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Abstract 
 
Voluntary leadership is widespread in the Swedish sport movement. About 650,000 people (of 9 million 
inhabitants) are involved as voluntary leaders. Mostly the leaders are involved with children and youth. 
The leader is many times the grown-up person spending the most time with the children outside school and 
home. Despite of this fact football leadership does not require a formal training. Most of the learning is 
thus informal in the context of the local sport club. The competition is an influential part of the sport. 
Beside this the leader has a mission from society to foster the children in democratic and social issues. The 
results show that dealing with the tension between competition and social issues is a struggle for one´s 
identity as a leader. It is an act of balancing on a thin line. 
 
 
Purpose 
 
The purpose of this paper is to share some thoughts, problemize and discuss learning in 
informal settings among voluntary leaders in Swedish association football. The paper is based 
on a study of leaders for a team of ten-year-old girls in a football club in Sweden, who were 
followed for a season. The study will be presented as a doctoral thesis in the spring of 2007. 
The paper discusses one of the main results – the act of balancing on a thin line.  
 
 
The Swedish sport movement  
 
Competitive sport is a large movement in Sweden. Statistics from The Swedish Sports 
Confederation (RF) show that there are approximately 2,400,000 active members (of 9 million 
inhabitants) and of these members about 7 000 can be regarded as elite athletes (www.rf.se). 
That implies that 99% of the members belong to the people’s sport. The people’s sport 
contains the grown-up that has the ambition or the dream to belong to the elite or has already 
belonged to the elite, but most of all it contains grown-ups just sporting for their own pleasure. 
The largest group in the people’s sport is, however, the children and the youth. Almost 70% of 
the children between 7-14 years old are competing in a sports club (www.rf.se). The people’s 
sport also has almost 650,000 voluntary trainers, leaders and board members in 21 000 sport 
clubs. The voluntary leadership is worth approximately two billion US Dollars yearly if the 
leaders were salaried. Football is the largest sport in Sweden with about 680,000 players and 
almost every third sport activity in Sweden is football (www.svenskfotboll.se). There are many 
ways to measure the people’s sport movement in Sweden, but the bottom line is that it is a 
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large and important people’s movement in Sweden – both in numbers and in the 
consciousness and the everyday life of many Swedes. The Swedish Sports Confederation 
defines children’s sport as up to the age of twelve and sport for youth from 13-20 years of age. 
In the sport for children one of the most important guidelines is the one about competition – 
competition should not be considered more important than the enjoyment of playing. When 
competitions are carried through it should be adjusted to the children.  
 
 
The Swedish sport movement as an environment for fostering children 
 
Outside school and home the sports leader is many times the grown up who spends the most 
time with the children. The sport is in this context a very important arena for socialization and 
the leader becomes an important role model for the children (for example Patriksson 1979; 
Hassmén & Hinic 2001). What then characterizes the Swedish sport movement as a 
pedagogical and fostering context? The State has supported the voluntary organisations 
working with the children’s leisure time for a long time, from free churches to the sport 
movement. Redelius (2002) argues that the organisation of the sport for children and youth 
has fulfilled its special purposes during the building-up of modern Swedish society. By 
supporting the voluntary organisations the State has tried to have the children and youth under 
social control engaged in proper activities for the society. The organisation of the sport for 
children and youth is well fitted into the rational welfare society, where more and more of the 
upbringing is placed in institutions outside the home.   
 
The criticism of the Swedish sport movement as an upbringing setting is mainly about it risks 
turning the children into objects (for example Redelius 2002; Karp 2000; Gustavsson 1994). 
The physical activity itself is not instrumental; it is when the society and the competitive sport 
as a construction put in ideological aspects, upbringing ideals and competitive ideals that it 
becomes instrumental. One participates in sport not only for joy, but also to be shaped in a 
favourable way for the society. Peterson (2002) argues that the sport for children and youth has 
a double mission – democratic upbringing and competitive upbringing. There is thus a field of 
tension in the Swedish sport movement, concerning the sport as a phenomenon with its 
noticeable part of competition and the wish from society and the sport movement to appear as 
a democratic and upbringing folk movement. In this field of tension the voluntary leader has to 
carry through the daily activity dealing with these missions.  
 
 
Concepts of the study 
 
The study described in this paper was carried through as a case study, where I was following 
the leaders-of-ten year old girls playing football. The purpose of that study was to follow the 
process of the leadership and the process of learning in context, the informal setting for 
learning. How are the leaders constituting the leadership and how are the leaders constituted 
by the leadership? 
 
 
Phenomenology and methodological considerations 
 
The ontological and theoretical basis of the study is the phenomenology of the lifeworld. This 
leads to consequences for the methods used as well, which is well documented in the research 
literature (Merriam 1994; Yin 1994; Miles & Huberman 1994; Bengtsson 2005). Van Manen 
(1997) argues that there is a dialectic relationship between questions and the methods, because 
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the questions and methods are coloured by the interest and background of the researcher. The 
primary purpose in phenomenological research is to understand the meaning of the studied 
phenomenon, not to understand every specific perspective. By sharing the experiences and 
reflections of others we are able to gain a deeper understanding of a certain aspect of human 
life. The research always takes its departure in the lifeworld - that is the natural attitude in 
which we live our daily lives (Alerby 1998). This implies closeness to the phenomenon and the 
context and also closeness between gathering and analysis of the data, which often becomes a 
parallel process. Van Manen means: 
 

…since we know the world is profoundly to be in the world in a certain way, 
the act of researching-questioning-theorizing is the intentional act of attaching 
ourselves to the world, to become more fully part of it, or better, to become the 
world. (van Manen 1997) 

 
A phenomenological principle is to go back to the things themselves. Bengtsson (2005) argues 
that this principle is a head principle in the phenomenological research. There is no single 
thing or event that is isolated in itself, it refers to other things and events and they form 
contexts of actions and experiences linked together in the lifeworld. In the lifeworld therefore 
a meeting between subjects and institutional and historical contexts occurs, which is important 
to consider in the phenomenological research. To be able to study the lifeworld empirically it 
is important to delimit the research to a specific region. In this region we must take into 
consideration the complexity of the lifeworld and to understand it in its full expression we 
need a methodological creativity (Bengtsson ibid).  
 
From this point of departure the study can be described as a qualitative case study. Merriam 
(1998) argues that almost all research in the field of the society can be described as case studies, 
since the context and the frames are of great importance for the results. If a case study is 
supposed to be possible it must be a system containing for example a program, an event, an 
institution or a social group to examine. In this study the case is a football team. Merriam (ibid) 
differentiates qualitative case studies from quantitative ones by the research questions. The 
earlier answer questions like “how” and “why” while the latter answer questions like “what” 
and “how many”. Both the ontology and the research questions place this study in the 
qualitative sphere. Methods used in this study were close observations, interviews with leaders 
and children and leaders writing their own reflections on decided themes. 
 
 
Theoretical concepts 
 
In this section I will briefly describe the main theoretical concepts of the study. Most of the 
theoretical concepts have derived from and developed in an interaction between the empirical 
data and the theorists. 
 
Leadership. One basic assumption though is the one about the leadership. Mostly the leadership 
research has been focused on the leader’s personality and traits (Hughes, Ginnet & Curphy 
2002). Bolman & Deal (ibid) point out the importance of separating directorship due to 
position from practising leadership. Many theories on leadership miss the relational and 
contextual dimensions of the leadership. Recent research is though more and more focusing 
on the leadership as a process (Nahavandi 2006; Bolman & Deal 2003; Hughes, Ginnet & 
Curphy 2002). The process of the leadership is the field of interest in this study. It is a process 
between the leaders, the followers (the children playing football) and the situation (the 
organised football), were the parts all influence each other (Hughes, Ginnet & Curphy 2002).  
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Learning and identity.  In the thesis the concepts of learning and identity are closely interwoven 
and seen as a social process of making meaning, primly inspired by the situated learning 
(Wenger 1998) and phenomenology (for example Merleu-Ponty 1962; Schutz 1964; van 
Manen 1995).  There is also some inspiration from Giddens (1990, 1991), when it comes to 
the development of identity in the late modern society. Identity is not only about our self 
image or other people’s image of ourselves, it is our way of living our everyday life, it is the 
layers of experiences and interpretations that we have made by participating in social practices 
(Wenger 1998). Identity is however not a unambiguous concept and there is a antagonistic 
relationship between self identity and group identity (Simon 2004; Goffman 1963). There is in 
the group identity a role expectation that the individual has to deal with, which is a 
relationship full of tensions. Wenger (1998) and Giddens (1984) argue that there is a duality 
between the self identity and the social practices (or the social systems) – they are shaping and 
are shaped by each other. Giddens (1984) is talking about the duality of structure. There is an 
important bodily dimension to identity as well. The lived body is the centre of people’s 
experiences and is thereby important for the creation and maintaining of ones identity (for 
example Merleau-Ponty 1962; Kirk 1998; Schilling 2003). By embodying things they cease to 
be just things, they become a lengthening of one’s own body (Merleau-Ponty 1962). The 
more one learns to control a thing the more the thing becomes a part of one’s own body. 
Depending on which things that are embodied habitual fields of practice are created. Through 
the things the room is experienced in a certain way depending on the cultural and historical 
history of the things and one’s own historical relationship to these. The body and the things 
are interwoven in one’s own identity.       
 
 
Results  
 
Three main themes were found in the study – To constitute a context, The strength of competition 
and Beyond the conventions. It is important to notice that the themes are not completely 
independent of each other; they are more like interwoven aspects of the phenomenon.  
 
To constitute a context. The theme is characterised by the leaders striving for maintenance of the 
“everyday-thinking” that Schutz (1973) describes, in order to keep the togetherness intact and 
as smooth as possible. Events risking a fragmentation of the togetherness must be prevented. It 
points out the incorporation of football in everyday life. There is a sense of a well-known 
context in the practices and games, just like in everyday life. The football therefore through its 
institutionalized nature becomes a stabile spot in the lifeworld of the leaders and the children. 
It is the creation of routines and the practical conscious, one basic feature in the ontological 
security, that reveals itself in this theme.  
 
The strength of competition. This is a central theme for organised football – the essence of the 
game. The competition is strongly constitutive for the lived experience and for the social 
relations coming into existence. The game is built up around 17 rules, an international rule 
book deciding the format for the competition, the football field and the goals. From these rules 
practical and tactical dispositions that are considered to be functional for the context are 
formed. This also creates a specific language containing football terms that you have to learn to 
become a full member of the context. In this theme it is also revealed that the competition in 
the lived experience has different levels of significance. There is a tension building up from the 
individual practices (where every child has her own ball in the training sessions) to the match 
being played in a draw, and then the tension is declining when the result is settled. The tension 
thus is a dynamic force.  
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Beyond the conventions. This theme points out the tension between the consideration of the 
children as subjects and cultural objects – between the being and the doing. It also focuses on 
the leaders’ lived experiences of the leadership – beyond the conventions. Where, when and 
how is the space to consider the children as subjects? The leaders experience a sense of 
meaningfulness and a sense of importance, but they also experience a sense of insufficiency. 
The interpersonal is about what happens spontaneously when the conventions are put aside. In 
the interpersonal space it is not the motives or the future projected results that are in the front 
room – just here and now. It is moments of spontaneous joy, moments of comfort, and 
moments of a special bond with a child. Counted in hours and minutes this is not the most 
well visited space, but it moves on another level. The space beyond the conventions is 
bonding; it is a space of intrinsic value.  
 
 
Discussion 
 
This was a brief description of the results of the study. The discussion of the study is still in 
progress. I will, however, enlighten a question concerning the act of balancing on a thin line. 
As stated earlier the leaders’ have a great influence on the children in football and an important 
mission as fosterers. The leaders in this study emphasize the importance of the social values and 
tone down the value of competition in interviews. But when it comes to a match emphasize 
on competition is very noticeable. The question is what causes this difference. Here is one 
interpretation. If it is a difference between what is stated by the leaders’ in interviews and the 
act during a match it is an obvious risk that the leadership becomes like a “puppet-ship”, 
where others interests and values rule the leaders’ actions. The leaders have on one hand a 
great influence on the children but on the other hand the position as leaders has deep 
historically and socially constituted roots which limit the leaders’ space for action.  
 
This study focuses on the competitive sport for children, a context where the competition, 
according to the official documents, should play a limited role. Still the logic of competition is 
dominating in the study. The reason for this is not poor leadership by the leaders; it is rather 
the mission itself. Seemingly children’s football is stuck in this tradition of competition, in spite 
of the official documents from both the Swedish Sport Confederation and from the Football 
Confederation. A view of knowledge where the logic of competition dominates risks 
becoming instrumental and the children risk being considered as objects, where the main 
mission of the leader is to form these objects to functional units in competitive football. 
Perhaps the organisation of football as an unbroken line from the children to the international 
elite players and the voluntary leaders belonging to the same movement as those in power in 
UEFA and FIFA allows the technical and rational view of learning and knowledge to dominate 
the whole movement. David (2005) illustrates this problem, and means that sport for children 
is taking over the logic of competition from the competitive sports for adults. David (ibid) 
suggests that sport for children should be more closely linked to the human rights for children. 
This could be a way to cut off the “competitive line” from the sport for children to the 
grown-ups elite sport and to enter a new view of knowledge as the dominating one – a view 
of knowledge resting on humanistic values. One conclusion from this study then is that 
voluntary leadership in the children’s football is balancing on a thin line. On the on hand it is 
the strong logic of competition, especially when the game is unsettled, and on the other hand 
it is the humanity, with comfort, joy and play. There is also a significant pressure from the 
everyday life outside football. In this the leaders are struggling for their identity and struggling 
to create a meaningful and interesting context for the children, themselves and other interests 
(parents, the club, the community).  



AARE’s 36th Annual International Education Research Conference 
Adelaide Australia November 27 -30 2006 

 

 6

References 
 
Alerby, E. (1998) Att fånga en tanke. En fenomenologisk studie av barns och ungdomars tankar kring 
miljö. Luleå: Luleå tekniska universitet. 
 
Bengtsson, J. (2005/1999) En livsvärldsansats för pedagogisk forskning. I: Bengtsson, J. (red) 
Med livsvärlden som grund. Bidrag till utvecklandet av en livsvärldsfenomenologisk ansats i pedagogisk 
forskning. Lund: Studentlitteratur. 
 
Bolman, L, Deal, T. (2003) Reframing organizations: artistry, choice and leadership. 3rd edition.  
San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 
 
David, P. (2005) Human rights in youth sport. A critical review of children’s rights in competitive sport. 
London: Routledge. 
 
Giddens, A. (1984) The Constitution of Society. Outline of the Theory of Structuration.  
Cambridge: Polity Press. 
 
Giddens, A. (1990) The Consequences of Modernity.  
Stanford, California: Stanford University Press. 
 
Giddens, A. (1991) Modernity and Self-Identity. Self and Society in the Late Modern Age. 
Cambridge: Polity Press. 
 
Goffman, E. (1963) Stigma. Notes on the management of spoiled identity.  
New Jersey: Englewood Cliffs. 
 
Hughes, R., Ginnett, R. & Curphy, G. (2002) Leadership. Enhancing the lessons of experience. 
New York: McGraw-Hill Irwin.  
 
Karp, S. (2000) Barn, föräldrar och idrott. En intervjustudie om fostran inom fotboll och golf.  
Umeå: Pedagogiska institutionen, Umeå universitet. 
 
Kirk, D. (1998) The body schooling and culture. Geelong, Australia: Deakin University Press. 
 
Merriam, S.B. (1998) Qualitative research and case study applications in education.  
San Francisco: Jossey-Bass 
 
Merleau-Ponty, M. (1962) Phenomenology of perception. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul. 
 
Miles, M. B., Huberman, A. M. (1994) Qualitative data analysis. Second edition. London: Sage 
Publications. 
 
Nahavandi, A. (2006) The art and science of leadership. 4th edition.  
New Jersey: Pearson Prentice Hall. 
 
Patriksson, G. (1979) Socialisation och involvering i idrott.  
Göteborg: Acta Universitatis Gothoburgensis. 
 



AARE’s 36th Annual International Education Research Conference 
Adelaide Australia November 27 -30 2006 

 

 7

Peterson, T. (2002) En allt allvarligare lek. Om idrottsrörelsens partiella kommersialisering 
1967-2002. I: Ett idrottssekel. Riksidrottsförbundet 1903-2003. Red: Lindroth, J. och Norberg, 
J.R. Stockholm: Informationsförlaget. 
 
Redelius, K. (2002) Barnidrotten i ett samhällsperspektiv. I: Engström,  
L-M, Redelius, K. (red) Pedagogiska perspektiv på idrott. Stockholm: HLS Förlag. 
 
Shilling, C. (2003) The Body and Social Theory. Second edition. London: Sage publications. 
 
Schutz, A., Luckmann, T. (1973) The Structures of the Life-World. Evanston: Northwestern 
Unversity Press. 
 
Schütz, A. (1964) Collected papers II. Studies in social theory. The Hauge: Martinus Nijhoff. 
 
Simon, B. (2004) Identity in modern society. A social psychological perspective.  
Oxford: Blackwell Publishing. 
 
van Manen, M. (1995) On the Epistemology of Reflective Practice. Teachers and teaching. 
Theory and practice. Volume 1, nr 1, march 1995. Carfax. 
 
van Manen, M. (1997). Researching lived experience. Human science for an action sensitive pedagogy. 
London (Canada): The Althouse Press. 
 
Wenger, E. (1998) Communities of practice. Learning, meaning and identity.  
Cambridge: University Press. 
 
Yin, R. (1994) Case study research: Design and methods. Second Edition.  
Sage Publications: Thousand Oaks, California. 
 
 
 


