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ABSTRACT 

 
Organized spontaneous sport is a new form of sport that has occurred through the last year’s 

ventures of "The Sports lift". The aim was to attract physically inactive young people to 

participate. Previous research has, however, shown that the efforts mostly missed their target 

as primarily physically active boys participated in the activities. Therefore, the aim of this 

study was to increase the understanding of the involved young people´s experiences of their 

participation in organized spontaneous sport. The research questions focused on two aspects 

of the experience: (1) the meaning the young people ascribe to the activity, and (2) the 

experience of the logic of organized spontaneous sport.   

 

The study's theoretical framework was based on developmental ecology (Bronfenbrenner, 

1979, 1995, 1999; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998, 2006) and Tangen's (2004) concepts of 

embodied knowledge, embedded expectations and movements.  

 

The study was designed as a case study where individual interviews (n=6) were used to 

collect data. Interviews were conducted with three boys and three girls (aged 12 -15) that 

participated in the activities on a regular basis. Among the interviewees there were both 

previously in-active and active young people.  

 

The results showed that the function of the activities as an inclusive meeting point was valued 

very highly by the young people. It was an uncommon opportunity to do leisure time sporting 

activities with peers other than their closest friends and also in gender mixed groups. Further, 

the results showed that the experience of organized spontaneous sport was different for boys 

and girls. Gender role expectations, linked to particular gender coded sports, produced 

different experiences depending on the activity. Overall, however, the young people 

appreciated the mix of flexibility and organization that characterizes organized spontaneous 

sport and described it as something different from what organized sport offers.     
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 

The concept of sport covers a large number of activities that may be constructed and 

organized in several ways. A common division of sports is to divide activities into organized 

and unorganized sports according to the structure of the Swedish Sports Movement (Swedish 

Sports Confederation (SSC), 2009). Organized sport involves formal leaders, schedules, and 

competitions, which are functions that enable a systematic measuring and comparing of 

athletes and teams. The organization is a result of the construct of a competitive logic. Where 

there is no such need for this kind of measuring, sport remains unorganized and is instead 

practiced for other purposes such as enjoyment or recreation. There are, in other words, two 

different logics of sports. But is there a middle ground? May sport activities be unorganized 

and spontaneous at the same time as they are, in fact, organized?     

   

The Swedish Sports Movement, with more than 20,000 clubs and 3.5 million members, is 

Sweden’s largest popular movement (SSC, 2012a) and participating in organized sport is one 

of the most common leisure activities. Moreover, organized sport has since long been ascribed 

many different positive outcomes, which over time has led to an increasing state funding 

(Peterson, 2008). For instance, participating in organized sport is considered to have 

beneficial impact on the physical, psychological and social factors of the individual as well as 

contribute to a cultural development of society (SSC, 2009).  

 

Against this background, the Swedish Sports Confederation decided that every person has the 

right to partake in organized sport on their own terms and that youth sport in Sweden should 

be adapted to the various interests and ambitions of young people (Government bill, 1999; 

SSC, 2009). Moreover, according to the Conventions on the Rights of the Child (1990), which 

the Swedish Sports Confederation has ratified, every child has the right to leisure, play, and 

recreation, appropriate to the child's age. Reasonably, this should imply that at least most 

adolescents would be able to participate in organized sport to suit their preferences. 

 

This description does not, however, seem to match the view of the research community 

regarding Swedish youth sport. Research has instead displayed an organization with increased 

seriousness of purpose and focus on competition and performance, which has led to a drop out 

problem among young people who do not wish to engage in sport in such a way (Trondman, 
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2005; Peterson, 2008; Thedin-Jakobsson & Engström, 2008). One of the solutions to counter 

this development would be to reintroduce more spontaneity into the sport activities.   

 

Spontaneous sport has a fairly good reputation in Sweden, which is particularly noticeable in 

several policy documents and political programmes where it is stated that spontaneous sport 

should be supported through good environments and facilities (Government bill 1999, SSC, 

2007; Swedish Associations of Local Authorities and Regions (SALAR), 2010). Spontaneous 

sport is also often attributed positive values beyond the obvious health benefits such as 

reinforcing a sense of initiative, problem solving, and responsibility (Coakley, 2009). 

Furthermore, spontaneous sport is often considered the “pure” form of sport and is therefore a 

salutary occupation for the young in an otherwise all too over organized existence. This 

notion has, however, been questioned as a somewhat romanticized image of spontaneous 

sport and the effects of it (Blomdahl, Elofsson & Åkesson 2012; Dovborn & Trondman, 

2007). As mentioned, there is nonetheless, a strong belief in unorganized sport activities, not 

least among authorities (Government bill 1999, SALAR, 2010), which has led to the national 

initiative of organized spontaneous sport.  

 

By mixing components from organized as well as spontaneous sport, the aim of organized 

spontaneous sport is to offer sports activities that differ from organized sport. The hypothesis 

of the initiative was that elements of spontaneous sport, such as flexible hours, no 

membership, and so on would lower the demands and attract new groups of young people. In 

addition, organizational benefits such as formal leaders and schedules would strengthen its 

existence (SSC, n.d.).  
 

Research has, however, shown that organized spontaneous sport tends to attract boys rather 

than girls and already physically active adolescents rather than the inactive ones. This skewed 

recruitment made the initiative unsuccessful as it evidently missed its target group. The main 

explanation given for this failure is linked to internal social factors of the activities, in other 

words, the interaction that takes place between the participants during the activities. (Fahlen, 

2011, Elvhage & Linde, 2012). The question is thus: what happens during the activities and 

how do the participants experience it?    
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2. THE CASE  
 

2.1. Background 

 
In 2009, the project "Drive-in Sport" was initiated nationally by the Swedish Sports 

Confederation in an attempt to expand the range of sports activities offered by the sports 

movement. The main aim of the project was to attract physically inactive adolescents to 

be physically active in sports clubs. According to the project plan (SSC, n.d), the activities 

were to be located to so-called problem areas, that is, districts recognized by segregation and 

problems with young people not involved in sports, living destructive lives and at high risk of 

falling into crime. The idea was that an official organizer (in the beginning often a voluntary 

sports club, but later other solutions were also found) would be present at a particular place 

and time and arranged the sport activities desired by the attending participants. Each 

participant could come and go as she/he wanted (thus the name "Drive-in Sport" and later 

"Drop-in Sport") and there were no requirements of performance, equipment, or even 

engagement. 
 
When the Swedish Sports Confederation first launched the project “Drive-in 

Sport”, Värmlands Sports Federation was one of the regions chosen for the pilot project. 

Together with the municipality of Karlstad, the local project started activities in cooperation 

with a local sports club. The club was responsible for the activities and organizational tasks 

such as recruiting leaders, planning activities, and so on. The main contributions of the two 

other parties were financing, but also other types of support to the organizing club. When the 

project was implemented, the purpose was to: Open up the doors to sport for more young 

people and contribute to giving them a meaningful occupation and further to: […] function as 

a recruitment tool of leaders and practitioners to the regular sports sector (ibid, author’s 

translation). Just like other projects across the country, the activities at this time in Karlstad 

almost exclusively consisted of playing football and, in exception, sometimes basketball 

(Fahlén, 2011; Elvhage & Linde, 2012). The number of participants was quite high, in 

average around 50, at the activities arranged one time every weekend during the spring. One 

observation that the project of organized spontaneous sport made was that almost no girls 

participated in the activities.  
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As the project continued, the organization remained the same with the exception of the club 

executing the activities. The idea was that any voluntary sports club could host the "Drop-in 

Sport”. The location of the activities shifted between different districts in Karlstad where 

interests and needs were found. One district was, however, to remain the centre for the "Drop-

in Sports" in Karlstad, a district called Kronoparken, where the project started from the 

beginning.    

 

In 2012, the municipality of Karlstad decided to run the activities by themselves, without the 

financing of SSC and the management of a voluntary sports club. They had decided on a 

continuous financing of the "Drop-in sports", making the project permanent instead of 

temporary. This initiative came with a political commitment to the effect that the girls should 

be targeted, and the form of activities started to change for the purpose of attracting more 

girls. The fact that the activity was no longer anchored in the voluntary sports sector, but in 

the public sector instead, was an important change of the characteristics of the activity 

because of the diverse purposes that these organizations may see in such an activity (Elvhage 

& Linde, 2012). 
 

 

2.2. Description of the studied case 
 

Kronoparken is the largest district in Karlstad in terms of numbers of inhabitants, with about 

8, 000 people (10% of the municipal total) of which 900 are aged 10 - 19 years. 37 % of the 

inhabitants have immigrant background (the immigrant background defined as foreign born or 

both parents foreign born (Statistics Sweden, 2013)) and the rate of unemployment (11 %) is 

above average both in Karlstad (7.4 %) and nationally (6.8 %) (Statistical database of 

Karlstad 2011, www.karlstad.se). Still, the district is multifaceted because of a mix of 

neighbourhoods such as the university campus, and residential areas of private homes and 

blocks of flats. The “Drop-in Sport” is located centrally in the district where an estimate 

majority of the inhabitants have an immigrant background.  

 

The sport context of Kronoparken is problematic in view of the history of failed attempts to 

establish voluntary sports clubs. Some clubs have come and gone, generally clubs in the field 

of football, basketball, and floor ball. In 2013 there was a big shortage of sporting 

opportunities in the district with just one voluntary sports club active (basketball) and a 



5 
 

population of 3,000 aged 5 -24 (Statistical Database of Karlstad 2011, www.karlstad.se). On 

the other hand, the area is quite well equipped when it comes to public activity spaces such as 

parks and other more specific facilities for spontaneous sport.   

 

In 2013, the "Drop-in Sport" in Karlstad offered 5 different activity events every 

weekend (4 of these in Kronoparken) with a variety of forms of physical activity. The 

sessions were directed at a certain age range: children between 7-12 had their own activity 

and the same applied to young people aged 13-20. The selection of activities consisted of one 

"Sports and Games" session and one with Zumba (a kind of hybrid of dance and traditional 

aerobics). At the “Sports and Games” session different sports like basketball, floor ball, and 

football were offered in a variety of exercise forms. Also different types of games were 

conducted, often with elements of running, jumping, and sometimes with balls or other 

equipment. Focus was always on enjoyment, pleasure, and making the participants feel good 

about being physically active. The atmosphere of the activities can be described as inclusive, 

non-competitive, and as having a focus on enjoying physical activity, movements, and play. 

Factors such as performance and measurement of abilities, power or skills were of no interest. 

The idea was that a variation of sports, exercises, and games, conducted in a non-competitive 

atmosphere, would offer a different experience of being physically active than the 

traditionally organized sport session does. The Zumba-activity for young people aged 13-20 

was the only event when boys and girls were not together in the activity.  Only girls are 

welcome to this session because of the attempt to create an atmosphere without the male 

hegemony and masculine norm that characterize the other activities. The main purpose of the 

“Drop-in Sport” at Kronoparken was to offer an alternative to the traditionally organized 

sports that dominate the supply of leisure time activities today. Accordingly, the focus was 

not primarily on attracting large masses of young people but rather to attract the few who 

wanted to be physically active but for various reasons were not able to, or who wanted to be a 

member of a sports club (Municipality of Karlstad, Administration of Culture and Leisure, 

2012). Mainly two parts of the aim differed from the “Drop-in Sport” here and the earlier 

projects initiated by SSC. First, the idea of organized spontaneous sport as crime prevention, 

presented in the first descriptions of the projects, was no longer prominent. Second, the core 

of the previous projects, i.e. the incentive for sports clubs to get involved, was the chance to 

recruit new members to the club. “Drop-in Sport” in that sense aimed to “open the doors” for 

more people so the clubs could later recruit them. In other words, the spontaneous sports 
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organized by voluntary clubs operated as a gateway to organized sport. Neither of these aims 

were prioritized in the “Drop-in Sport” that we will study here.  
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3. DEMARCATIONS 

 
There are many different aspects worth investigating regarding young people’s participation 

in and experience of sport. Some researchers have investigated experiences in terms of 

sources of enjoyment (Scanlan & Lewthwaite, 1985; McCarthy, Jones & Clark-Carter, 2008), 

parental pressure (Augustsson, 2007), or reasons for drop outs (Carlman, Wagnsson & 

Patriksson, 2013; Patriksson, 1987), while others have focused on leadership (Eliasson, 2009) 

or internal socialization effects (Wagnsson, 2009). Specific approaches enable detailed 

investigations of a complex sport context.  

 

This study approaches young people’s experiences in a holistic way, which means that focus 

is on the gathered experiences of the specific sporting form and its logic. In this sense, all 

experiences related to the specific practice of the sport itself, are relevant. 

 

The study is delimited to young people in early adolescence. The reason is the well-known 

drop-out problem underpinning the creation of organized spontaneous sport from the 

beginning (Trondman, 2005; Peterson, 2008). The target group of organized spontaneous 

sport has from the start been young people (SSC, n.d.). It is in adolescence that the problem of 

too standardized organized sport has been identified (Trondman, 2005; Thedin-Jakobsson & 

Engström, 2008) and, consequently, other solutions are needed. 

 

 

3.1. Definitions and a categorization 
 
In this study, sports are studied in terms of level of organization in the activity and therefore it 

is of interest to clarify the definitions of various types of sports.  In terms of level of 

organization, there are three recognizable types of sport activities. These will here be called 

organized sport, spontaneous sport and partly organized sport. This sectioning is partly based 

on Blomdahl, Elofsson and Åkesson, (2012) and slightly modified. Below, the three segments 

in sport will be presented briefly. It is to be noted that it can be hard to draw a line between 

the various organizational forms and some sporting activities may be placed in between, or on 

several levels. This sectioning is, however, primary applicable to leisure time sports, which 

means that Physical Education is not easily placed. In this study, Physical Education will 
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stand on its own as a physical activity for learning performed in school but with important 

individual aspects related to experiences of physical activity.  

 

 

3.1.1. Organized sport  

 

Organized sport in this study is consistent with the definition of Blomdahl, Elofsson and 

Åkesson (2012) and is limited to the sport activities that are performed in the sports clubs 

associated to the Swedish Sport Confederation. The Swedish Sports Confederation is the 

principal body of what is called the Swedish sports movement. The organization of the sports 

movement in Sweden has largely remained the same since the start of the Swedish Sports 

Confederation in 1903. The Swedish sports movement emerged in the first decades of the 

1900s as a voluntary popular movement for and by people who started to exercise sport in a 

more organized way (Blom & Lindroth, 1995). Since the beginning, sport has been organized 

in free, voluntary sports clubs requiring membership for partaking in the club activities. The 

clubs are run mainly by voluntary working people. The clubs align themselves to national 

special sports federations, which represent the specific sport nationally and which, in turn, 

together form the Swedish Sports Confederation. The confederation is thus an association 

whose primary role is to support and represent the united movement of sport, consisting of the 

clubs. The confederation is also divided into district federations at the regional and local level 

(SSC, 2012b). 

 

The extent of organized sport has developed quite continuously during the 20th century but 

with some distinguishing periods such as during the interwar, the postwar, and the 1970s’ 

welfare period. The latter period, until at least the end of the 1990s has to be seen as the 

modern establishment of children and youth sports as the previously unorganized activities 

now moved into the organized movement (Engström, 2004). At the same time the view of 

organized sport as an educational sector with important pedagogical aspects for the 

participating young people emerged (Redelius, 2002). 

 

Naturally, the development of organized sport followed other changes in society related to the 

construction of the welfare state, such as increased leisure time. In 1965, when organized 

sport was established in Sweden, a governmental investigation of the state's funding resulted 

in the important motto of “Sports for all”, through which sport began to be viewed as 
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something that everyone should have the opportunity to take part in and not just as an activity 

solely for the privileged (Blom & Lindroth, 1995; Peterson, 2008). This is the start of the 

discussion of sport as a right that also underpins this study. Today, organized sport comprises 

more than 3.5 million members and 20,000 clubs and is the largest popular movement in 

Sweden (SSC, 2012a).     

 

As the Swedish Sports Confederation has been the only organization officially representing 

sport in Sweden and therefore also entrusted with the state funding, it has also, historically, 

been the boundary setter of sport. The definition of sport has shifted over the years and 

affected the view on what sport is. However, criticism has been levied against this monopoly 

on sport from other voluntary associations such as the association for outdoor recreation, for 

instance, as well as from other stakeholders trying to gain admission to the confederation 

(Fahlén, 2011). Also members of the research community have pointed to the problematic 

aspects of the confederation's status as a deputy government body when it comes to defining 

sport (Trondman, 2005; Peterson, 2008). 

 

The official definition of sport that the Swedish Sports Confederation use nowadays, 

however, is:  

 
Sport is physical activity that we undertake with a view to performing better, having fun or 

feeling good. Sport consists of training and fun, competition and display (SSC, 2012b, p. 9). 

 

 

Thus, sport is defined broadly and covers a huge range of activity forms. For instance, 

physical activity undertaken with a view to having fun could also be categorized as play 

or maybe even gardening, some may argue. This is, however, the current definition 

underlying the discussion on whether paintball or bridge, for instance (both relevant 

examples since they tried to gain admission to the Swedish Sports Confederation during 

2013), should be seen as sports or not.  

 

In turn, organized sport is all the sport activities that the Swedish Sports Confederation deems 

as falling under the definition and are able to display, a satisfying level of organization, 

according to the confederation,. Organized sport is, thus, characterized by membership 

requiring some level of continuous engagement. Often, but not always, it implies voluntary 
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involvement irrespective of the role in question. The Swedish Sports Confederation divides 

organized sport according to age and level: children’s sport is up to 12 years, youth sport is 

ages 13 to 20 and divided into recreation and elite, which is also the case for adult sport, 20 

years and more.   

 

3.1.2. Spontaneous sport 

 

The reason that the term “spontaneous sport” is used here is because of its traditional 

anchoring in the Swedish vocabulary and not because it necessarily is the most adequate term. 

As spontaneous sport as a research subject is something of an unexplored area, no common 

definition really exists. In fact, some of researchers who have written on the subject do not 

define the concept at all (see, for example, Fahlén & Forsberg, 2008). Still, some options with 

slightly different emphasis are available.  

 

As pointed out, the term “spontaneous” may be somewhat misleading in the literal sense. 

According to the Swedish dictionary, the Swedish equivalent of ‘spontaneous’ means 

“sudden, unpremeditated and without external influences” (Swedish Academy, 2012, author´s 

translation). However, Blomdahl, Elofsson and Åkesson (2012) argue that spontaneous has 

more of a sense of “unorganized”, meaning no official organizer, as opposed to disorganized 

as lacking order and planning. Most of the people that are doing spontaneous sporting 

activities have most likely planned to do so and do not just happen to run, kick a ball, or do 

push-ups “spontaneously”.  

 

Historically, the term is not used in Swedish sport science very often. For instance, the well-

recognized sport researcher Lars-Magnus Engström did not use it until 1989, when he 

described the sport activities that were going on outside organized sports movement (ibid). 

Retrospectively, however, the term is used to describe activities taking place from the mid-

1900s. Engström (2004) argues that before the organized sport was really anchored in the 

Swedish youth culture in the 1960s and 1970s, unorganized, spontaneous sport was the main 

occupation when it came to exercising sport. Although not explicitly stated, it seems that 

Engström too refers to spontaneous sport as something not necessarily ‘spontaneous’  but 

rather as sport that is not performed in sport clubs.     
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So, in terms of level of organization, it seems that spontaneous sport could be called 

“unorganized sport” as well, or as Coakley (2009) calls it: “informal sport”. But whether we 

choose to call it spontaneous, unorganized, or informal, the meaning is that there is no official 

organizer but that the participants themselves decide what to do.  

 

Another issue is the one concerning whether spontaneous sport is just about group activities 

or if it also includes activities performed alone. Trondman (2005) argues that the concept 

spontaneous sport is elusive because the phenomenon also is elusive. It is not clarified what 

activity forms should be included in the concept. When he defines the concept, he only 

includes activities performed together with friends. Accordingly, activities performed by one 

individual as in jogging, running or walking alone is not included in the concept. Because of 

its individual character, it is not defined as spontaneous sport he argues. On the other hand, 

Larsson (2008), includes such individual activities in a wider definition when studying young 

people's sporting habits.  

 

A possible explanation to the somewhat confusing exclusion of individual sports may be the 

Swedish concept of ‘motion’ (Eng. ‘keeping fit’) (Patriksson, 1979). This kind of activity 

form may be described as a particular kind of physical activity that is performed for 

recreational purposes. This concept is, however, often used to describe individual activities 

such as jogging, cross-country skiing, for instance, when these are ‘unorganized’.  

 

Based on the Swedish Sports Confederation´s definition of sport, the concept ‘spontaneous 

sport’ should reasonably cover all the activities that are covered in the concept of ‘sport’, with 

the additional criterion that the activity is performed in an unorganized context. Blomdahl, 

Elofsson and Åkesson (2012) offer this definition of spontaneous sport: 

 

[…] sporting or exercising performed by oneself or in group, without an official 

organizer/instructor/trainer/teacher controlling/governing the activity. The practitioners 

themselves organize, establish rules and perform the activity (ibid, p. 6). 

 

This definition covers sporting as well as exercising, both in groups and individually. 

Unorganized is seen as no official organizer runs the activity but instead those 

involved are doing it themselves. Apart from the organizational dimension, the 

definition does not really differ that much from the definition of sport. In addition, 
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sport is an invention of its performers, certainly undertaken quite unorganized at 

first. Consequently, the definition by Blomdahl, Elofsson and Åkesson (2012) will 

work adequately for the purpose of this study.  

 

As pointed out above, various terms can be used for this concept. “Unorganized”, “self-

organized”, “informal” or “spontaneous” all designate the level of organization in the activity 

form discussed here. The main thing is that the activities have no official organizer. The word 

“spontaneous” will be used in this essay considering its Swedish counterpart's tradition of use 

in the Swedish vocabulary and in previous research (Trondman, 2005; Fahlén & Forsberg, 

2008; Blomdahl, Elofsson and Åkesson, 2012). In terms of organizational level “unorganized 

sport” or “informal” can also be used as a synonym to “spontaneous”.    

 

3.1.3. Partly organized sport 

 

Partly organized sport may be the most difficult section to define here because of its diversity 

of activity forms and complexity. Blomdahl, Elofsson and Åkesson (2012, p. 6) choose to call 

it “other organized sports” and includes all the sporting activities that are organized by 

someone else than the SSC. Here, however, “partly organized sport” is used to emphasize the 

organizational level, which consists of various components of organization and “spontaneity”. 

Mainly, this is a kind of sport activity that refers to activities such as going to commercial 

gyms or participating in activities organized by different educational associations or 

municipalities. These activities do not require either membership (membership may be 

required at gyms also, but not with the same commitment that comes with membership in a 

sports club), or regularity, which distinguish it from organized sport.  

 

As the term “partly” indicates, the activities involve some level of organization although it 

may differ. Generally, it is about an organizer offering an activity for which attendance is 

optional. Moreover, in these types of sporting activities the components of competition and 

performance are not essential but it is up to each individual to determine the level of ambition. 

 

The phenomenon studied here, “organized spontaneous sport” is a kind of partly organized 

sport. As the activities are organized and offered by an official organizer (a municipality), 

there is a level of organization involved, and because of the whole drop-in concept, there is 

also voluntariness characterizing the activity.   
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4. LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

4.1. Logic of organized youth sport 

 
In this section, some research findings related to experiences of participation in Swedish 

organized youth sport will be presented. The ambition is not to report on every aspect but to 

outline the discussion on how young people experience their participation in sport. 

 

Aggestedt and Tebelius (1977) early took an interest in children's experiences of sport and 

described in their dissertation that even though many children (aged 10-13) liked being 

involved in sports, the sources of enjoyment varied. They found that the children's 

experiences often were linked to their expectations of the sporting activity and also what 

meaning they ascribed to it. Accordingly, the preconception of what sport could be was 

essential for the experience of sport participation. The children's view on sport was, in turn, 

affected by the young people's various cognitive levels, the authors concluded. 

 

As it was quite clear that most people participated in sport because it was fun, Patriksson 

(1987) asked himself what the reason might be for young people to drop out of organized 

sport. In his theoretical perspective, “satisfaction” has an important role since he saw 

participation in sport as an individual consideration of “provide” and “obtain”. His survey 

among young people between 8 and 19 years old shows that about 90-95 per cent feel good 

about their participation in a sports club. Further, the aspects of having fun appears to be the 

primary reason for young people to participate in organized sport, followed by “to compete” 

and “meet friends”. Accordingly, the most common reason for dropping out of sport was that 

it was boring. Although no examination of factors generating the term boring was made, it is 

clear that the reason for sport becoming boring was multifaceted.  

 

Associated with the topic of involvement in, and drop out from, sport, Patriksson (1979, 

1987) discussed the content of organized sport in terms of regulations versus the element of 

play. Here, he notes that there are people who argue that sport has become too serious and that 

the playfulness that it used to have is gone. Patriksson, however, saw this as a romanticized 

image of play that strongly exaggerates the positive effects that comes with just playing. 

Moreover, he argues that the drop-out problem may not be totally related to increasing 
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seriousness as the reasons for drop-outs seem to be diverse and many of the drop-out children 

actually do not quit sport completely but rather just change sport. Instead, Patriksson defines 

sport (idrott, sv. övers) as strictly rule-based, far from the activity of play and states that most 

young people seem to be satisfied with the fact that sport is organized that way.     

 

This discussion of the dichotomy of “play-seriousness/competition” is furthermore present in 

much of the behavioral and pedagogical field of sport science in Sweden. It may be seen as a 

questioning of the core itself, of how youth sport should be and also how it is experienced by 

participants. Redelius (2002) notes that this discussion is just as relevant in the 2000s as it 

was back in the 1970s and 1980s and that it concerns the broader question about raising 

children. Referring to Engström (1988), for instance, she concurs with the group of 

researchers claiming that youth sport has developed too much seriousness of purpose and that 

young people experience sport negatively because of that.    

 

As a consequence of the attention of the shortcomings of Swedish youth sport, more research 

has focused on drop outs, exclusion, and recruitment problem (Engström & Eriksson, 1981; 

Patriksson, 1987; Franzén & Peterson, 2004; Trondman, 2005; Thedin-Jakobsson & 

Engström, 2008; Carlman, Wagnsson & Patriksson, 2013; et al). Other studies have touched 

on the subject in studies focusing on related themes, for instance, in reports connected to the 

government initiatives.   

 

Trondman (2005) found in his nation-wide study of young people's (aged 13-20) involvement 

in sport that some adolescents feel excluded from sport because their club is too much focused 

on results, which favours the more talented participants. His overall analysis of why 

adolescents drop out of organized sport is that they fall further and further away from the core 

logic that seems to be more intrusive in the voluntary sports clubs the older the adolescents 

get. He describes this core logic with a few characteristics that become more pronounced with 

age:  

 

• More intense training and competition. 

• More time consuming. 

• Higher demands in terms of individual performance development 

• More focus on performance and results. 

• More selectivity 
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• More exclusion 

• More being led by men who embody the core logic of sport. 

• More uninterested in diverse activities. (Trondman, 2005, p. 227, author’s translation)  

 

These increasing characteristics in youth sport make some adolescents that do not share the 

interest in this development process look for other more suitable activities. The still involved 

adolescents’ experiences are now derived more from this logic and actions related to it and no 

space is left for other types of activities that may be based on other logics. To see oneself as 

not having enough time, not experiencing sport as fun, or not sharing the same values, are all 

examples of displacement of the core logic of organized youth sport. In addition, Trondman 

(ibid) finds that most young people outside organized sport consider sport more as recreation 

than performance, which strengthens the reasoning about the increasing intensity of the 

characteristics of the core logic of youth sport. Noteworthy here is the low response rate of 53 

per cent in Trondmans study.  

 

In an investigation of the state's funding of Swedish sport, Peterson (2008), concludes that 

there is a distinction between what Swedish organized sport wants (referring to the official 

program of idea), and what they in fact do. He describes Swedish youth sport as consisting of 

two diverse kinds of logics, which foster the involved children and young people in two 

different ways. One of the logics is based on ideas of education in sports clubs where 

everyone is welcome to participate on their own terms. Fundamental concepts here are; 

influence, inclusion, democracy and enjoyment. This logic corresponds well with what is 

described in the Swedish Sports Confederation's program of 2009 and is considered well 

established in children's sport. In youth sport, however, Peterson thinks that another kind of 

logic seems to rule with significantly more focus on competition. This logic basically consists 

of more competing and performing elements in line with the description by Trondman.  

 

In Thedin-Jakobsson's and Engström's (2008) study of the drop out problem, the starting point 

is the question whether youth sport in Sweden really is meant to involve everyone. Their 

interviews with active adolescents (aged 16-18) about their experiences of organized sport 

indicated that this may not always be the case. The adolescents experienced organized sport as 

a competitive activity with focus on performance and ranking, much like the logic described 

above by Trondman (2005) and Peterson (2008). The adolescents who still participated had 

either learned to handle this and saw it as something natural or they simply liked sport 
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because of the element of competition. The option to participate in youth sport as an 

adolescent without competing and performing seemed not to be that realistic. To further 

investigate why some young people continue to participate in organized sport and some do 

not, the authors analyzed what the meaning of the adolescents’ statement that “sport is fun”. 

First, development and learning new skills was a significant part. The feeling of 

accomplishing new things and simply getting better at something was satisfying for the 

individual. This type of development should not simply be understood in the sense of high 

performances and competition but rather as the enjoyment of making progress. Second, 

sharing these new accomplishments with others created a good feeling of togetherness at the 

same time as the individual satisfaction was present. It seemed important to the adolescents to 

participate together with friends partly because of the obvious fact that it is fun to hang out 

with friends but also because of the recognition received when performing well before others. 

Simply to feel good at something was important to the adolescents, which also is a factor that 

has been shown in other studies (Franzen & Peterson, 2004; Wagnsson, 2009). Moreover, 

Thedin-Jakobsson (2013) notes that few of the interviewed young people stress winning 

competitions and success as important factors for the enjoyment of sport.   

 

On the basis of the body of research described above, further research of organization of 

youth sport in Sweden focused on the next step - how will young people organize their 

sporting activities in the future? Not least the SSC itself has taken the initiative to investigate 

this question, which, for instance, has resulted in Glaser's and Hedenborg's (2013) study of 

young people's future prospects of involvement in sport. Against the background of the 

prevailing competitive logic described by Trondman (2005) and Peterson (2008), the authors 

investigated, using focus groups (n=182, aged 15-19), "the young people's own voices" of 

organization of sport. Their conclusions were largely consistent with previous research, which 

emphasizes flexibility (in time), fellowship, influence and more room for participation that 

require less engagement (such as unilateral continuity). Nevertheless, many young people are 

satisfied just the way their sports are organized right now and that this research is largely 

focused on those who drop out from sport (Glaser & Hedenborg, 2013).  

 

The description of Swedish youth sport above is interesting when compared with Coakley's 

(2009) model of two different kinds of logics in sport. Coakley, who is primarily active in 

another kind of cultural context (North America), describes two types of logics that may be 

influential in sport activities. The first one is called “Power and Performance model” which 
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Coakley sees as the dominant one in most sporting contexts worldwide at this time. This 

model is (in part) characterized by the following features: 

 

• The use of strength, speed, and power to push human limits and aggressively dominate 

opponents in the quest for victories and championships.  

 

• The idea that excellence is proved through competitive success and achieved through 

intense dedication and hard work, combined with making sacrifices, risking one’s 

personal well-being, and playing in pain. 

 

• The importance of setting records, defining the body as a machine, and using 

technology to control and monitor the body.  

 

• Selection systems based on physical skills and competitive success.  

 

• Hierarchical authority structures, in which athletes are subordinate to coaches and 

coaches subordinate to owners and administrators (Coakley, 2009, p. 110). 

 

Coakley argues that experiences of participating in sport are affected by these characteristics 

and that most sporting context in the world has agreed upon these characteristics as standard. 

Moreover, he also describes another type of logic in sport that may be more related to 

alternative sports and informal sport but which also exist in some organized sport. In full, 

what Coakley calls “Pleasure and Participation sport” comprises: 

 

• Active participation revolving around a combination of types of connections – 

connections between people, between mind and body, and between physical activity 

and the environment.  

 

• An ethics of personal expression, enjoyment, growth, good health, and mutual concern 

and support for teammates and opponents. 

 

• Empowerment (not power) created by experiencing the body as a source of pleasure 

and well-being. 
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• Inclusive participation based on an accommodation of differences in physical skills.  

 

• Democratic decision-making structures characterized by cooperation, the sharing of 

power, and give-and-take relationships between coaches and athletes.  

 

• Interpersonal support based on the idea of competing with, not against, others; 

opponents are not enemies but those who test each other (Coakley, 2009, p. 111).  

 

These two types of sporting logics may be seen as extremes and Coakley notes that many 

sport contexts can have influences from both of them simultaneously. Nevertheless, the Power 

and Performance Model is described as the ruling principle in most cases and therefore most 

experiences from participation in (youth) sport originates in such sports. 

 

The presentation above shows that the discussion of how youth sport in Sweden works has 

gone on for long and that it still is an urgent topic. Much recent research indicates that youth 

sport is governed by a competition logic, which can be compared with how Coakley describes 

the dominating logic in sport in his "Power and Performance Model". Research suggests that 

this may be the reason why young people drop out of sport.  

  

 

4.2. Logic of spontaneous sport 

 
This section covers some research findings concerning how spontaneous sport in western 

countries may be performed and what may be its characteristics.  

  

This section will treat those research findings that fall within the definition that was 

determined in the conceptual discussion earlier. Thus, as a reminder, spontaneous is:  

 
[…] sporting or exercising performed by oneself or in group, without an official 

organizer/instructor/trainer/teacher/ controlling/governing the activity. The practitioners 

themselves organize, establish rules and perform the activity (Blomdahl et al., 2012, p. 6). 

 

Accordingly, spontaneous sport spans a wide area of activities and may be performed in 

various constellations. Running or cross-country skiing performed by a person 
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individually is as much spontaneous sport as the basketball game going on in the 

schoolyard, involving fifteen persons. Consequently, it may be a bit problematic to talk 

about a consistent, uniform logic of spontaneous sport when it may take so many 

different forms. However, by examine some research findings about how spontaneous 

sport is described and how it is performed, we may outline an image of how 

spontaneous sport can be understood.  

 

Several studies have been able to present statistical facts about who does and who does 

not engage in spontaneous sport activities. The overall tendencies are that every other 

youth in Sweden is doing unorganized sports, with no significant difference in terms of 

gender, although girls tend to perform individually while boys more often do 

spontaneous sports in group (Trondman, 2005; Larsson, 2008). Immigrant girls seem to 

be least involved in unorganized sport activities while, by contrast, immigrant boys are 

most involved (Trondman, 2005; Skille, 2006). A somewhat simplified, but nonetheless 

fair, description of patterns of performing spontaneous sport according to gender is that 

boys dominate the playgrounds and open public spaces for spontaneous sport while girls 

stick to walking or running on tracks or streets (Blomdahl, Elofsson and Åkesson, 2012; 

Fahlén, 2007). 

These patterns reveal a gender aspect of spontaneous sport indicating that boys and girls 

choose different forms of expression when it comes to doing sports on their own.  

 

In a small but sharp ethnographic case study, Dovborn and Trondman (2007) analyse a 

spontaneous sporting activity consisting of children playing football. What they see is 

that boys govern the activity at the expense of the girls’ final non-participation. The 

authors conclude that the activity is performed under a gender regime that makes the 

activity in no way equal. The gender regime is described in three dimensions: First, it is 

based on an already existing unequal power structure in society, which places the boys 

in charge of the activity from the start. Second, it works through a practice whose logic 

is to subordinate the girls into their ball game, on their conditions. Third, the regime is 

based on what the authors choose to call ball hegemony (ibid, p. 6), which basically 

means that the boys exercise power over the girls through the performance of the 

specific ball game. Using this conceptual framework, Dovborn and Trondman reveal 

how gender relations are strongly expressed when children are about to organize their 
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sport activities by themselves. The phenomenon of sport is encumbered with a gender 

problem, which is clearly expressed in a spontaneous ball game among children. 

 

Jonasson (2009) studied schoolyard football with a post-structuralist approach in order 

to analyze the space and figurations of it. He found three types of football being 

performed which he choose to call the scrum, Soccer and joga bonito through which he 

tries to describe the three different logics of the same game. The spontaneous football 

game vacillates constantly between the various logics, which implies that the meaning 

of the game also changes accordingly. Jonasson also paid attention to gender relations in 

the football play and found that even though some girls did participate, it was always on 

the boys’ conditions. The girls’ opportunities to influence the game were very limited.    

 

In Coakley's (2009) description of spontaneous sport and its characteristics, he also 

notes some gender related problems in informal ball games performed in a group of 

children and young people. Based on a large amount of observations, Coakley argues 

that boys seem to more easily identify with being athletes and good at sports while girls 

in contrast minimize the physical space they occupy and accept themselves as 

physically weaker than boys. Instead of seeing their bodies as strong and capable of 

exercise they tend to sexualize their bodies and focus on the visual. Basically, Coakley 

sees gender related expectations as an important factor of how spontaneous sport is 

constructed and performed.  

 

Moreover, Coakley finds spontaneous sport as an activity where the practitioners seek 

immediate action and unreflective experience. Mostly it is about having fun in the 

present and the rules are constructed in different ways to achieve that purpose. The 

enjoyment is often based on excitement, challenge, personal involvement in the moment 

of action and sharing all experiences with friends. When analysing the possible 

outcomes of such group activities, Coakley argues that because of the absence of adults 

and their regulations, children learn to cooperate to determine rules and further to 

maintain them so that the activity may proceed. This codetermination element of 

spontaneous sport may help young people develop initiative abilities and feelings of 

having influence in other settings too (Coakley, 2009).  
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Spontaneous sport is a diverse phenomenon that can be performed in countless ways 

and with varied purposes. It seems, however, that it is strongly gender-based as boys 

and girls tend to perform it in different ways. The research referred to indicates that 

boys dominate group activities and girls, if they participate, do so on boys’ conditions.   

 

 

4.3. Organized spontaneous sport 

 
In this section, some previous research about organized spontaneous sport in terms of “Drop-

in sport” will be presented. This research on “Drop-in sport” in Sweden mainly consists of the 

contributions of two studies: Fahlén (2011) with his case study of the Drop-in sport project in 

Ersboda, Umeå and Elvhage and Linde (2012) that completed the official evaluation of the 

initiative in a national perspective. 

 

Fahlén's case study was conducted in a single project where his primary focus was upon 

organization and its impact on who is attending the activities. By interviewing project leaders, 

activity leaders and other staff he describes the project and its participant's characteristics in 

terms of gender and sporting background. A survey and an observation study were also 

conducted to get a complete picture of the activities and its participant's characteristics. With 

help of Tangens (2004) developed system theory he is also trying to explain what determines 

who is attending the activities. 

 

Elvhage and Linde (2012) and their attempt to get a more general picture of the various 

projects in Sweden between 2009 and 2011 applied another kind of study design. They used 

five different cases (projects) and tried to create a more general understanding about the 

initiative as a whole. Their evaluation focused on the question of how the project idea was 

realized in the local context and further they also tried to identify key factors for a successful 

project. However, a weakness can be observed as no effects of the five cases chosen were 

studied and therefore it is hard to draw any overall conclusion about success factors. Still, it is 

possible to gain some knowledge about how organization affects the form of activities and 

consequently the characteristics of those attending. The data used were primary gathered by 

surveys and document analyses but also some interviews with organizers and other staff were 

carried out. 



22 
 

According to the studies here, we could in fact replace “Drop-in sport” with “Drop-in 

football”. Organized spontaneous sport, as defined here, tends to be football in almost every 

case shown. When the activities are decided by the participants themselves or in conjunction 

with the leaders, football is the sport that will be played. This homogeneity of activities 

depends, according to Fahlén (2011), on an unequal distribution of the right to define the 

activities and its content. Fahlén also argues that the dynamic of the activities are much like 

the dynamics in organized sport in the sense of competition, performance, and requirements. 

As the sports clubs have been the “executors” of the activities and the suppliers of leaders, 

much of the norms and values of organized sport are transferred into the activities, more or 

less unconsciously. The element of competition is a natural component of organized sport in 

Sweden and letting people from this sphere, and with these values, lead the activities will 

have an impact. Overall, there are no doubts that the main agenda of the organizer, even if it is 

not expressed in public, will be reflected in the content of the activities. An example of this 

problem is when a municipality and sports club organize the activities together and they have 

different aims with it. While the municipality may offer whatever its citizens would like, the 

sports club is restricted to doing its specific sport. We can say that the municipality has a 

“public perspective” while the sports club has a “voluntary perspective” (Elvhage & Linde, 

2012; Fahlén, 2011).  

 

As the activities simply become competitive ball games when the organizers take the 

perspective of spontaneous sport and “come as you are and do what you want” (SSC, n.d.),  

attempts have also been made to predetermine activities in some way, for example, what sport  

to be played or that only girls are allowed. By predetermining the activities, the element of 

influence is removed from the participants in favour of reaching a variation of activities that 

hopefully will appeal to other people than just the group of football players attending the 

“free” activities. Elvhage and Linde (2012) state that when activities are set up only for girls, 

the possibilities to attract girls increase, at least in some of the studied examples. Fahlén, on 

the other hand, describes the same attempt in Umeå, which had no success at all.  

 

The examples of different attempts to modify the activities to reach the goals are many. Still, 

most of them concern the problem of girls’ non-participation, which is a factor that the 

organizers cannot ignore. Fahlén explains this inequality as the influence of the dominant 

group, consisting of a few boys, and the fact that their agenda has a decisive importance for 
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the shape of the activity. Their sporting skills give them the right to set the standard, a 

standard that is often not compatible with many girl's.  

 

Both Elvhage and Linde (2012) and Fahlén (2011) have previously studied organized 

spontaneous sport with a concept of participatory codetermination and influence over the 

form of the activity. Therefore, much of their focus circles around these factors connected to 

problems like diversity, equality, and democracy. However, it is important to note that there is 

other ways to organize spontaneous sport with the element of “Drop-in”. The present study 

mostly consists of predetermined activities but also some influence from the participants.  
 

 

4.4. Summary 
 

The literature review has shown that organized youth sport in Sweden is driven by a 

competition logic, which has a focus on performance development, thus demanding 

considerable commitment and fixed hours. Such a logic makes young people, who pursue 

other goals in their sporting activities, drop out from organized sport during adolescence. 
 

Spontaneous sport may take many different forms but is generally seen as a freer and self-

directed activity compared to organized sport. In the absence of formal leaders spontaneous 

sport in groups creates other power relations where boys often set the agenda and girls 

participate on their terms.  
 

Organized spontaneous sport has been shown to involve characteristics of both organized 

sport (competition, measurement of performance, for instance) and spontaneous sport 

(including participant influence, power relations), partly depending on the perspective of the 

head organizer. The most concrete problem that has been noticed in organized spontaneous 

sport is the unequal distribution of power, which means that boys outnumber girls in the 

activities. 
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5. AIM AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 
This study assumes that there are several developmental outcomes of participating in sport, 

especially for young people. It also shares the general belief in Western countries that sport 

can be good for many purposes but that different contexts generate different experiences 

(Skille, 2007). Furthermore, this study takes its starting point in the problem area, which 

addresses the issue of whether sport in Sweden is designed to attract and involve all children 

and adolescents. Young people have different purposes with, and motives for, their 

participation in sport and they also have different prerequisites for participation. Therefore it 

is desirable to make a multifaceted range of sports of various contents and logics available. 

Organized spontaneous sport is a new form of sport activity, aiming to find new ways of 

offering sport activities to young people. Exploring this form of sport, the aim of this study is 

to increase the understanding of the involved young people´s experiences of their 

participation in organized spontaneous sport. The research questions focus on two aspects of 

the experience: (1) the meaning the young people ascribe to the activity, and (2) the 

experience of the logic of organized spontaneous sport.   
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6. THEORETICAL APPROACH 
 

As the research aim concerns young people's experiences of a certain sport setting, there is a 

need for a theoretical perspective that can provide models for identifying the factors that 

constitute such experiences and also place them in the context of people's lives. The approach 

used here is based on two theoretical orientations, which share the same foundation in the 

conflation of interactionism and biology. Developmental ecology (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 

1999; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006) has been chosen as the theoretical perspective for 

understanding how experiences are created in a specific setting with consideration of both 

psychological and physical factors, and how to contextualize them, In addition, Tangen's 

(2004) theoretical concepts expectations and embodied knowledge are used as analytical tools 

to enhance the understanding of how participation is experienced. This approach is expected 

to reveal social as well as physical factors that may contribute to the young people's 

experiences.       
 

 

6.1. The ecology of human development 
 

Bronfenbrenner (1979) has developed the overarching theoretical approach “Ecology of 

Human Development”, which is influenced by several theoretical traditions and fields, such as 

interactionism, phenomenology, and biology, and centres on the study of human development 

related to its environment. By conflating different schools of theories and traditional concepts 

into a holistic theory, Bronfenbrenner offers a new approach for studying human 

development. Many of the concepts used by Bronfenbrenner are familiar and at first sight it 

may be difficult to see the uniqueness of the approach. However, the strength lies in how the 

concepts are related to each other and how they construct a holistic perspective, which allows 

many points of departure for studying humans and their social activities (Bronfenbrenner, 

1979; Andersson, 1986).  

 

As Bronfenbrenner criticizes previous social psychology research for not focusing enough on 

the relationship between the human and its environment (Bronfenbrenner 1979), his approach 

states that the human and the social and physical environment interact with each other and 

also affect each other at the same time. The relationship is reciprocal as human actions are 
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constituted by the possibilities that the environment offers, while the environment, in turn, is 

formed by human actions (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Andersson, 1986). The human, and 

especially the child, is seen as far more actively involved in the process than earlier.  

 

Bronfenbrenner puts it this way:  

 

The ecology of human development involves the scientific study of the 

progressive, mutual accommodation between an active, growing human being 

and the changing properties of the immediate settings in which the developing 

person lives, as this process is affected by relations between these settings, and 

by the larger contexts in which the settings are embedded (Bronfenbrenner, 

1979, p. 21). 

 

The environment, which the human develops within, and together with, is structured in a 

system of different levels. The micro-, meso-, exo- and macro-system levels build the 

complete context in which a human lives. Bronfenbrenner himself uses the metaphor of 

“Russians dolls, each inside the other” when describing the system levels (Bronfenbrenner & 

Morris, 2006, p. 814). These interrelated systems affect each other in all directions, but in 

slightly different manners depending on the system’s specific properties. What in the quote 

above is described as the immediate setting is the micro level, the closest surrounding of a 

person. The microsystem is recognized by particular personal actions performed in a 

delimited area together with people in close relationships.  

 
A microsystem is a pattern of activities, roles, and interpersonal relations experienced by the 

developing person in a given face-to face setting with particular physical, social, and symbolic 

features that invite, permit, or inhibit engagement in sustained, progressively more complex 

interaction with, and activity in, the immediate environment (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998, 

p.1013).  

 

Thus, a microsystem consists of experiences, relationships, conversations, and those things 

that we face in are everyday life. Common symbols, language and social codes very much 

shape the microsystem and the actions executed in it. Bronfenbrenner (1995) uses, for 

instance, Mead's (1934) concepts of roles, role expectations, and significant others to describe 

factors at the micro level that are important to development. Role expectations are used to 

describe the expectations of the external world that determine a person's behavior. For 



27 
 

instance, if a person's significant others expect the person to behave in a certain way, adopt a 

role, it is most likely that the person will do just that. Changes in role expectations, in turn, 

will probably lead to changes in behavior. Bronfenbrenner helps us here realize the 

importance of social interaction and relationships to understand experiences in a certain 

setting, while the personal experience of these factors is the basis for understanding. 

However, it is not possible to observe experiences directly but one should rather study the 

activities, roles and relations that a person involves him/herself in. These factors shape 

experiences and development and by focusing on them, we can understand the development. 

For example, in the setting of this study, the activities of organized spontaneous sport consist 

of different social agents interacting with each other, taking roles and building relationships, 

and it is of interest to analyze how these roles and relationships are related to the sport activity 

to further understand how the experiences are constituted (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1995; 

Andersson, 1986). 

 

A child can be included in several micro systems, which together build a mesosystem 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1999; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). A mesosystem can be 

described as the relation between the microsystems and what happens there. Values and 

perspectives can travel over different microsystems, in the mesosystem, and thereby affect 

and shape the child’s immediate setting. Bronfenbrenner (1979, 1999) argues that a child's 

development is affected by how, for instance, expectations and roles are consistent in the 

different microsystems that the child is involved in. As part of a classroom setting, we may be 

expected to be quiet and focus on using our brain and learning things theoretically. In a sport 

activity-setting on the other hand, there may be other expectations, such as performing and 

competing physically. In this study, the mesosystem is present in the children's narratives of 

their experiences of organized spontaneous sport because the participation in the activity is 

just one among other parts of their lives. As the young people move in and out of  various 

contexts they encounter different values and opinions that will shape their perceptions  in the 

current context. 

 

Outside the mesosystem, Bronfenbrenner postulates the exosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), 

which may contain organizations or institutions (Andersson, 1986). The exosystem includes 

settings where the child is not involved directly but still affects its life and development. 

Augustsson (2007) sees for example, in terms of sport, changes in the organization of a 
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voluntary sports club as factors in the exosystem that can affect a child's development in some 

way. 

 

The outermost system level is the macrosystem, which consists of overall patterns of values, 

ideologies or institutions. A macrosystem can be seen as a kind of list of current notions and 

values in society that we take for granted. An analogy could be drawn to philosophy of 

science and what Kuhn (1963) refers to as a paradigm. More concrete and related to this 

study, a macrosystem would be The Swedish Sports Confederation and their regulations. The 

organized spontaneous sport initiative from the beginning (Drop-in Sports in sport clubs) can 

be seen as a result on the micro-level, descended from events at the macro-level. The 

prevailing view (paradigm) of what sport should be and how it should be performed clashed 

with new influences and perspectives that might not lead to a paradigm shift but obviously 

resulted in a new kind of sporting activity, which has affected some children's lives in some 

way.  

 

As the theory of “The Ecology of Human Development” is under constant development, 

Bronfenbrenner has in recent years further developed the theory of “The Bioecological 

model” (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006), which further emphasizes the biological factors in 

development with what he calls proximal processes (PPCT). These proximal processes are 

process, person, and time, and are the components that together with the system levels 

(contexts) constitute human development. In this study, focus will be on process as in 

interaction between the active young people and their environment, that is, the context in the 

model, and on person, who is the active, affecting adolescent. The interaction between the 

adolescent and the environment includes both the physical and the social environment, 

meaning that the construction of the field is as important as the socially constructed one in 

research on sport participation. How the neighbourhood in which the young people live, go to 

school, and play sports, is physically planned and constructed has impact on how they 

participate in various situations. The supply of sport facilities, open areas for recreation, for 

example, have consequences for further lived experiences connected to sport. As mentioned, 

the interaction also occurs with the socially constructed environment, for instance, in the form 

of the expectations present in the field (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1999; Andersson, 1986). The 

young people constantly interact with the constructed norms telling them what they can and 

cannot do, and there is no difference participating in sport. 
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The strength of the ecology of human development approach used in this study is that it offers 

a holistic way of understanding children and their experiences in a certain situation. 

Bronfenbrenner himself emphasizes the importance of studying children in their natural 

context (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Andersson, 1986) for an understanding of the components 

involved in their development process and a voluntary sporting activity provides a good 

example of such a context. 

 

 

6.2. Embedded expectations and embodied knowledge 
 

To further enhance the understanding of young people’s attitude to sport, the Norwegian sport 

sociologist Jan-Ove Tangen’s (2004) theory of “Embedded Expectations and Embodied 

Knowledge”, in part influenced by Niklas Luhman's system theoretical sociology, will be 

used. Initially, Tangen developed his theory in order to explain the use and none-use of sports 

facilities in Norway. His principal question was: “Why do people use a sport facility?” and 

further stressed that even a simple question like this, demands a complex answer. To 

understand the mechanisms constituting the use of sport facilities, Tangen argues that we need 

to pay attention to some more overarching sociological theories. Basically, his theory says 

expectations are embedded in sport facilities and we are force to approach this in some way. 

Our way of dealing with these expectations is based on our embodied knowledge, created by 

previous experiences and often lodged in our unconscious (ibid). 

 

I concur with Fahlén (2011) as he claims that Tangen’s theoretical perspective can be applied 

to sporting activities more widely than just to the use of sport facilities in terms of the 

physical environment. Fahlén applied the perspective to his quantitative data, which showed a 

recruitment bias to Drop-in Sport activities in Umeå as more boys than girls and more already 

active young people than inactive ones partook. In other words, Fahlén used the theory to 

understand why young people did or did not choose to participate in organized spontaneous 

sport activities. Here, however, it will be used to better understand the young people’s 

experiences of participating in the activities, that is, what happens once they are inside the 

activity.  
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Tangen (2004) bases his theory on two central concepts: embedded expectations and 

embodied knowledge and also a third concept that connects these two to each other, namely 

movements.  Put together, the three concepts are useful tools for clarifying the issues of 

participation in sport, experience of sport, and identity construction in sport.   

 

Inspired by Luhman, Tangen argues that expectations represent an important factor in all 

social interaction and are present in every social situation a person will meet. When getting on 

the bus, we expect the bus driver to take us to a certain place. The expectations associated 

with a sporting facility, however, are materialized expectations that make sport possible and 

are of a more silenced kind. These expectations are socially constructed and integrated in the 

form of the facility. Standing in an ice hockey rink and looking around will generate the 

question: What am I expected to do here? In a sporting activity, like organized spontaneous 

sport where people interact directly with each other, Fahlén (2011) argues that Luhman's idea 

of social interaction as constituted by expectation works adequately to understand the 

participants and their perceptions of a certain sporting activity. The explicit expectations of 

the participating young people, together with the more implicit expectations of the facility 

itself give an image of the combined expectations confronting a person present (Tangen, 

2004). 

 

The other part of the explanatory perspective is the person's embodied knowledge, which can 

be likened to cycling for example. As a young child, after a few scratches, bruises and some 

patches, we learn how to ride our bikes and never forget how do to it. We might not be able to 

describe how we do it, but we can ride it anyway. In fact, we are not able to describe much of 

our embodied knowledge because it is not quite clear to us. The part of embodied knowledge 

that we are aware of is the feelings that it produces in certain situations. Nevertheless, this is 

the embodied knowledge that also can be recognized as “practical sense” or “traces of 

interactions” to use examples from other theoretical schools (ibid, p. 18).  

 

In performing different movements which the environment ‘demands’, the body 

both experiences and learns the movements in a silent way, storing […] embodied 

knowledge (ibid, p. 18).  

 

When young persons participates in an organized spontaneous sport activity, their 

performance will be assessed against the expectations of the setting, in this case the sports hall 
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and the other participating young people, and evaluated on how well they match. If they are 

able to meet the expectations, they will start developing an identity related to the 

achievement. For instance, there is a basketball activity in the program on a Friday evening: 

When the activity leaders hand out the balls and lower the hoops, the participants start 

reflecting on how good they actually are at playing basketball. They think about previous 

occasions when they played and the result of it. Now their embodied knowledge, 

inadvertently of course, steps in and decides whether they see the balls as easy to handle, the 

net as possible to hit, and the running as something they can do, or the opposite, they have no 

knowledge embodied at all to refer to and they feel that the expectations are overpowering. 

The sum of this function is the experience and the experience affects the possibility of their 

returning to participate in the activity again. When expressed these experiences are named 

feelings. Asking people, especially young people, why they are physically active the answer is 

often, “It feels good!”, “It is fun” and so on. These answers are, accordingly, directly 

connected to embodied knowledge, because the feelings are the conscious part of the 

experience (Tangen, 2004).       

 

The factor that connects the expectations to the individual's knowledge is movements (ibid). 

Movements are the executor that produces feelings out of a sporting activity and makes the 

individual's examination come to a head. 

 
It is movements that make the structural coupling between the individual and the sport system 

possible. It is movements that trigger sensory activity that the consciousness in turn experiences as 

feelings. And it is the movements that irritate or stimulate our mind and our body to respond, so 

that we may develop an identity as a gymnast and get the body according to that socially produced 

expectation (ibid, p. 21).  

 

Movements connect the expectations to our knowledge in a certain activity and produces 

feelings depending on the progress of the activity. In most sport activities, the movements are 

predefined by the sport system and a part of the expectations present. When doing karate, the 

movements are specialized in detail, just as they are in most sports (ibid).  

 

As the children and adolescents in the organized spontaneous sport activities themselves 

contribute to the creation of the expectations at the same time as they encounter these 

expectations with different embodied knowledge, they will experience the activities in various 



32 
 

ways. When not specializing in one sport, but many, the expectations may not be as high as in 

conventional sport because of the fact that everybody is more or less a beginner. At the same 

time, with the help each other in terms of encouragement and positive feedback, they could 

store physical knowledge, embedded in good feelings and develop identities as physically 

actives (Tangen, 2004).  

 

 

6.3. Summary - a theoretical frame 

 

Two different theories are used in this study to identify how young people experience 

organized spontaneous sport activities and its inherent logic. Both Tangen and 

Bronfenbrenner use interactionist concepts such as expectations, roles and significant others 

as the smallest components in their constructions of theory. While developmental ecology 

further focuses on proximal processes for development, Tangen proceeds with embodiment, 

which is also a biological explanation of human behavior. In the same manner, they both 

acknowledge, at the micro-level, the impact of the physical environment on the people it 

surrounds. Interaction is not merely social but also occurs between humans and the physical 

environment.   

 

Developmental ecology is primarily used to understand the young people's experiences from a 

holistic perspective. While it may lack theoretical detail, Tangen's concepts are used to 

deepen the understanding of how some parts of the experiences of sport activities are created. 

Together they build a theoretical framework which will be used as an analytical tool and help 

to explain the details and place them in context.     
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7. STUDY DESIGN 
 

7.1. Research strategy – A case study 
 

The research strategy chosen for this study is the case study, which can be described as an 

overall methodological strategy for approaching a research object (Yin, 2003). Case study is a 

common strategy in sport science (Thomas, Nelson & Silverman, 2005) and has its primary 

strength in approaching a contemporary, delimited phenomenon, of which the researcher has 

limited control over (Yin, 2003).  

 

The case study design has been chosen because it meets the methodological requirements of 

exploring young people's experiences of a certain delimited sport context, here and now.  In 

addition, the method allows the researcher to examine a specific phenomenon and its diverse 

characteristics deeply by solely focusing on that phenomenon. Moreover, in this particular 

case, the strength of a comprehensive concept for linking the research problem via theory to 

results will be utilized as important benefits of the strategy (Silverman, 2010; Yin, 2003).  

 

Regarding research on experiences of sport participation, case studies have been designated as 

a favorable strategy because of the variety of sport contexts and organizational forms and the 

fact that experiences differ according to the meaning and logic of the actual context (Coakley, 

2009; Skille, 2007). Case studies as analytical samplings may then help gain a more general 

understanding about the experiences of participating in various sport contexts.  

 

Methodological triangulation is, however, recommended for case studies (Yin, 2003) to 

gather different kinds of evidence about the phenomenon in order to strengthen the validity of 

the study. This has been made through both observations and field notes which, however, will 

not be presented in this essay.  

 

The identified limitations of case studies primary deal with concerns of how to approach the 

subject, gather the most valid data and the kind of results requested (Yin, 2003). For instance, 

a case study does not try to find explanations in terms of cause-effect or describe general 

applicable laws. 
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Other possible strategies for studying young people's experiences of organized spontaneous 

sports could have been ethnography or Grounded Theory although ethnography focus more 

on behavior than experience (Coakley, 2009), and Grounded Theory, in turn, is not consistent 

with the theoretical assumption of this study. Grounded Theory is based on the idea of 

“catching the world as it is” and does not use initial theory (Hallberg 2006).     

7.2. Method for gathering data  

The choice of method is basically an epistemological question concerning possibilities of 

knowledge and is derived from determinations at epistemological level (Åsberg, 2000).  In 

this study, with an interactionist approach and where a case study design has been chosen, 

possible methods are somewhat limited but still a few. At the epistemological level, the 

question of what and how one can know something determines in what direction the gathering 

of knowledge is heading.  

This study is based on a belief in people's subjective experiences and a social construction of 

reality, which leads to a method where people can express their feelings and emotions 

connected to certain situations. This can be done in several ways, for example by asking 

people questions in a survey or interviewing them (Silverman, 2010). In this study, where the 

interest is in young people’s experiences of a certain sporting activity, interviews have been 

chosen as a method for gathering data for three reasons. First, the opportunity to sit down with 

the children in a face-to-face situation created better chances for rich stories about feelings 

and experiences. Questions can be asked in different, modified ways to get the respondent to 

really understand what to respond to (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). Second, the interview 

situation gives the chance to ask follow-up question and thereby grasp really interesting and 

unexpected directions. As the research process is currently under way, there may be many 

unforeseen paths that the researcher did not account for which may be worth following up 

(Charmaz, 2006). Third, as much as words can say, there is also another dimension of 

communication, namely body language and the interaction that does not necessarily need to 

be verbal. Facial expressions, silences or smiles are also important sources of information 

when trying to find out what children feel and think about different things (Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2009; Silverman, 2010) and this knowledge has been utilized to interpret the 

young people's narratives. 
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7.2.1. Interview guide 

The interviews were semi-structured (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009) with an interview guide 

function on themes to be covered in the interview. However, open-ended questions where 

used primarily to gain rich answers from the respondents and basically the respondent’s 

answers were more important than following the interview guide rigorously. The interview 

guide was structured in three sections where the first one contained some background 

questions intended to “introduce” the respondent to the interview situation and make her/him 

feel calm and safe (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009; McCarthy & Jones, 2007). The second part 

consisted of questions about the respondent’s overall thoughts and opinions of themselves in 

sport and physical activities. These questions aimed to examine how the respondent valuated 

sport and physical activity in life. The last section of the interview focused on the actual 

participation in the organized spontaneous sport activities and the experiences of that. Here, 

connections were made to earlier comments and feelings about being physically active in 

different ways. Attempts were also made to examine the respondent’s perception of the logic 

and atmosphere of the activities. 

Overall, questions were formulated with regard to the theoretical perspectives used. For 

instance, according to Tangen's theory of embedded expectations and embodied knowledge, 

questions were designed to cover the relevant aspects of expectations, self-confidence and 

related feelings. In terms of how to formulate questions, the interview guide was also inspired 

by the interview guide used by Augustsson (2007) in his study of parental pressure in youth 

sport and the interview guide used by McCarthy and Jones (2007) in their study of enjoyment 

in youth sport. 

 

 

7.3. The sample  

 
The population of this study consisted of the participants in organized spontaneous sport in 

Kronoparken, Karlstad. The sampling procedure was conducted strategically based on the 

criteria that participants were aged 12 to 17 and a frequent participant of the organized 

spontaneous sport activities. Following Becker (2008), a variety of participant characteristics 

was desirable in an effort to cover different aspects of the phenomena, which resulted in a 

sample group of six respondents, with an equal number of girls and boys and aged 12 to 15 
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(average 13.0). The respondents represented five different cultural backgrounds, some were 

athletically active and others were not. The sampling procedure was continuous, which means 

that the respondents were not all selected initially but instead a continuous process of 

sampling, gathering data, and analysis took place. In this way, the sample was guided by the 

analysis of the data and even though six informants may be seen as a rather limited sample, 

the assessment is that the informants have provided information that makes them an adequate 

sample of the population (Silverman, 2010).    

 

All of the interviewed young people lived in the neighborhood near the actual sport hall and 

had for some time often participated in the activities. Half of them were, at the time of the 

interviews, members of a voluntary sports club but the other half had also previously been a 

member. The most common sports among the sample group was basketball (girls and boys), 

football (boys) and dance (girls). The sample covered both persons who may be considered 

physically active in their leisure time as well as those that were not.  

 

Concerning sampling bias, it can be stated that no respondent was older than 15 years old, 

which implies that the study’s result will be based on young adolescents only rather than the 

whole range of adolescence.  

 

 

7.4. The interviews 
 

As the process of gathering data can be described as oscillating over sampling, interviews and 

analysis back and forth, depending on the material, the interviews were conducted during a 

couple of weeks in April and May 2013. As the adolescents had consented to being 

interviewed they received a covering letter (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009) to get permission 

from guardians (those under age 15) and time and place were decided for the interview. All 

interviews but one took place at the sports hall, following any of the activities, where it was 

possible to arrange a private spot in the big entrance where the interview could be carried out 

without major disruptions and still the respondent would not feel isolated and alone. One 

interview was made in the respondent’s school environment after she quit school for the day. 

Also this setting was satisfying in terms of privacy and transparency. 



37 
 

The interviews lasted between 25 and 45 minutes and were tape-recorded. Before each 

interview, the respondents were asked if they would mind being recorded although they knew 

it was confidential. The tape recording, instead of notes, increased the possibility to focus 

solely on the interview (ibid) and the respondents seemed to forget about it further on 

anyway. The recordings were transcribed with the ambition to do it literally. 

 

 

7.5. The role as researcher – about quality of the study 
 

Case study research is encumbered with some criticism that can be linked to the basic 

methodological concepts of validity and reliability. The two most common weaknesses that 

have been pointed out are (a) the unreliability that comes with measuring with subjective 

tools, and (b) the inability to generalize the results and conclusions to other cases (Merriam, 

1988).  

 

Yin (2003) has identified four tests to assess quality in case studies: construct validity, 

internal validity, external validity, and reliability. These are all tests that function as tools for 

the researcher to avoid the criticism described above. First, concerning construct and internal 

validity there is no reason to disbelief the respondent’s assertions about their experiences. In 

addition, the assessment is that the interviews conducted were rich of content and indeed 

fruitful for the study’s intention. The gathered data gave good, qualitative information linked 

to the research questions. Second, in regard to the problem with the researcher’s subjective 

position, construct validity, internal validity, and reliability are really about transparency. 

Through a detailed description of the various steps in the research process and, for instance, a 

delineation of the environment during the interviews, the process of this study is open to 

scrutiny. Transcriptions of the interview data are also a part of this process of transparency 

that may show chains of evidence (Yin, 2003).  

 

In this study, however, the researcher’s experience and interpretation is seen as a benefit in 

terms of validity because of the possibility to orientate in the field and knowing what to look 

for (Becker, 2008, Silverman, 2010). But it is nonetheless important to overcome the bias of 

too much subjective interpreting and arbitrary conclusions. By relying on the study’s 



38 
 

theoretical framework in the analysis, the gathered data will be seen in the light of established 

propositions (Yin, 2003).  

 

The reliability of the study is partly about how the informants will be given the chance to 

answer the questions with honesty and thoughtfulness (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). This 

chance was given by setting up an appropriate location for the interviews to be conducted, 

ensuring that the adolescents would feel safe and calm in such an environment.    

 

About the problem of generalization in case studies, any of the terms extrapolation 

(Silverman, 2010), or analytical generalization (Yin, 2003) may be more adequate to describe 

how results may be used in other contexts since the aim of case studies is not to generalize 

over populations but over similar phenomena. By increasing the understanding of a 

phenomenon in a particular case, it is possible to make assumptions of related themes in other 

contexts as well. In this case, since the aim is to understand how adolescents may experience 

a certain sport context it may be possible to contribute to the knowledge of adolescent 

experience of other, similar sport contexts too. 

 

 

7.6. Analysis 
 

The analysis of the collected data was conducted as a continuous process, which started 

during the interviews. Field notes were used to store observations made in the field and during 

the interviews with accounts of further usefulness in the work of analyzing (Silverman, 2010). 

The transcribed texts were, at first, read separately to get a overriding sense of each 

respondent’s situation. Further on, the transcriptions were read together and similarities and 

deviances were compared. The analysis focused on what the respondents said as well as how 

the narratives were constructed and given meaning. Thus, it is not a question of seeking 

“objective facts” but instead trying to catch their subjective perceptions (Silverman, 2001, p. 

96). In this social constructionist way of approaching data, account was taken of how the 

respondent constructed stories and experiences and gave meaning to them at the moment of 

the interview itself. Moreover, every respondent’s narrative was analyzed within its actual 

context. Young people are involved in several micro- and mesosystems (Bronfenbrenner, 
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1979, Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006) and therefore live in different contexts, which affect 

their experiences in this particular setting studied here.  

 

Further, attempts were made to treat reports as findings rather than valuate them according to 

own preconceptions about how things should be (Becker, 2008). When analyzing data in a 

familiar field, one the greatest dangers is having an excessively strong view of how things are 

constituted and therefore run the risk of being  “blind” to unexpected findings (Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2009).   

 

In the work of analyzing data thematically, QSR NVivo 10 was used to code and categorize 

findings into certain themes. Themes were defined through comparing interviews and identify 

similarities, first into nodes, and then into themes by the merging of similar nodes. For 

instance, as several informants talked about various sports activities they participated in, the 

theme "Doing sport in different forms" was created to gather the information about how the 

young people are moving from different sporting settings. In a similar manner, statements on 

how organized sports activities function as a meeting place for young people in the 

neighborhood were frequent in the interviews and thus created its own theme.    

 

This process may be called mainly ideographic inasmuch as no themes were predetermined 

but rather emerged from data (Silverman, 2010; Åsberg, 2000). Theory was, however, 

considered during the analysis, functioning as a theoretical base on which the analysis, 

together with the study’s initial research questions rested.  

 

 

7.7. Ethical reflections  

 
Conducting an interview study involves several ethical decisions. In this case, an overall 

attitude of respect for the involved young people has been prevalent throughout the whole 

research process. Participation in the study must first, of course, be characterized by 

voluntariness but it should also be as useful to the particular participant as it is to the 

researcher (Swedish Research Council, 2005). In this case, the long-term purpose is to 

contribute to a better supply of sport activities for the young people in their leisure time. It is, 

however, also conceivable that the participants, to some extent at least, enjoyed being listened 
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to by an adult who were interested in their viewpoints, and that fact should also be included in 

the valuation of use and effort. 

 

The participants were initially informed about the purpose of the study at the first inquiry and 

was later also assigned a cover letter with the same information that they and their guardians 

could read. On the interview occasion the respondent was again informed about the purpose, 

voluntariness and that the answers would be treated confidentially. In this way, the condition 

of informed consent was fulfilled by consent from both guardian and participant (Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2009).  

 

Finally, the researcher’s role and his moral standpoints is an essential factor for doing 

ethically justified research (ibid). When approaching the field and meeting all the young 

people I constantly tried to reflect upon the role as researcher as well as a human being and 

what effects my behavior may have. The utilization of power relations may be easier than one 

can believe and is most certainly an example of unethical research. 
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8. RESULTS   

 
The results from the interviews will be presented thematically under the six main themes that 

emerged from the data material. The first two themes “Doing Sport in Different Forms” and 

“A Meeting Point” can be seen as external themes that basically deal with the young people’s 

experiences of organized spontaneous sport as one setting in their lives among other and are 

related to the first research issue of the study. The following four concern experiences related 

to the characteristics of organized spontaneous sport and may be called internal and are, in 

turn, related to the latter research concerns. The internal themes are “Playing is Fun – 

Sporting is Serious”, “Facility and flexible hours”, “Expectations and Competence” and 

“Organizing the Activities: Leadership and Participant Influence”.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1. Connection between research issues and themes in result. 
 

 

In the presentation of the results citations will be used to illustrate aspects on the collected 

data. To protect the interviewee’s identities no names will be given.  

 

 

 

 

How do young people 
experience their participation in 
organized spontaneous sport? 

 

 
How is the logic of organized 

spontaneous sport experienced? 
 

What meaning do the young 
people ascribe to organized 

spontaneous sport? 
 

 
Doing sport in 
different forms 

 
A meeting 

point 

 
Playing is fun – 

sporting is 
serious 

 
Facility and 

flexible hours 

 
Expectations 

and competence 

Organizing the 
activities: 

leadership and 
participant 
influence 



42 
 

8.1. Doing sport in different forms 
 

During the interviews the informants often spoke about other sports settings they participated 

in, both in school and leisure time. Their experiences of organized spontaneous sport activities 

are not isolated from experiences of other sport activities, but rather connected in several 

ways.  The area in which the interviewee are moving  includes school, youth centre, activity 

spaces, sports halls, and local stores, and they move between various places and activities, and 

these affect each other. As it is often the same groupings of young people in these various 

settings they interact with each other in different kinds of social forms.  

 
(Interviewer) - Besides American Football, what are you doing when you’re not in school? 

 
(Boy, 13) - That, and basketball. In my free time I like just to play football. I also hang around 

here sometimes. 
 

Besides the mandatory physical education lessons in school, especially the boys interviewed 

talked about self-organized sporting activities in the school breaks, after school, as well as on 

holidays. These activities seemed almost always to be related to football in some way, either 

keeping the ball in the air together (school breaks), divided into teams (leisure time), or in 

other forms. The boys stated that they played football in some way every day. The girls, on 

the other hand, reported on a somewhat different activity pattern. Their way of doing self-

organized physical activities had more to do with walks around the area along with others. 

The girl’s sporting activities often consisted of participation in organized sport like basketball 

(one active, two former), football (two former), and dance (two active). Overall, the 

respondents reported on participation in sport activities in PE lessons, school breaks, leisure 

time in form of spontaneous sport, organized sport, and organized spontaneous sport. All of 

these activities took place in their local area, often with some persons who they recurrently 

met in the various settings.   

 

As the informants talk about their experiences of participating in organized spontaneous sport, 

they refer to aspects of the other sport settings in which they have participated. Values and 

norms are being transferred between the settings and affect how the activities are experienced.  

 

The basketball team is more serious. -  Girl, 12  
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At training sessions you kind of have to be there until it's over. Here [at drop in] you can 

be here for an hour and then leave.  - Girl, 15 

 

The quotations above show examples of how the participants of the organized spontaneous 

sport activities compare the various characteristics of the activities with each other. In the first 

quote, the girl is talking about how she sees organized sport as more like “real sport” than 

organized spontaneous sport. Her basic preferences are clearly for organized sport and thus 

the defining features of organized sport become the norm. Also characteristics of spontaneous 

sport as well as PE lessons seem to influence the young people's experiences of organized 

spontaneous sport activities. Several interviewees talk, for instance, about sports that they 

have learned at PE and wish to play in the organized spontaneous sport sessions.  
 

8.1.1. Summarizing analysis 

 
The important aspect of this part of the results is that the young people observe that the 

organized spontaneous sport sessions are not to be seen as something isolated and unique. 

They are influenced by other microsystems (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; 1999; Bronfenbrenner & 

Morris, 2006) and are often seen as one form of sport activity among others. Participating in 

the activities can be seen as a flow between microsystems where different activities are 

conducted quite unreflectively. Between these microsystems values, norms and attitudes in 

the mesosystem move and shape the characteristics of each microsystem. The young people 

define the organized spontaneous sport activity according to other microsystems that they find 

relevant. To further understand how organized spontaneous sport may be understood and 

experienced by the young people, it is most definitely true that two other kinds of sport 

settings appear as relevant, namely physical education and organized sport. In this study, also 

spontaneous sport seems relevant, at least for the boys. However, other types of sport forms 

influence every child’s view on sport and things learned about sport will be important to in 

other settings too (Bronfenbrenner 1999; 2006).  
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8.2. A meeting point 

 
Related to the theme above, the young people described the organized spontaneous sport 

activity as an important point to meet friends at outside school. As they move between various 

activities in the area, the organized spontaneous sport activities, with their level of 

organization, offered a place to meet and engage in organized activities together. Several 

respondents talked about how they appreciated performing leisure time activities together 

with young people outside the nearest circle of friends. For instance, the activity is a place for 

boys and girls in the neighborhood to do things together, which normally does not happen 

when the young people organize the activities themselves (Dovborn & Trondman, 2007). The 

boys organize their football games with only boys participating, while the girls interviewed 

prefer to walk with peers or family. Spontaneous sport activities seem to totally separate the 

young people depending on sex (see Fahlen, 2007). This is also partly true of the organized 

spontaneous sport setting where they, at least to a certain degree, tend to engage in different 

activities. The activities seem nevertheless to be an appreciated meeting point when it comes 

to interaction between the sexes. This is expressed by several of the respondents when they 

say that they think the activities should be varied so that more people will be attracted.  

 

 I think it could be football every other week and something else between. Then more 

people would come – Boy, 13 

 

Another aspect of the organized spontaneous sport activities as a meeting point, which the 

respondents paid attention to is that the setting replaces the social arena that a sports club 

offers otherwise. As the lack of sports clubs in the area is striking there seems to be a need of 

activities where young people can be physically active together with others. One boy, not 

active in a sports club, gave an example of this.  

 

It's fun for those not in a team. Like football or basketball, or basically any team. They 

can come here anyway - Boy, 13    

 

The respondent refers here to the non-competitive and performance criteria that apply to 

the activities. Officially, there is no requirement of skills in sport, which implies that 

everybody is welcome. This vouches for a more open place for meeting other young 

people regardless of whether they are good or not in sport. This may, however, be just 
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partly true as some of the respondents point out that there may be a group of young 

people around the area that may not feel very welcome because of the performance 

requirements that they think exists. It is hard, using this data, to further ascertain 

whether this is true or not but it may not be an unreasonable to assume that they may be 

right. The interviewees, however, who are frequent participants, clearly see the 

activities as a good place to meet with existing friends and also to meet new 

acquaintances that share the interest in sport. 

 

 

8.2.1. Summarizing analysis 

 
Previous research suggests that organized spontaneous sport, despite its purpose, tend to 

attract people with at least some previous experience from participation in sport 

(Fahlén, 2011) and this study shows nothing to refute that. This indicates that organized 

spontaneous sport may not be a meeting point for everybody but rather a meeting point 

for those who have what it takes to participate and manage to handle the expectations 

attached to the activities (Tangen, 2004). It is, however, a meeting point that is less 

demanding than organized sport, concerning material resources, time and performance, 

which allows more young people to engage in the same activity.  

 

Organized spontaneous sport also provides quite a unique opportunity for boys and girls 

to do leisure time sporting together, which is appreciated by the interviewed young 

people. Even though there are many gender-related obstacles involved, making the 

relationships problematic, some of the activity forms succeed in uniting boys and girls 

in the same activity. 

 

Although organized spontaneous sport may not be a meeting point for everybody, it is 

an important finding that the interviewed people value the meeting point so highly. Such 

attitudes indicate that the activities can be seen as a setting where positive processes are 

in progress, supporting the development of the young people (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 

1999).  
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8.3. Playing is fun – sporting is serious 

 
A clear tendency among the interviewed young people was the distinction they made between 

the characteristics of organized sport and organized spontaneous sport. In some way, every 

respondent actively separated how they perceived participation in the various organizational 

forms. First, we can say that they saw organized sport as the norm for doing sport in an 

organized way and even though several of the young people had limited experience of 

participating in organized sport, all of them felt they had quite a clear idea of how it worked. 

Organized sport was described as a familiar and engaging topic despite the fact that they were 

not particularly involved. What everyone seems to agree on is that organized sport is 

something serious that requires some kind of commitment and engagement, both in terms of 

the exercise as such and the time required.  For an adolescent it seems a big commitment to be 

involved in a voluntary sports club and they would have to make it fit into the rest of their 

lives.  

 

I thought about starting to play football again, but I'm not sure I will have time now that 

I'm starting secondary school next year. I'm not sure I will be able to play...I mean, they 

train like all the time. – Girl, 15 

 

Previous research (Trondman, 2005; Thedin-Jakobsson & Engström, 2008) have 

pointed to the increasing seriousness of organized sport in Sweden that the girl above 

talks about as problem for her to get involved in a sports club again. When the 

ambitions are raised, so are the demands, and the sporting activity becomes more time 

consuming. In turn, organized spontaneous sport does not demand continuous 

participation and several interviewees report that they appreciate the freedom of 

attending whenever they like. They also see some disadvantages with this discontinuous 

participation but those aspects will be presented further on.   

 

Organized sport was also described as serious in other respects, for instance, the 

performance of the particular activity was different from how they come to describe the 

corresponding performance in organized spontaneous sport. The expressions “playing 

for fun” and “serious sporting” were almost used as dichotomies: two incompatible 

ways of performing sport. The dialogue below highlights several of the interviewees’ 

attitudes to this: 
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(Interviewer) - What do you think is the main difference between the basketball team and doing Zumba 
at the "Drop-in"? 

 
(Girl, 12)  - The basketball team is more like…sporty. 
 
(Interviewer)  -  Okey, so basketball is sportier. And dancing is more like what? 
 
(Girl, 12) - I don’t know…fun. 
 

 

The girl makes a distinction between “sporty” and “fun”, which could, if we choose to 

see those two as opposites, indicates that she does not appreciate the characteristics that 

“sporty” stands for. In this case, enjoyment and sport characteristics are separated 

things. It is also possible that she means that Zumba is just fun, meaning that it is not 

serious like organized sport. The only purpose of doing Zumba is the fact that it is fun, 

while playing basketball in a team may be associated with more purposes such as 

development. In this sense, sporty may not be contrasted to fun but rather something 

that characterizes the activity. The fact that organized sport is described as serious and 

organized spontaneous sport is not is further shown in the citations below. 

	  
You know, it isn't serious here at "Drop-in". It's most for fun. – Boy, 13 

 

At basketball training [...], we are running, running "The Idiot" and on Mondays we are 
running over the whole sports hall – Girl, 13 

 

The basketball team is a little more serious though. Here it's only about having fun – Boy, 

12 

 

Club teams are kind of competitive. You know, we want to play for fun. – Boy, 12 
 

It is quite clear that organized spontaneous sport is described as more of fun than 

organized sport is. This does not mean that organized sport, in turn, is not fun but it is 

anyway described in other terms. In some cases organized sport is also described as fun, 

but maybe a somewhat different kind of fun. The organized spontaneous sport is closely 

related to spontaneous sport in many of the respondents’ phrasings about “playing for 

fun”. They think that organized spontaneous sport sometimes feels pretty similar to 

spontaneous sport. Maybe “fun” is used to refer to the purpose of the activity rather than 

the overall experience of it.  
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One of the informants talks about the level of freedom he is feeling while doing sport. 

He describes playing football with his friends–spontaneous sport–as if it is the ultimate 

freedom of doing whatever he wants. He and his friends set up the game in whatever 

way they like for the purpose of having as much fun as possible. The teams are to be 

even and the game must focus on doing tricks, dribbling and scoring beautiful goals. 

Official leaders and other organizational elements limit the freedom and thus the 

enjoyment. This freedom is also evident in several organized spontaneous sport 

activities, the boy says, for instance, different games like “The Flag”, or Dodgeboll 

contain an appreciated level of freedom to make decisions on your own during the 

game. This also applies to ball games as organized spontaneous sport, for example, 

basketball, football or handball.  

 

[...] playing football is just for fun. You don't have to do like anyone else does. If you pass 

him, he can dribble, pass it further. You can do as you please. There you got that 

freedom. – Boy, 12 

 

The boy is talking about playing football with his friends or as organized spontaneous 

sport. He is obviously enjoying the element of freedom to make his own decisions 

during the game.  

 

This raises the question of which of the factors reported by the interviewees are 

determining for whether the activity is serious, fun or both? Two factors appear as 

significant here. First, matches seem to be important when it comes to define an activity 

as serious.   

 

Really, "Drop-in" is more like… you don't take it that seriously. It’s more just for fun. 

Because if you play matches you will take it more seriously. You can win and so on. - 

Girl, 15 

 

Matches make the involvement in sport more serious because there is the chance of 

winning and also the risk of losing. Some of the informants say that even the basketball 

trainings can be quite unserious sometimes, but come game time, it is time to be serious.  
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The games are a bit more serious. You have to fight to win a game. It is not like you have 

won already, even if you playing against a weaker team. You have to fight – Boy, 12 

 

The matches are experienced as serious events and none of the interviewed young 

people mentioned anything like “playing for fun” when talking about playing matches 

with their teams.  

 

Second, the behavior of the leaders was described as a factor that determines the level of 

seriousness of the activity. The character of the responsible leaders seems reflected on 

the logic of the activity.  

 

(Interviewer)  - What about your basketball coach? 

(Girl, 13) - He is really good at basketball 

(Interviewer) - Is he nice too? 

(Girl, 13) -  He is tough.  

 

The girl highlights her coach’s sports related characteristics. The first thing she mentions is 

that he is a good basketball player himself and then she points out that he is tough. The coach 

may in all likelihood be seen as a role model, but it is based on "hard" values. By contrast, the 

activity leaders of organized spontaneous sport are described in entirely different terms.  

 

She is really funny. Kind. – Girl, 13 

 

Talking about one of the activity leaders of organized spontaneous sport, the girl 

chooses to emphasize characteristics that are not directly linked to sport but rather to 

positive personal traits. The difference between these two statements may indicate 

different relationships with leaders. That the basketball coach in the first instance is 

tough and good at playing basketball signifies his role as a developer to the girl. His role 

is to make her a better basketball player. The leader of organized spontaneous sport, on 

the other hand, has a role that is more related to personal well-being and enjoyment. 

Even though there are learning elements in this role too, these are not fundamental.   
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8.3.1. Movement is fun 

 

Related to the theme above, movement appears as a significant factor for the experience of 

participation in organized spontaneous sport. It seems that the bodily experience of movement 

in various ways had a great impact on whether the young people enjoyed the actual activity or 

not. Every informant indicated that they enjoyed movement and the element of physical 

activity. It was part of the fun when dancing Zumba, playing games, or doing sports in the 

“Drop-in” sessions.  

 

Dancing is fun. It's nice to, like, get going. – Girl, 13 

 

The very movement itself seems to create enjoyment and may be an important factor of a 

good experience. Movement and physical activity are of course a natural part of most sports 

but it is also true that many sport activities, trainings etcetera, can contain many static 

elements where tactic or other theoretical discussions are conducted. Simply being there, 

moving around and being physically active seemed to be very appreciated and highly valued 

by the interviewed young people.  

 

Some of the interviewees also noted the health aspect of physical activity in organized 

spontaneous sport. The fact that they wanted to be physically active was not unimportant.  

 

One of the best things is that you get to move [your body]. – Girl, 15 

 

Participating in the activities is simply a way of being physically active and thus gaining some 

health benefits. Because of a lack of other alternatives such as gyms, sports clubs and the like, 

the “Drop in” session was not negligible as a place for physical activity in a health 

perspective. Here, it is also to be mentioned that some of the informants indicated a desire for 

a more frequent activity to be able to exercise more often. One session of Zumba, for instance, 

was not considered enough to keep desired health benefits.   

 

8.3.2. Summarizing analysis 

 
The interviewed young people describe organized sport as a serious activity where they have 

to perform what the coach demands. Organized spontaneous sport, on the other hand, is 
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described as unserious and characterized by the main purpose of having fun. Why is that? 

Luhman (through Tangen, 2004) tells us that all interaction is governed by expectations and 

these will shape attitudes in certain situations. Taking a look at the organization of each 

sporting form reveals some indicators about what is expected when participating. Organized 

sport, with games, rankings, continuous training, and so on, is really about performance and 

developing the young people’s skills. Following Trondman's (2005) model of organized youth 

sport in Sweden, it is not surprising to see that the respondents experience organized sport as 

serious. Serious commitment is essential for improving performance. 

 

The organization of organized spontaneous sport, however, produces quite different 

expectations (Tangen, 2004). As one of the informants indicated, organized spontaneous sport 

resembles spontaneous sport and what is involved in the organization of spontaneous sport? It 

is having fun, action, freedom, and so on. In organized spontaneous sport there is no coach to 

follow up on skills development and there are no ranking tables indicate any improvement. In 

fact, there is nothing indicating future performance at all. These organizational factors 

constitute expectations of enjoyment in the moment.    

 
Organizational factors create expectations that will affect the meaning that the young people 

ascribe to their participation in a certain sport activity (Tangen, 2004). The logic of organized 

spontaneous sport seems, however, to be somewhat different from organized sport since the 

main purpose of the young people’s participation is enjoyment rather than development.   

 

 

8.4. Facilities and flexible hours 

 
This section will present the results concerning the frames consisting of facility factors and 

the particular element of drop in and drop out, thus, the fact that there is no fixed start and end 

points.  

 

All of the interviewed young people thought that the local sports hall was the best place for 

the organized spontaneous sport activities. The reasons for this were several and concerned 

factors such as distance, location as well as the properties of the facilities. Most of the 

interviewees indicated that the proximity of the facility was one of the most important factors 
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for participating in the activities. The fact that they all lived within a 5-minute walking 

distance from the sports hall rendered the distance a non-problem. The location was 

nonetheless important since some of them pointed out that many of the participating young 

people just "dropped in” to the activities while hanging around in the area. As the sports hall 

is close to the school, the youth centre, and the shopping area, many young people move 

around in the area and simply happen to pop in at times. The interviewees experienced these 

visits to the activities as good but also bad since some of the “visitors” could be perceived as 

somewhat intrusive at times. 

 

The form of the sports hall, larger than a usual sports gym hall, is appreciated by the 

respondents. None of them say anything negative about the facility, which reasonably 

indicates satisfaction with it. It also implies that they see it as a natural place for this kind of 

sporting activity, including dancing Zumba. Even though the hall is quite big and can 

accommodate spectators, which can be inadequate for dancing, most of the interviewees seem 

to experience the facility as very suitable. 

 

(Interviewer) - How is it that you prefer to be in here instead of a smaller, less transparent hall? 

(Girl, 13) -  It's like big. Kind of. 

 

Several of the interviewees speak about how it feels good to do activities in a sporty 

environment and that they appreciate the size of the hall. Spectators and visitors appear to be 

more exciting than unpleasant.    

 

The fact that the participants may come and go as they please is mostly described as positive 

by the informants. They refer to other things in life that they have to adjust to, like homework 

and hanging out with friends.  

 

It's better this way. To come and go as you please. – Girl, 13 

 

It is great. You can't be here all the time. Maybe mom calls me and tells me to come 

home. – Girl, 13 

 

This “come and go” element is quite a significant characteristic of organized 

spontaneous sport. The demands become lowered immediately and participant influence 
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increases. It is also experienced as a freedom to make own decisions about the level of 

ambition and engagement. Several respondents talk about how many participators leave 

when the current sport activity does not please them or becomes to exhausting.  

 

The opportunity to come and go as you wish is not, however, appreciated all the time by 

everyone. Sometimes it can be a bit messy when people come and go all the time, some 

informants says. It is harder to organize activities without knowing how many people 

are planning to participate and it can also be hard to maintain an activity when some 

participants suddenly just leave.  

 

It can get messy also, when people come and go. If you're not there until it’s over it gets 

messy. – Boy, 13  

 

The freedom of coming and going seems to cause too much disorganization at times. 

The exception to this are the Zumba sessions where the program goes on no matter how 

many participate. The Zumba activity is not directly dependent on a certain number of 

participants as, for instance, a basketball game is.  

 

 

8.4.1. Summarizing analysis 
 

Overlooking the time-consuming aspects, the opportunity to come and go as you please 

is a significant characteristic that contributes to the inner logic of organized spontaneous 

sport. It clearly lowers the expectations of commitment and performance which, in turn, 

is of importance to the participants’ attitudes towards the activities (Tangen, 2004).  

Moreover, much of the power to make decisions regarding the participants’ relations is 

transferred from the organizer to the participants (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; 1999, 

Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). As the interviewees indicate, there are both pros and 

cons of such an organization. They get the freedom of choice but it also gets harder to 

organize collective activities. According to the logic of organized spontaneous sport, the 

most significant aspect is perhaps that they may leave as soon as the activity is not 

enjoyable enough for some reason. This lowers the demands and increases the influence 

of the participants, which in the long run can reasonably have both negative and positive 
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effects. Although the young people get to take a greater responsibility, they also miss 

out on someone telling them to keep trying when they hit setbacks.  

 

 

8.5. Expectations and competence 

 
A recurrent theme in the interviewed young people’s stories is how they live and act in 

settings affected by expectations which they measure against their self-perceived competence. 

Participation in organized spontaneous sport may appear as one of these situations where this 

is most evident. How they experience expectations and their competence seems, however, to 

shift with the character of the activity.  

 

In the Zumba sessions, where performance is uniform in movement, the expectations seem to 

be quite satisfying inasmuch as they are expected to follow the instructor’s movements. None 

of the interviewed Zumba participants report on feelings of pressure or high expectations but 

instead they indicate they would like the program to develop new, more advanced dances. 

Combined with the fact that they think they are pretty good at dancing, this makes Zumba 

produce a satisfying experience.  

 

(Interviewer) - Why is Zumba so much fun? 

(Girl, 13) - I don’t know… It’s just fun. 

 

The respondents only refer to the Zumba sessions in positive and non-serious terms. The use 

of the word “fun” indicates a harmonious relationship between expectations and competence 

(Tangen, 2004).  

 

Regarding the ball game activities, the situation seems to be somewhat different. Here, all of 

the informants speak of expectations in some way and especially the girls reflect on their 

skills in relation to performing ball games. This concern affects both the experience of the 

activity and the willingness to participate. 

 

(Interviewer) -  Why don't you like the football activities? 

(Girl, 13) - Because I'm no good. I have to be good or I won’t participate. 
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The girl says that she does not enjoy the football activities because she thinks she does not 

have the skills needed. Not only has she figured out that some kind of skills are needed for her 

to participate but she has also concluded that she does not have those skills. Based on that 

self-reflection and interaction with the other participants she makes the decision not to 

participate in the football activities. Another of the interviewed girls also indicates that the 

boys often get mad if she makes a mistake during play. She thinks that this affects the girls’ 

willingness to play football. Also one of the interviewed boys reports that it is quite common 

to complain when someone is performing poorly even though he, on his part, thinks that it is 

nothing to be bothered about. It is only to be expected, he argues.  

 

The conditions are, however, different when it comes to basketball activities. The interviewed 

girls indicate that they enjoy playing basketball at “Drop in” and that this is true of many 

other girls too. This seems to be related to skills and experience: 

 

(Interviewer) - Why do you think all boys want football but girls do not? 

(Girl, 13) - Because they like it. 

(Interviewer) - What about the girls then? 

(Girl, 13) - Basketball! You know, they play basketball in a team. 

 

Being a member of a team sport significantly affects preferences regarding organized 

spontaneous sport activities. That the boys prefer football activities and that the girls are more 

into basketball are clearly linked to the fact that many of the boys play football in their spare 

time and many of the girls are involved in a basketball team. 

 

There is, however, another kind of activity that the informants seem to have a different 

attitude to in relation to expectations and skills, namely different types of games (not sports) 

with elements of physical activity. They report on games they have played such as, variants of 

“Dodgeball”, “Hide and Seek” and “The Flag”, which they like to play in gender mixed 

groups. These types of activities do not seem to be as loaded with expectations as traditional 

ball sports are and they also allow the participants to play together without being directly 

dependent on each other’s performance. A lower degree of expectation may be a condition for 

many boys and girls to join in activities equally. One of the interviewees puts it this way:  
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If you have new sports all the time, then everybody is a beginner and it will be easier – 

Girl, 15 

 

When participants have not got the chance to develop certain skills in a particular sport 

or activity it becomes easier for the larger group to do it together because noone really 

knows how to perform it flawlessly. The expectations on skills are still low which 

makes it easier to perform an activity together in mixed groups (Tangen, 2004).  

 

8.5.1. Summarizing analysis 

 
The expectations seem to vary in degree and form in the various activities performed. 

Zumba, with its combined individual and collective character has an acceptable level of 

expectations on performance for the interviewees along with different types of games. 

The boys' domain –football- is on the other hand encumbered with high expectations of 

skills which exclude most girls and certainly some boys also (Tangen, 2004; Fahlén, 

2011). Somewhere in between is basketball where the girls have more experience than 

the boys, which makes the activity more equal in relation to gender.  

 

According to Tangen (2004), the relation between self-reflection on expectations and 

embodied knowledge is decisive for whether the individual is going to participate in an 

activity or not. Above we have seen an example of how this self-reflection has led to 

non-participation in football for one of the girls. Her perception of what is expected of 

her overpowers her embodied knowledge. Clearly, there is a gap between some 

presumptive participants’ self-perceived embodied knowledge and the expectations of 

some of the organized spontaneous sport activities. This phenomenon has also been 

noticed by Fahlén (2011), who finds that organized spontaneous sport activities that are 

very similar to organized sport tend to exclude young people without previous sporting 

experience.   
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8.6. Organizing the activities: leadership and participant influence 

 
How do the interviewed young people feel about their chances to influence the form of the 

activities? During the interviews, a great many different thoughts on this were revealed but 

some emerged as more consistent than others. To start, the organizational form of the 

activities implies that the leaders decide what every session will contain and that the 

participants usually do not know in advance what the activity will be. This is true of all 

sessions except for the Zumba sessions, which are predetermined and continuously ongoing. 

There is, however, a discussion between the leaders and the participants that is supposed to 

underpin the decisions about choosing activities in the other sessions.  

 

The interviewed boys seem to feel a rather strong involvement in the decision making process 

while the girls, who mostly chose Zumba are more cautious. The boys have many ideas of 

activities and mention several different sports, games and activities that they would like to do 

in the sessions. The girls have some ideas but do not seem to have any great expectations of 

seeing them realized. Both the girls and the boys note the problem that those attending the 

sessions do not want to do the same thing and that it is not possible to reach a unanimous 

decision.  

 

(Interviewer) - What if the leaders won’t decide on the activities? 

(Girl, 13) - It wouldn’t be good! Like, I don't think there would be anything at all. No one would listen. 

 

Instead of a situation of total participant influence, the informants think the leaders are needed 

to decide on the activity. As the leaders themselves are not participants, they have no vested 

interest in the choice of activity. Instead, the leaders must have a wider perspective and ensure 

that there is a variation of activities.  

 

Really, most people want to play football but you can't play football all the time because 

then there will not be many. You have to vary - Girl, 15 

 

Most of the attending young people wish to play football, which implies that the differently-

inclined will stay at home. The solution is to vary the activities, thus increasing the probability 

that there is something for everyone to enjoy. However, the adequate question is: do really 

most people want to play football? A further examination of this reveals a gender aspect;  
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Now it is them (the leaders) who are in charge. Otherwise would the guys like decide. 

Because they want football and the girls don't. - Girl, 13 

 

Several of the informants describe situations that indicate a male dominance of the 

activities. The impression is that there are only boys present and that each one of them 

just wants to play football. The interviewed boys, however, indicate that they do not 

prefer football all the time but rather a variation of activities. Nonetheless, there seems 

to be an influential group of boys demanding football while other participants would 

rather play basketball or other games but do not make their voices heard. They, and 

especially the girls, are not willing to get involved in the process of deciding activities. 

Instead, they become passive and choose to not participate at all. None of the 

interviewed girls indicate that they are even slightly interested in participating in the 

activity that is the most unequal of all, football.  
 

8.6.1. Summarizing analysis 

 
The leaders seem to be the girls’ rescue and to speak for the girls in an environment 

where a group of boys would otherwise set the agenda. In situations like this, it is often 

boys’ interpretative prerogative that counts (Dovborn & Trondman, 2007). However, 

this does not seem to be only a gender related issue since the interviewed boys also say 

that they appreciate a variation of activities even though they think football is the 

activity they enjoy the most. The leaders then represent not just the girls but all the 

participants that for some reasons do not have the power to make their voices heard in 

the whole group. Results suggest that the reason for this could be that physical skills 

and sporting competence carry weight and influence, which has also been shown in 

previous research (Fahlen, 2011). 

 

All of the interviewees agree on that a scenario with no leaders and just open doors would not 

be enjoyable in any way. It would end up with a dominant group of boys claiming the whole 

sports hall for their own interest, just as spontaneous sport works (Dovborn & Trondman, 

2007). Instead, the informants prefer that the leaders make sure that a varying range of 
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activities are offered, but that they remain responsive to wishes and suggestions from the 

participants when planning the activities. 
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9. DISCUSSION 
 

Organized spontaneous sport is a new kind of sport activity on the Swedish sports scene 

which, through mixing elements from both organized and unorganized sport, tries to provide 

another logic of sporting activities than conventional sports do. Where organized sports today 

seems to increase in seriousness of purpose and requirements of commitment and 

performance, organized spontaneous sport wants to take another path and focuses on a logic 

where enjoyment and movement, here and now, are essential ingredients.      

  

The results indicate that the activities are successful in the sense that the participants report 

that they participate for other reasons than in organized sports. The young people experience 

organized spontaneous sport as fun and joyful, which is also the ambition they have for their 

participation. In this sense, organized spontaneous sport differs significantly from organized 

sport, which also is described as fun, but is different in meaning. In organized sports, the aim 

is not only enjoyment, but also development, performance and results (Trondman, 2005; 

Glaser & Hedenborg, 2013). Enjoyment is achieved through development, performance and 

results rather than taking first place. On the other hand, in organized spontaneous sport, just as 

in spontaneous sport, the sole purpose is to have fun and the young people participate mainly 

for this reason. This implies that organized spontaneous sport can contribute to a broader and 

more open sports movement.   

 

Although it was not the aim of this study to compare organized sports with organized 

spontaneous sports, it is almost impossible to avoid it as the whole initiative of organized 

spontaneous sport was meant to accomplish tasks that organized sports failed to do (SSC, 

n.d). The basic idea when the Swedish Sports Confederation took on the responsibility to 

offer sports for everyone was to adapt it to everyone's ambitions and wishes. This ambition 

further lead to the government initiatives "The Handshake" and later "The Sports Lift", which 

included organized spontaneous sport as a subproject. Organized spontaneous sport developed 

in the attempt to adapt organized sport to young people's preferences, and was assumed to be 

more loosely organized and more in line with spontaneous sport. In spontaneous sport, 

participants have full control and influence over the activities and this was also the case at the 

start of organized spontaneous sport. Such an approach did, however, proved only to attract a 

small group of young boys already active in sports, while girls and the actual target group, 
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non-active young people, were conspicuously absent (Fahlén, 2011). To understand this 

process, the purpose of the present study was to increase the understanding of the involved 

young people's experiences of the prevailing logic in the activities. Thus, a holistic approach 

was chosen to investigate what happens during the activities. What processes and interaction 

are hidden behind the statistics? To understand this phenomenon the theoretical frame of 

developmental ecology (Bronfenbrenner, 1973, 1995, 1999; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998, 

2006) was utilized together with a more narrow system theory developed by Tangen (2004).  

 

The problems addressed in the study were:  

 

• How do young people experience their participation in organized spontaneous sport? 
 

• What meaning do the young people ascribe to organized spontaneous sport? 

 

• How is the logic of organized spontaneous sport experienced? 

 

 

9.1. Methodological reflections 

 
This study only used interviews as a method for collecting data, which means that interesting 

aspects that could have been included through observations, for instance, have been lost 

(Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). The choice of method in this study had the consequence that 

what could be studied were the young people's constructions of their experiences of the 

activities and nothing else (Silverman, 2010). It was possible to ask questions about, for 

instance, how leadership is perceived but the behavior associated with leadership is left out. In 

a future study, a triangulation of methods may be fruitful to study experiences as it opens up 

opportunities to investigate how relations between leaders and participants are created during 

a continuous flow of expectations, both from a constructionist perspective and also an interest 

in observing practices and behavior. Observations could, for instance, make it possible to say 

something about what actions create power relations in the activities (Yin, 2003; Silverman, 

2010). 
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However, in relation to the aim of this study, the conclusion is that this has been fulfilled 

successfully through the chosen method of interviewing. During this work, focus has been on 

the young people's expressions and how they describe their experiences, not on "actual" 

behavior (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). In this regard, the study can be said to have fulfilled its 

purpose and may therefore be considered to have good validity. 

 

The common critique of case studies (especially those which generate qualitative data) that 

the results are too much influenced by subjective assessments may of course be launched 

against this study too (Becker, 2008; Silverman, 2010). This study has, however, been 

transparent throughout the whole research process, which makes for a higher degree of 

reliability. In addition, an approach constantly close to theory helps interpretations be in line 

with some established propositions (Yin, 2003). For instance, interpretations of the young 

people's descriptions of what they can and cannot do in sports rest on basic theoretical 

concepts such as Luhman's (referred to in Tangen, 2004) expectations and Mead's (1934) 

roles and significant others, and are put in context by the theoretical framework of 

developmental ecology (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1999; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1995, 2006).  

 

The relatively small sample of young people is also a factor that may affect the reliability in 

the study (Yin, 2003). A bigger sample would have given the opportunity to draw safer 

conclusions about how widespread the experiences are among the young people participating 

in the activities. The fact that a neat, strategic selection procedure was applied does, however, 

strengthen the reliability slightly (Becker, 2008) in spite of the stated limited sample.  

 

 

9.2. Discussion of main results  
 

The young people's experiences of organized spontaneous sport are influenced by references 

they have gathered from other sport activities and of course from other situations also. They 

do sports in different ways and in contexts with different values and shifting prevailing logic. 

These references move in the mesosystem and affect events at the micro level, for instance, 

how a certain sport activity should be performed (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1999; 

Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006).  
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The impression of the young people's stories in this study is that the image of how sport 

should be performed is mainly shaped in other arenas like in organized sport, physical 

education in school and the self-organized spontaneous sport activities. Media are probably 

also a major source of inspiration for the young people when they form their sports activities, 

which has also been shown by Jonasson (2009), who observed elements of the global 

phenomenon joga bonito in schoolyard football. Young people, adopting a style of play 

produced through commercials and media, function as a good example of how I think the 

young people in this study adopt values and norms from, for instance, PE teachers or the 

sports coaches they come into contact with.  

 

An interesting aspect is what impact the organized spontaneous sport activities may have on 

the young people's social developmental process (Broenfenbrenner, 1979, 1999). It may be 

argued that just as other sport settings can influence, so can organized spontaneous sports 

(Skille, 2007). In this case, however, the assessment is that the activities are not performed 

often enough and with sufficient continuity. According to Bronfenbrenner (1979, 1999; 

Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006) activities must continue regularly over a long period of time 

to be able to affect the young people's development in some way. The young people in this 

study engage a maximum of two hours a week, 30 weeks per year in this organized 

spontaneous sport activity and based on the interviews, other settings are deemed to influence 

significantly more. In the current limited format, the feature may instead be discerned in the 

potentials that organized spontaneous sports have to develop into a sport setting where 

traditional norms in sports are turned upside down. As there are no traditional patterns of 

behavior established specifically for organized spontaneous sport, the chance to build new 

norms and standards is better compared to organized sport, which is based on hundreds of 

years of development. It could, for instance, function as an arena where traditional gender 

norms in sports are questioned and tested through interventions. For this purpose, the 

activities would, as pointed out, benefit from being more frequent and for a longer time period 

than in the case studied here. In terms of this study, maybe we should talk about some specific 

positive educational outcomes in terms of Skille (2007) rather than a coherent human 

development. Skille claims that all social contexts facilitate education and based on how well 

they fit into young peoples’ lives, they will produce various educational outcomes. A 

precondition of educational outcomes through sport is that sport-specific values are consistent 

with what is seen as general values in society. Thus, working with gender roles in sport, for 
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instance, could be a subject that would generate some positive educational outcomes.     

  

 

Besides the above described aspect of the studied activities, it was also shown that the setting 

is highly valued as a meeting point in the local area. With a scant range of leisure activities, 

the need for a place to meet young people outside the immediate circle of friends was great, 

and clearly organized spontaneous sport with its organizational form was actually able to 

respond to this need. The format with flexible hours, no requirement of skills and no advance 

notice or fees are inclusive functions which, formally, enable a broad participation and create 

an open meeting point. In fact, it can also be viewed as a kind of unique meeting point in 

sports as it gives the opportunity to socialize in gender mixed groups and together engage in 

sport activities. Where organized sport, traditionally, usually divides by sex, organized 

spontaneous sport in this format has the chance to mix boys and girls and work with gender 

role expectations.  

 

It is obvious that, just like in most sports, expectations of gender roles are abundantly present 

in the organized spontaneous sport activities and that they are important in forming the joint 

activities. Like others have concluded earlier (Fahlen, 2011, Linde & Elvhage, 2012), there is 

a gender imbalance in the participation, meaning that boys dominate the physical and social 

space. Following Coakley's (2009) "Power and Performance Model", sport is, from the start, 

an activity for men and, in turn, women have to prove themselves worthy of participating. 

How they choose to do so may vary but it is fair to say that they do not have the same starting 

point as the boys. One way to gain entry may be to demonstrate sufficient skills. This is 

exactly what is evident in the basketball activities where the girls dominate but with the result 

that many boys totally ignore them and the activity. As many of the girls, unlike the boys, 

play basketball in a club, they have more skills than the boys and that fact threatens the boys' 

identity-building as strong males. The boys respond by, as mentioned, to "disliking" 

basketball and simply choosing not to participate in order to avert the girls’ challenge of their 

male identity construction. 

 

The football activities function in the same way as an arena where the boys, through setting a 

high standard, can prove themselves strong and competent in line with male expectations. To 

prove yourself a man, you have to accomplish something that someone who is not a man 

cannot do. The consequence of this is that the football activity excludes most girls as they are 
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not skilled enough. And even if a girl should have adequate skills, it is very likely that she is 

ostracized anyway through different common creative methods in spontaneous sport (see 

Dovborn & Trondman, 2006).  

 

That these types of sports activities are loaded with so much expectation linked to gender 

leads to problems in creating joint activities for boys and girls. The experiences of organized 

spontaneous sport have proven clearly to be determined by gender as the expectations are 

almost completely different. There are, however, some sport activities which have proven not 

be as loaded with expectations as the above mentioned and other similar ball games. Different 

types of games, or "new" sports less burdened with tradition seem to turn things around 

because no one really knows what to expect. The fact that these games are the only activities 

that both the girls and boys appreciate testifies to a different set of expectations, which allow 

them both sexes to take roles in the same activity. The activities are not loaded with the same 

amount of gender expectations or even expectations of certain skills. An unfounded reflection 

on this is that it may have to do with how children learn to exercise sports in PE lessons. 

Games are often conducted in mixed groups but when it comes to sports like football, 

basketball or floorball, boys and girls are often divided. Maybe even organized sports should 

take some blame for this as divided groups are the rule. 

 

The Zumba sessions are also clearly linked with certain expectations. These are more gender-

related than expectations of skills. This may say something about what kind of expressions 

that is embedded in different types of fitness dances. Even though it is a group activity, it is 

not a team activity and one participant's performance does not affect the others as in football, 

for instance.  

 

A reasonable conclusion may be that children learn gender roles and what is expected as a 

man or women in sports early and that the experiences of organized spontaneous sport is 

largely determined by this. An interesting aspect that will be discussed further on is what role 

leadership may have in counteracting this mentality. Formal leadership is what distinguishes 

the activities we study here from spontaneous sport and is of interest as an important 

component of organized spontaneous sport.  

 

Before this, it is appropriate to say something about how different levels of competence, in 

terms of expectations, affect the experience of the activities. It is interesting that it is not just 
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the actual level of competence, or embodied knowledge that affects the experience. As 

mentioned, the expectations are governed by gender and, in fact, this is also true of embodied 

knowledge. As Coakley (2009) argues, sports are not something isolated from society and 

gender relations in society take place in interaction with sports, which the example of girls 

minimizing their physical space and sexualizing their bodies instead of seeing it as a 

competent function for physical activity bears witness to. Embodied knowledge (Tangen 

2004), affected by gender expectations, is filtered through a self-reflection, not only on 

competence, but also about whether competence is seen as masculine or feminine. As girls 

learn that physical competence (embodied knowledge) is not a feminine characteristic, it does 

not become a natural way of behavior. The actual expression of embodied knowledge is 

governed by gender expectations and is therefore not possible to view as equal. The girls in 

this study devalue their own competence in, for instance, football before even trying it.  

 

An essential role in the whole creation of organized spontaneous sport is the leadership that 

separates the sport form from spontaneous sport. The leaders have the power to choose the 

activities, what roles the participants may take and also what relations they may build. All 

these factors that are of importance at the micro level (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1995) can be 

affected. The description above about the participant’s unequal gender conditions can thus be 

countered through active leadership intervening in situations that create unwanted behavior. 

This is supported by the interviewees’ unanimous statement that the leaders are necessary to 

ensure activities that more young people can participate in than what is the case in 

spontaneous sport. In spontaneous sport, participant influence is the foundation precisely 

because it is initiated by the participants themselves. In organized spontaneous sport it is 

necessary that participant influence can interact with formal leadership, otherwise it will end 

up in organized or unorganized sport. If this interaction is successful, this form of sport 

activities can contribute to positive experiences of sports. The connection between leadership 

and participant influence is urgent to study further to create an understanding of how 

organized spontaneous sport may develop in the future.  
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9.3. Concluding remarks 
 

In conclusion, organized spontaneous sport, as studied here, has shown to comprise some 

important characteristics that young people will most likely request in a future Swedish sports 

movement with an intensified focus on performance and development. If the future aim is also 

to reach physically inactive young people, recent research findings indicate that many of the 

essential factors that organized spontaneous sport involve may in fact prove successful in such 

efforts. More individual responsibility in combination with more influence over when 

activities are performed (to get more freedom) are essential factors for persuading physically 

inactive young people to be more active (Patriksson & Persson, 2013).  

 

Among older adolescents different types of partly organized sport activities gain in popularity 

in commercial gyms, running groups and, in fact, even in the sports movement today. The 

nationwide voluntary sports club "Friskis&Svettis" with physical activities completely 

without competitive elements has increased 30 per cent in membership over the last six years 

(www.friskissvettis.se) and the Special Sports Federation "Korpen", focussing on recreational 

sports, is growing fast in the 16-25 age group (SSC, 2006, 2012a). These are sport activities 

that, if they are not classified as organized spontaneous sport completely, they at least share 

many essential factors with it. Common denominators are the absence of requirements for 

continuity and levels of performance. It seems that when the competition logic of organized 

youth sports picks up in conventional youth sport in Sweden, the "Participant and Pleasure 

Model" (Coakley, 2009) of sport is removed into new areas and the members are not late to 

follow. 

 

The important thing to keep in mind is that (youth) sports aim to bring enjoyment and that joy 

is produced for individuals in different ways. The meaning ascribed to participation in sport 

may be based on a desire for development, a wish to meet new friends, or the willingness to 

have a great time with existing ones. Whatever the reason for participating in sports, the 

reason should be approved. In this sense, the results of this study may contribute to the image 

of how other meanings than those associated with the competitive logic (Trondman, 2005; 

Peterson, 2008) look like and how they can be implemented in sports activities.  
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This study has shown that participants in this particular form of organized spontaneous sport 

highly appreciate this form and that it fills a void in the range of sport activities today. The 

freedom of choosing when to participate, the chance to influence, the availability of an 

inclusive meeting point, and not the least, the possibility to be physically active without high 

standards of performance are all desired properties of youth sport according to the young 

people. Combined, these factors create the opportunity for young people to feel enjoyment 

through physical activity in the moment, which can be regarded as one of the main purposes 

of sport. Consequently, whether it involves traditional gym activities, typical ball games 

associated with the sports movement, or simply running in the woods, youth sport could 

benefit from allowing itself to be influenced by some characteristics of organized spontaneous 

sport.      
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