necessity of adopting 
multi-level perspectives should have made it clear that implementation processes for inte-
gration programmes can be considered at the local level (e.g. in municipalities) just as 
much as in the national or international context.

The multiple use of the framework model opens up the option of generating differentiated 
empirical findings from which both programme planners (e.g. federations) as well as prac-
titioners in VSCs can benefit with regard to integration work through adequate sports policy 
translation. In the following section, the applicability of the multi-level framework is related 
to the central issues already addressed in the context of the topic of integration of migrants 
in VSCs, and points of contact for empirical analyses are outlined. Although the points of 
contact are presented individually, they should be handled in an integrative manner in the 
empirical analysis, as this is the only way to fully utilize the advantages of the multi-level 
model with regard to a holistic approach to implementation processes.

1. Analysis of integration programmes (macro-level): Future research should focus on 
which regional, national or international integration programmes exist for VSCs. It 
is important to analyse which institution sets up the programmes, who the recipi-
ents of the programmes are, how the programmes are designed and which roll-out 
strategy is pursued. Furthermore, the different contextual conditions such as soci-
etal and migration characteristics, migration policies or sport policies should be 
included in the analysis. Comparative analyses can be carried out between different 
regions within a country as well as between different countries. International anal-
yses in particular make it possible to assess the influence of contextual conditions 
on the strategic and operational design of integration programmes in VSCs. As 
previous studies already suggest a connection between sports policies and sports 
systems (Bergsgard et al. 2009; Breuer et al. 2015; Scheerder and Claes 2017). In 
addition, integration programmes can be expected to differ depending on whether 
the country is more of a transit or destination country for migrants, as the (planned) 
length of stay of migrants differs between countries. This likely results in different 
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integration needs, which should also have an impact on the relevance and design of 
integration programmes.

2. Analysis of implementation strategies for integration programmes as well as bot-
tom-up integration initiatives (meso level): Political programmes and thus integra-
tion programmes are not simply implemented by VSCs but go through internal 
processes. They are reprocessed according to internal logic (Fahlén, Eliasson, and 
Wickman 2015; Garrett 2004; Skille 2008; Stenling 2013; Stenling and Fahlén 2016). 
Empirical studies should focus on the extent to which commonalities and differ-
ences in implementation emerge depending, for example, on the type of pro-
gramme, external incentives or structural conditions (club goals, resources) as well 
as the commitment of members. It is therefore necessary to analyse which adapta-
tion strategies and practices can be distinguished from each other and which mech-
anisms/factors influence them. Studies can put the focus on programmes within a 
single country and across countries. The effect of different structural conditions 
can be captured above all in international studies, as stronger differences between 
clubs can be found here than within a country (Breuer et  al. 2015; Nagel et  al. 
2020a). Another interesting aspect is the analysis of integration initiatives that are 
not directly related to politically initiated integration programmes, but rather were 
initiated by the club in a self-dynamic way from within (bottom-up) (Breuer et al. 
2017).

3. Analysis of the consequences of integration efforts for the VSC (meso level) as well as 
for the members (micro level): The impact that a social commitment can have 
beyond sports-related tasks on the VSC as an organization and on its members 
must be taken much more into account. Both levels can initially be considered in 
isolation. However, our framework allows for multi-level analyses, which can gen-
erate insights into interactions between the club structure and the member level. 
Because actions and the impact on members are not only related to individual data 
(analysis of differences between individuals), but also to corresponding structural 
data (Schlesinger and Nagel 2015, 2018). Accordingly, it can be assumed that the 
observable consequences of the actions of members within a VSC are more similar 
than for members of different clubs. In addition, a differentiation can be made 
according to whether the integration initiatives are more strongly connected to an 
official integration programme (top-town) or rather initiated by the club itself 
(bottom-up).

4. Analysis of the consequences of integration programmes and initiatives for migrants 
(micro level): ‘Migrant’ is a container term applied for a wide range of very diverse 
groups with different cultural, linguistic, religious, social backgrounds and identity 
(Seiberth, Thiel, and Spaaij 2019). This is reflected in their different values, prefer-
ences and attitudes (Tucci and Statistisches Bundesamt 2013). No such differentia-
tion is made within the framework. Rather, the framework is intended to be used 
comprehensively as an overarching analytical tool. However, empirical studies need 
to take into account the heterogeneity of migrants in order to examine specific 
situations for each migrant group. In this context, it is also important to pay more 
attention to the interaction between ethnicity and gender (Massao and Fasting 
2014). Therefore, the framework needs to be specifically adapted for an empirical 
analysis of migrant groups (e.g. Muslim women, children, war refugees) and the 
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corresponding structural conditions. The heterogeneity of migrants must be con-
sidered when analysing expectations of club membership and evaluating the con-
sequences of integration programmes and initiatives. Furthermore, the research 
design has to be adapted to specific cases due to differences between and within 
migrant groups. Depending on the situation, observations, individual interviews, 
focus group interviews or group discussions are used. The emphasis can be placed 
on a rather homogeneous group, which can be implemented in the context of 
municipal studies. Stronger differences between migrants (e.g. with regard to coun-
try of origin, ethnicity, reason for migration, migration experience), on the other 
hand, can be mapped above all in the context of international studies.
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