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If you knew when you began a book what you would say at the 
end, do you think that you would have the courage to write it? 
What is true for writing and for love relationships is true also for 
life. The game is worthwhile insofar as we don’t know where it 
will end. 

Michel Foucault 
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Abstract 
 

Background: The reasons why young people are increasingly suffering from 
mental health problems, and the opportunities to turn this development around 
are globally debated. Stressors such as education, relationships, future 
trajectories of housing and employment all constitute important factors affecting 
young people’s mental health, leading to stress and achievement pressure 
especially among girls and young women. The need to reduce individualization of 
young people’s health problems, and instead encourage spaces for collective 
support, action, and change has been called for in previous studies. Leisure 
participation has the potential to be such a collective space where young people 
together can respond to stressors experienced in their daily life. Apart from 
studies on individual behavior change, leisure participation has been an 
overlooked arena within public health and within research on young people’s 
mental health and stress in particular. The complexity of youth leisure, especially 
in relation to gender and spatiality, calls for further investigation, exploring the 
social places of leisure that young people create themselves. 

 
Aim: The aim of this thesis is to understand how places of youth leisure are 
perceived and collectively constructed as social factors of youth mental health, 
and to analyze the strategies developed within these places to handle and respond 
to the everyday stressors experienced by young people. 

 
Conceptual framework: The analysis builds on four conceptual sections: (i) 
The stress process model explores stressors as situated in a wider social context, 
where social factors shape both the stressors that affect mental health, the 
resources to handle those stressors as well as the mental health outcomes. (ii) The 
social practice theory highlights how social practices within places of leisure can 
be identified as resources in relation to responses to stressors. (iii) The third 
section of the framework takes on the relationship between stress, leisure, and 
post-feminist perspectives on gender and successful femininity. The final section 
(iv) outlines leisure as a spatial (re)construction; emphasizing rural space and 
place in relation to gender, stress, and precarity. 

 
Methods: This thesis builds on two sub-studies, generating three papers. Sub- 
study I is based on data from individual interviews with eight adult leaders from 
different leisure organizations (paper 1), and sub-study II (paper 2 and 3) is based 
on an ethnographic multiple-case study with 16 girls (age 14-21) from two leisure 
organizations. The setting for both sub-studies is rural northern Sweden. The 
material from the ethnographic study was collected through participatory 
observations and focus group discussions using photo elicitation. For the first and 
second paper, thematic analysis was used as an analytical strategy, while a 
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discursive psychology approach (interpretative repertoires) was used for the third 
and final paper. 

 
Results: The first part of the results concerns how girls and adult leaders 
perceived and experienced daily stressors within the context of youth leisure. 
Such stressors were represented by the high demands girls face in relation to 
achievement pressure and time management, school, gender norms and 
expectations, but also in relation to their leisure engagement. The second part 
explores how the girls and adult leaders developed and negotiated strategies to 
respond to stressors, within the context of leisure. Responses were constructed 
through daily social practices within the context of leisure e.g. through sharing 
experiences of stress with each other, based on a sense of belonging and trust. In 
the final part, rurality holds a central position in how place and space were 
discursively constructed by the participants, in relation to leisure, gender, and 
stressors. Here, one of the main results in the third part was the complexity of 
how the participants’ constructed leisure as a place of wellbeing. In order to build 
and maintain a space that enabled responses to stressors, the girls constantly 
needed to invest time, engagement, achievements, and emotions. In addition, 
places of leisure needed to be constructed in certain ways to be perceived as 
beneficial and ‘positive’, for example as a place marked by respectability and self- 
development. This illustrates the precarity of youth leisure where educational and 
labor-market opportunities have changed how young people now understand free 
time as something that should be ‘productive and meaningful’. The metaphor of 
‘carving out spaces’ speaks for the effort the girls had to make in order to create 
and sustain such places; not only in relation to a successful femininity, but also 
in relation to the rural community and the survival of rural places of leisure. 

 
Conclusions: This study contributes to a better understanding of youth leisure, 
and how to build sustainable and inclusive places of leisure from a gender and 
rural perspective. Places of leisure and civic engagement are perceived as 
important social factors of youth mental health, and needs to be taken into 
considerations when young people’s stress and mental health are discussed. 
Places of youth leisure are spaces where responses to everyday stressors can be 
collectively developed. At the same time, youth leisure is also precarious, 
demanding, and contributes to the  reproduction  of gendered discourses on 
respectability and responsibility, both in relation to a successful femininity, but 
also in making it work for the rural collective. 

 
Keywords 
Youth mental health, stressors, leisure participation, gender, femininities, 
rurality, precarity, space and place, visual methods, ethnography. 
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Sammanfattning på svenska 
 

Bakgrund: Orsakerna till att unga rapporterar allt sämre psykisk hälsa och vilka 
åtgärder som kan vända detta diskuteras på både global och nationell nivå. I 
Sverige visar undersökningar att fler unga rapporterar att de känner sig stressade, 
i synnerhet tjejer. Tjejer rapporterar också högre grad av ångest och fler 
psykosomatiska besvär relaterade till stress och prestationskrav än killar. 
Stressfaktorer relaterade till skola, framtida möjligheter på bostads – och 
arbetsmarknaden och sociala relationer utgör viktiga faktorer som påverkar 
ungdomars psykiska hälsa, vilka kan resultera i stress och prestationskrav. Jag 
ser ett behov av att minska den rådande individualiseringen av psykisk ohälsa 
bland unga, och istället främja miljöer och mötesplatser för kollektivt stöd och 
möjlighet till förändring. Ungdomars fritidsarenor kan vara en sådan kollektiv 
plats där unga tillsammans kan hantera de stressfaktorer som de upplever i sin 
vardag och utveckla kollektiva strategier för att möta dessa. Utöver studier om 
fritid kopplat till ungas beteendeförändringar på individnivå har ungdomars 
fritid varit en förbisedd arena inom folkhälsan och i relation till ungdomars 
psykiska hälsa och stress. 

 
Ungas fritid är en komplex arena som i större utsträckning behöver undersökas i 
relation till psykisk hälsa bland unga, särskilt i förhållande till genus och 
ungdomars egna platsskapande inom ramen för sin fritid. Syftet med studien är 
att fördjupa kunskapen om hur platser för ungas fritid kan utgöra en social faktor 
för ungdomars psykiska hälsa och vilka erfarenheter och strategier som 
ungdomar och vuxna ledare utvecklar inom fritidsverksamheter för att hantera 
och svara mot de dagliga stressfaktorer som unga människor upplever. 

 
Metod: Ungas och vuxna ledares tankar och erfarenheter om behov och 
strategier för att hantera stress i vardagen är viktiga kunskapskällor. 
Avhandlingen bygger på två delstudier. Delstudie I är baserad på material från 
åtta intervjuer med vuxna ledare inom fritidsverksamhet för ungdomar (artikel 
1). Delstudie II (artikel 2 och 3) bygger på en etnografisk fallstudie med 16 tjejer 
(ålder 14-21) från två idrottsföreningar i två olika landsbygdskommuner i norra 
Sverige. För denna delstudie samlade jag in material genom att göra deltagande 
observationer och fokusgrupper med hjälp av foto-elicitering. I den första och 
andra artikeln genomfördes analysen med hjälp av tematisk analys. Den tredje 
artikeln bygger på diskursanalys (discursive psychology) med särskilt fokus på 
olika tolkningsrepertoarer. 

 
Resultat: De vuxna ledarnas och tjejernas erfarenheter visar hur höga krav i 
förhållande till skolprestationer, tidsplanering och könade normer utgjorde 
stressfaktorer  som  påverkade  ungas  psykiska  hälsa,  men  även  krav  och 
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förväntningar kopplade till ungas fritidsengagemang. Den andra delen av studien 
visar hur tjejerna och ledarna utvecklade och förhandlade fram strategier för att 
kunna hantera de dagliga stressfaktorer som unga upplever. Dessa strategier 
skapades genom dagliga rutiner och sociala praktiker inom 
fritidsverksamheterna, till exempel genom att dela erfarenheter av stress och 
ansvar med varandra. Gemenskap och tillit var centralt i dessa processer. Denna 
gemenskap beskrevs dock också som sårbar eftersom den kunde vara kopplad till 
tjejernas prestationer på fritiden, exempelvis i form idrottsresultat. Den tredje 
delen av studien tar sin utgångspunkt i den diskursiva konstruktionen av plats 
och rum i rurala områden, särskilt i relation till fritid, kön, stress och psykisk 
hälsa. Ett av de viktigaste resultaten var komplexiteten i tjejernas platsskapande 
och konstruktioner av fritid som en plats för välbefinnande. Paradoxalt nog 
utgjorde tjejernas fritidsengagemang både en viktig social plats för att dela 
individuella erfarenheter av psykisk ohälsa och stress, men var samtidigt också 
en källa till ökad stress och prestationskrav. Platsskapandet krävde mycket av 
tjejerna i form av tid, resurser, prestationer, ansvar, engagemang och känslor, 
vilket också gjorde att de kände sig ännu mer stressade och pressade. För att deras 
fritid skulle upplevas som positiv behövde den även konstrueras utifrån diskurser 
om respektabilitet och personlig utveckling. Detta illustrerar hur det prekära i 
ungas utbildning- och arbetsmarknad också återfinns i hur unga förstår och 
upplever sin fritid. Fritiden är nu något som bör vara  produktivt och 
självutvecklande. Tjejerna var alltså konstant involverade i ett platsskapande, 
inte bara i relation till könade normer kring framgångsrik femininitet utan också 
i relation till ungdomars fritid på landsbygden och föreningslivets överlevnad. 

 
Slutsatser och implikationer: Denna studie bidrar till en bättre förståelse för 
ungdomars fritid och hur man bygger hållbara och inkluderande fritidsplatser ur 
ett genus- och landsbygdsperspektiv. Platser för fritid och delaktighet i 
civilsamhället uppfattas som viktiga sociala faktorer för ungdomars psykiska 
hälsa. Föreningar och andra platser för ungas fritid kan utgöra platser där 
kollektiva strategier för att hantera dagliga stressfaktorer kan utvecklas. 
Samtidigt är ungas fritid och föreningsengagemang krävande och bidrar till att 
reproducera könade normer kring respektabilitet och ansvarstagande. Fritid 
utgör en prekär arena där tjejer återigen ska ta ansvar, vara framgångsrika och 
duktiga, både i förhållande till en ambitiös femininitet men också i relation till 
landsbygden och i solidaritet med det rurala samhället och föreningslivet. 
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Arriving (prologue) 
 
 

“If you are losing your leisure, look out! — It may be you are losing your soul.” 
 

Virginia Woolf 
 
 
 

This thesis is about young people, and it is about leisure. As a young person, I 
never thought much about leisure. Not that it didn’t matter, quite the opposite. 
Rather, it was a natural part of life, a spatial and temporal privilege I rarely 
reflected upon. My social position allowed me to play basketball, be a passionate 
horse-girl, learning (quite unsuccessfully) how to play the piano and (even less 
successfully) how to be a ballet dancer. I got into scuba diving, acting, athletics, 
rifle competitions, and so on. Membership fees were paid and there was always 
someone’s parent to take us to never-ending practices and competitions, often 
suffering long and rather dull evenings in a sweaty sports hall or a freezing stable. 
As an older young person, I did, however, discover adults’ more skeptical 
approach to  teens’ leisure, at  least  when it  concerned  young people’s “self- 
organized” leisure, such as hanging out in playgrounds after dark or cruising 
around on mopeds (heaven forbid, in multiple numbers). Certain leisure 
activities were clearly perceived as doing only good for teens’ health and 
wellbeing, while others would certainly lead straight to delinquency. 

 
But leisure is much more complex than this, and my research sets out to 
disentangle the relationship between youth leisure, stress, and mental health. 
Why? Because in Sweden, an increasing number of young people report poor 
mental health and high levels of stress. The reasons behind this development and 
what should be done to turn it around are undoubtedly multifaceted. However, I 
argue that a step in the right direction must be to understand and explore all the 
different aspects and angles of contemporary life for young people, including 
leisure and young people’s participation in civil society. And it goes without 
saying that this knowledge is situated in young people and their own experiences, 
without implying that they bear the responsibility to resolve the situation. 

 
This thesis is also about youth in “multiple numbers”. It is an attempt to shift the 
attention away from individualistic explanations of stress and poor mental 
health, and instead focus on young people’s collective experiences and collective 
strategies in responding to stressors. Into this mix comes gender. We know that 
gender plays a role in young people’s mental health, with girls and young women 
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reporting poorer mental  health than boys and  young men. In addition, my 
background in gender studies locates gender as a focal point when trying to 
understand local and global health challenges. Finally, this thesis is also an 
attempt to contextualize youth leisure outside the metrocentric perspectives of 
most studies on this topic, by situating it in Norrland, a part of Sweden that is 
perceived and constructed as a rural and peripheral part of the country. 

 
As a PhD student, I ended up thinking a lot about leisure. I have discussed leisure, 
stress, mental health, and how they are related with the participants in this study. 
I have observed leisure in action by spending hours in freezing stables and sweaty 
sports halls. I have read theories about youth leisure, gender, and wellbeing, 
interrogating friends and colleagues about their own leisure experiences as teens, 
and now as parents, as they constantly negotiate leisure screen time with their 
children. What I learned was that leisure matters for young people’s mental 
health, but it holds a complex position in relation to daily stressors, with spatiality 
also playing an important role. In the coming pages, I set out to explain how and 
why this is the case. 



x  
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Introduction 
 

Youth leisure has been described as a central component of young people’s 
physical and mental health. It provides benefits through building and 
strengthening social networks and feelings of belonging, empowerment, and 
independence, alongside the benefits of doing physical exercise (The Swedish 
Agency for Youth and Civil Society, 2020). In addition, the role of youth leisure 
has been defined as a central part of young people’s influence and participation 
in a democratic society in a proposition put forward by the Swedish government 
(The Swedish Government, Ministry of Culture, 2021). 

 
Young people’s leisure has recently been debated in Swedish news media. On the 
one hand, coverage has emphasized the positive effects of participating in 
organized leisure on aspects such as young people’s school performance (Behtoui 
et al., 2020), but also on what has been described as an alarming decrease in 
organized leisure participation (especially within sports) amongst young adults 
and children (Forsberg, 2020). On the other hand, testimonies from young 
people who have witnessed abuse, bullying, high demands, extreme 
competitiveness, and harsh selection processes within child and youth sports, 
with stress, anxiety, depression, and self-harming as consequences, have exposed 
a darker and more problematic  side of organized leisure (Brenning, 2019a, 
2019b). 

 
In Sweden, around 60 percent of young people aged 16–25 hold a membership in 
some form of leisure or civic organization and, unlike in countries such as the 
USA and the UK, where sports and cultural activities are often provided within 
the school system, these are provided through voluntary civic organizations (The 
Swedish Agency for Youth and Civil Society, 2019; Hertting & Kostenius, 2016). 

 
However, organized (or structured) leisure covers only a part of the leisure 
activities in which young people engage. Hanging out with friends, using social 
media, and doing “non-organized” physical exercise (such as going to the gym or 
running) are the most common activities for young people aged 16–25 in Sweden, 
according to a recent report from The Swedish Agency for Youth and Civil Society 
(2020) on youth leisure and mental health. The same agency found that 
participating in organized leisure was a protective factor against stress among 
boys, but the same relation was not found among girls. This calls for further 
investigation of girls’ perceptions and experiences of (organized) leisure in 
relation to achievement pressure, stress, and mental health. 
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In line with these arguments, I see the need for a better and more nuanced 
understanding of how and in what ways leisure, stress, and mental health are 
related, and for more inclusive and sustainable leisure to be created, expanded, 
and sustained. This is especially true for girls in rural areas, where few studies on 
leisure have been conducted, and where youth leisure is often portrayed as non- 
existent (The Swedish Agency for Youth and Civil Society, 2019). Therefore, this 
thesis locates youth leisure as central in relation to stress, stressors, and mental 
health among young people. It is based on interviews and ethnographic studies 
with girls and adult leaders within different leisure organizations in northern 
Sweden, with the intention of capturing different perspectives on the processes 
that connect and shape the relationships between youth leisure, stress, and 
mental health. 

 

The social context of youth mental health 
Repeated rounds of the European study on Health Behavior in School-aged 
Children (The Swedish Public Health Agency, 2018a) have shown that the 
proportion of young people reporting poor mental wellbeing, lower life 
satisfaction, higher levels of stress, and multiple health complaints has increased. 
Possible explanations for why we see such a negative trend in young people’s 
mental health, both globally and locally, have been widely discussed. The use of 
different conceptualizations and measurements over time and between different 
countries has been claimed as a possible explanation for these trends, alongside 
an increased awareness of mental health problems and an accompanying increase 
in the medicalization of “normal” emotions and experiences (Bremberg & 
Dalman, 2015; Engström et  al., 2019; Wickström & Lindholm Kvist, 2020; 
Wilson, 2020). The Swedish Public Health Agency (2018b) suggests that the 
negative trend in Sweden might be due to increased socioeconomic inequalities, 
a weakened school system, and higher demands within an insecure labor market. 
Lately, the recent Covid-19 pandemic has also resulted in concerns that young 
people’s mental health will deteriorate even more due to economic stress, in 
similar ways as during the Swedish economic recession during the 1990s 
(Hagquist & Gustafsson, 2020). At the same time, it is also important to 
remember that a large majority of Swedish young people report high life 
satisfaction and rate their health as good or very good (The Swedish Public Health 
Agency, 2018b), despite gloomy reports and predictions. 

 
Although mental health problems are the result of a complex web of biological, 
psychological, and social factors, scholars tend to agree on the importance of 
looking beyond the level of the individual. Poor mental health and health 
complaints are not equally distributed among young people, but run along and 
across social factors such as gender and gender identity, class, sexuality, and 
disability (Bowleg, 2012; Hall et al., 2016; Landstedt & Coffey, 2017). It is neither 



3  

possible, nor the primary aim of this section, to provide a comprehensive review 
of research findings regarding causal relationships between contextual factors 
and youth mental health. However, drawing on the work by youth researchers, I 
find it important to emphasize social factors related to employment insecurity, 
the expansion of consumer culture, personal responsibility, and individualism 
when attempting to understand changes in young people’s health, especially 
regarding stress (Landstedt & Coffey, 2017; Woodman & Wyn, 2015). 

 
Stress and stress-related mental health complaints in Sweden are common 
among young people and have increased over the past few decades (Anniko et al., 
2019). Stressors, ranging from daily hassles through chronic strains to major life 
events, can have a substantial impact on both physical and mental health, through 
aspects such as depression, anxiety, anger, and somatic symptoms (Mcleod, 2012; 
Wheaton et al., 2013). Differential exposures and responses to these stressors are 
defined by various social factors of health, producing health inequalities 
influenced by structural positions such as racialization, class, and gender 
(Mcleod, 2012b; Thoits, 2010a). 

 
Numerous Swedish and international studies have reported that achievement 
pressure (e.g. related to school performance) affects young people’s stress levels, 
especially among girls (Persike & Seiffge-Krenke, 2012; West, 2017; Wilhsson et 
al., 2017). Girls face multiple stressors related to pressure on performance and 
educational success, as well as caring for and adapting to the needs of others 
(Anniko et al., 2019; Strömbäck et al., 2014). These demands need to be 
understood in relation to socio-structural constructions of gender, emphasizing 
individual responsibility for succeeding in terms of education, employment, and 
so on (Budgeon, 2011; Landstedt & Coffey, 2017; West, 2017). 

 
Both Swedish and international research has mainly focused on young people’s 
mental health in relation to school and family, leaving the context of youth leisure 
to be further explored. 

 

Leisure, stress, and youth mental health 
Studies on young people’s mental health suggest that leisure is an important way 
of coping with stress (Park & Kim, 2018) and stimulate positive youth 
development in terms of building cognitive, behavioral, and social relational skills 
with peers and adults (e.g. coaches, leaders) (Bruner et al., 2017; Ettekal & Agans, 
2020). Leisure has also been found to provide important sources of belonging, 
which has been described as positive for young people’s mental health and social 
development (Bruner et al., 2017; Landstedt et al., 2016). Some of the important 
components of belongingness are social relationships and networks, which are 
also of central significance for positive mental health and have been identified by 
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young people themselves as imperative in promoting emotional well-being (Hall 
et al., 2016). When young people are civically engaged in organizations related to, 
for example, sports and culture, they have access to important arenas of leisure 
where these relationships and social networks can grow (Cicognani et al., 2015). 
These relationships and networks not only involve peers, but also provide the 
potential to develop relationships with non-related adults, such as adults with 
leadership responsibilities within the organizations (Bowers et al., 2012; Nolas, 
2014). Young people who find adults other than their caregivers to guide them 
have better outcomes in terms of scholastic success, socio-emotional well-being, 
and connections to social capital (Griffiths & Armour, 2014; Sieving et al., 2017). 

 
However, inequalities based on dis/ability, gender identity and expression, 
experiences of racialization, sexuality, geographical location, and socio-economic 
background also come into play in terms of having access to safe and positive 
leisure activities (Ferris et al., 2013; Lindström & Öqvist, 2013). For example, 
gendered expectations and experiences of stress and wellbeing influence young 
people’s participation (or non-participation), with girls reporting having too little 
leisure, and boys too much (The Swedish Agency for Youth and Civil Society, 
2020). 

 
In rural contexts, youth leisure has mainly been discussed in relation to substance 
use (Pettigrew et al., 2012), equal access to sports and physical activity (Casey et 
al., 2016; Roult et al., 2014), positive youth development (Sharp et al., 2014), and 
spatiality (Haartsen & Strijker, 2010; Tonts & Atherley, 2010). Rural areas have 
been described and constructed as both beautiful and peaceful, yet 
simultaneously boring and isolated for young people (King & Church, 2013; Rye, 
2006). At the same time, young people might see ‘rural boredom’ as a challenge 
to overcome, and that creating a space for recreation, play, and social vitality in 
rural contexts relies on the agency and capacity of the individual (Leyshon, 2008; 
Powell et al., 2013). Previous research has showed how such creative practices 
deployed by young people are used as strategies to negotiate structural 
constraints and create spaces of their own (Massey, 1998; Woodman & Leccardi, 
2015). However, according to Woods (2005), leisure often needs to be 
constructed in certain ways (e.g. adult-supervised, organized, sports oriented) in 
order to be perceived as beneficial to the rural community. 

 
Although studies point to the importance of leisure as a basis for recovery, 
enjoyment, and something that also makes life less stressful for young people 
(Haraldsson et al., 2010; 2011), the relationship between young people’s mental 
health and  leisure does not  always have a positive character.  For example, 
research on educational stress and leisure is limited, but some studies suggest 
that participating in competitive and performance-focused activities (e.g. sports, 
music) can create negative experiences for young people in terms of increased 
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stress, achievement pressure, and anxiety (Fullagar & Brown, 2003; Merkel, 
2013; Wilson et al., 2010). In sum, this reveals the need for a more nuanced 
analysis of youth leisure as an arena for health promotion from the perspectives 
of young people, and the different processes that connect and shape the 
relationships between youth leisure, stress, and mental health in different ways. 

 
Since my study spans several research fields, I will now briefly introduce how and 
why I position my interdisciplinary research within these fields, and some of the 
key concepts I have found useful from each research field. 

 

Positioning the thesis 
 

… within public mental health 
Firstly, I wish to position myself and my research within public mental health, 
and more specifically, within the part of public mental health and social 
epidemiology that understands youth mental health as strongly affected by social 
and contextual factors at a personal, family, community, and national  level 
(Patton et al., 2016; Viner et al., 2012). Structural factors such as gender, social 
marginalization, access to education, poverty, and income inequality have been 
defined as some of the strongest determinants of youth mental health (Wilson, 
2020; Baum, 2016). Here I also see leisure as an important social factor 
influencing youth mental health, albeit this area has not been given much 
attention within the field of public mental health. 

 
Most studies on youth mental health have traditionally been conducted within 
the disciplines of psychology and psychiatry, centralizing a biomedical 
understanding of mental health problems among young people (Landstedt & 
Coffey, 2017). This thesis leans more towards a public mental health approach, 
where the relevance of the social determinants – or social factors as will be the 
most frequently used concept1 – of health are central. Social determinants of 
health have broadly been described by the WHO (2010) as the full set of 
conditions in which people live and work, and the circumstances that are shaped 
by families, communities, and the distribution of money, power, and resources at 
global, national, and local levels. According to Krieger (2001), the social 
determinants of health have been applied within public health and social 
epidemiology to highlight both the specific features of societal conditions and the 
pathways by which they affect health inequalities and how these can be altered by 
informed action. 

 
 

 

1 In this thesis, I will mostly use the term ‘social factors’ rather than ‘social determinants’, which I find 
too deterministic in terms of outcomes of health inequalities, with little room for social or political 
change (see also Lundberg, 2020). 
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As with health, mental health can be, and has been, defined and conceptualized 
in multiple ways. If we look to the WHO, the definition of mental health is “a state 
of well-being in which the individual realizes his or her own abilities, can cope 
with the normal stresses of life, can work productively and fruitfully, and is able 
to make a contribution to his or her community” (WHO, 2004, p. 10). However, 
there are considerable sociocultural variations in how the emotions, thoughts, 
and actions commonly referred to as “mental illness” are experienced, 
understood, and manifested, both across and within a given society (Aneshensel 
et al., 2013). The same goes for defining stress and stressors, and their 
relationship with mental health (Wheaton et al., 2013), which all hold a central 
position in this thesis. Stressors, here defined as daily hassles, chronic strains, 
major life events, or traumas (Mcleod, 2012b), can have a substantial impact on 
physical and mental health, and the differential exposure and responses to these 
stressors produce health inequalities relating to structural positions such as 
racialization, class, and gender (Mcleod, 2012b; Thoits, 2010a). However, every 
step in the translation of stressors into the experience of stress is conditional and 
context-dependent. For example, stressors that have been experienced before 
could be seen as less threatening and high levels of coping resources such as social 
support may also alleviate the consequences of a stressful situation (Wheaton et 
al., 2013). In other words, people’s own perceptions and experiences of stress, 
stressors, and how these relate to and challenge mental health are equally 
important (Baum, 2016). This leads me to what I see as the importance and 
relevance of conducting qualitative studies when trying to understand the 
complexity of youth mental health, since these methodologies make it possible to 
capture young people’s experiences and perceptions of stress, stressors, and 
mental health more profoundly, and from their own perspectives (Baum, 2016; 
Landstedt & Coffey, 2017; MacSweeney et al., 2019; Wilson, 2020). 

 

… within feminist leisure studies 
Secondly, I position my research within the field of feminist leisure studies in 
order to acknowledge that multiple and various power relations and social 
positions (such as gender) shape how youth leisure is constructed and perceived, 
especially in relation to mental health and stressors in young people. Since the 
1980s, scholars within the field of feminist leisure studies have discussed the 
complexity of leisure behavior while at the same time attempting to recognize 
how leisure has personal, social, economic, and political implications in women’s 
and men’s lives (Henderson, 2015). Feminist research has expanded the 
understanding of leisure by criticizing the idea that leisure is the opposite of 
(paid) work, or unobligated time. This exemplifies the paradox of women either 
having no leisure, since none of their time was unobligated, or all their time being 
considered as leisure if they do not engage in paid work outside the home 
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(Henderson, 2015; Wearing, 1998). Furthermore, different trajectories of 
feminist thought (e.g. radical, liberal, Marxist, and post-structural) have enriched 
the field of leisure studies by stressing a plurality of perspectives, raising 
questions about the continued categorization of gender through binary relations, 
and by directing the focus towards understanding how leisure is shaped in the 
context of everyday life, involving intersecting social structures for women of 
various groups (Aitchison, 2000; Henderson, 2015; Henderson & Bialeschki, 
1999; Parry & Fullagar, 2013). 

 
A growing number of studies have demonstrated the connection between leisure 
and gender through a wide range of practices, spaces, and identities, including 
women’s (lack of) access to safe leisure spaces (Green & Singleton, 2006), sport 
and leisure as new arenas of consumption and gender regulation, such as 
competitive femininity and the self-fulfilling Do-It-Yourself Girl (Heywood, 
2007; McRobbie, 2015), and in relation to leisure as racialized ethnocentric 
experiences and postcolonial representations of the “Other” (Aitchison, 2000; 
Mowatt, 2017). Thus, the field of feminist leisure studies has been occupied with 
how leisure is shaped by various power relations and is deeply entangled in social 
and economic systems. Gender, race, class, geographical context, and political 
economic ideology are some of the interconnected areas that leisure scholars have 
argued must  be addressed  (Rose et  al., 2018).  In addition, feminist  leisure 
scholars have also argued that leisure can be a site for resisting gendered relations 
of power (Mansfield et al., 2018; Shaw, 2001; Valtchanov & Parry, 2017). For 
example, McRobbie’s (1991) research shows how teenage girls used their own 
bedrooms as a safe space where they can resist dominant views on conforming 
feminine behaviors, and develop alternative identities. 

 
With regards to the relationship between health and leisure, the value of leisure 
as a preventative or recovery-oriented domain has gained some recognition 
within the public sphere. The value of leisure as a sense of wellbeing has often 
been identified by women when they feel they have “lost” their leisure time due 
to gendered responsibilities (Fullagar, 2013). For example, scholars argue that 
women’s hidden labor of servicing others’ leisure should be seen as gendered 
ethics of care (Parry & Fullagar, 2013). However, the link between leisure and 
health has also introduced particular notions of health risks and benefits, in what 
Crawford (2006) coined ‘healthism’; a moralization of health based on anxiety, 
desire, guilt, and an individualized responsibility for health outcomes or benefits 
through choices of leisure activities (Crawford, 2006; Fullagar, 2013). 

 
What will be further elaborated in the conceptual framework is how the post- 
feminist concept of the “Can-Do Girl” (Harris, 2004) has been particularly fruitful 
for this thesis in disentangling the relations between stressors, space, and a girl- 
(em)powered femininity. 
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… within youth studies 
Youth studies represent the third and final research field in which I position this 
thesis. I understand young people’s experiences and perceptions of stress, mental 
health, and leisure from the perspective that “youth” is not a certain age range, or 
a phase of emotional maturing, but is constructed differently depending on time 
and society. Apart from the WHO’s (2017) definition of “young people” as aged 
10–24 years, an encompassing concept that covers the range of participants’ ages 
in my research, I connect the term “youth” to the field of youth studies (Rattansi 
& Phoenix, 2009; Threadgold, 2020). In contrast to psychology’s “adolescence” 
(referring to a specific developmental phase), the term “youth” within youth 
studies captures the multiplicity, fluidity, and context-dependent operation of 
youth identification and experiences in the 21st century, which obviously vary 
across time and space, and between social groups (Furlong, 2013; Rattansi & 
Phoenix, 2009). 

 
The field of youth studies extends across different disciplines, covering multiple 
and dynamic research interests such as social change, specific events or 
experiences predominantly manifested among young people (e.g. leaving school), 
or the youth dimension and views on a more generalized social phenomenon (e.g. 
voting or unemployment) (Furlong, 2013). Overall, one could say that the focus 
is on young people’s lives in relation to the wider society, including contextual 
factors such as politics and economics, and thus how power, privilege, structure, 
and agency shape the organization of time and space for young people (Woodman 
& Bennett, 2015). For this thesis, I locate the concept of “youth” within contextual 
factors and conditions associated with neoliberalism, where individuals are 
presented as responsible for their own needs and wellbeing, and for dealing with 
risk and uncertainty, including organizing protection from them (Furlong, 2015). 
As a result of these neoliberal conditions, the perspective of “youth” as a 
transitional phase has been problematized; the so-called transition from youth 
to adulthood is prolonged and blurred, with many of the traditional social 
markers of “adulthood” only now being “achieved” well into one’s 30s or beyond, 
if at all (Threadgold, 2020). 

 
Similarly, I understand “girl” as it is conceptualized within girls’ studies. That is, 
as a cultural, social, historical, material, and discursive category that intersects 
with aspects such as ethnicity, age, sexuality, and class (Formark et al., 2017), 
rather than as connected to a specific age span. Within a Nordic context, the 
concepts of “girl” and “girlhood” rest especially on discourses stressing individual 
emancipation and gender integration, emphasizing the innate likeness of girls 
and boys. This produces a normative ideal that girls are strong and independent, 
while downplaying the structural dimensions of gender (Formark & Öhman, 
2013). 
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A final note concerns how the field of youth research has been criticized for being 
metrocentric, marginalizing young people outside of the metropolitan centers 
from the dominant theoretical perspectives within the field (Cuervo & Wyn, 2012; 
Farrugia, 2014; Leyshon, 2008). The metrocentrism of youth research is, 
however, slowly changing through studies on how rural youth envision their 
futures (e.g. Cairns, 2013), rural marginalization (e.g. Wenham, 2020), and the 
construction of rural identity (e.g. Leyshon & Bull, 2011), to mention just a few. 
In relation to youth, rural places have been constructed in multiple ways, as 
places of freedom and independence (within adult regulation), while at the same 
time being a place of dependency since young people are frequently reliant on 
adults for transportation and are often required to spend hours commuting to 
school (Leyshon, 2008; Powell et al., 2013; Rönnlund, 2020; The Swedish Agency 
for Youth and Civil Society, 2019; Woods, 2005). 

 

Rationale 
Previous research has identified organized (or structured) leisure as an important 
arena for promoting youth mental health. Even though youth leisure has also 
been problematized as adding stress to young people’s lives, these studies remain 
scarce and mostly focus on youth sports at an elite level. In addition, research on 
youth mental health often take an individual perspective, focusing on 
psychological aspects and behaviors. Against this focus on individualistic 
explanations, I see a need for more research on how youth mental health is 
understood and responded to from a collective perspective, and from young 
people’s own experiences of stress, stressors, and leisure. I also identify a 
knowledge gap in relation to the perspectives and daily experiences of adult 
leaders who are involved in youth leisure. For example what they perceive as 
affecting young people’s mental health in terms of stress, and the position youth 
leisure holds in the equation, including their own role in supporting and 
promoting mental health among young people. 

 
I argue that young people’s participation in leisure activities has the potential to 
provide a context for social support, change, and agency, whereby young people 
can respond collectively to stressors. However, leisure activities can also 
contribute to additional pressure on young people to perform and succeed. Thus, 
the relationship between stressors and youth leisure is complex and requires a 
multidisciplinary approach, unpacking gender and the social spaces of leisure 
that young people create for themselves, especially in rural areas. By situating my 
thesis in rural northern Sweden, I wish to point to the importance of space and 
place for girls’ leisure and place-making projects in non-urban areas (often 
constructed as areas in withdrawal and deficit), and the need to disentangle 
rurality in relation to leisure, stressors, and youth mental health. 
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Aim and research questions 
 
 

Overall aim 
 

The overall aim of this thesis is to understand how places of youth leisure are 
perceived and collectively constructed as social factors of youth mental health, 
and to analyze the strategies developed within these places to handle and respond 
to everyday stressors. 

 
Research questions 

 
1. How do girls and adult leaders perceive and experience daily stressors 

within the context of youth leisure? 
 

2. In what ways do girls and adult leaders develop and negotiate strategies 
to respond to stressors within the context of youth leisure? 

 
3. How are places of leisure constructed in relation to gender, stressors, and 

rurality? 
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Conceptual framework 
 

The analytical framework of this thesis builds on four conceptual sections: (i) the 
stress process model, (ii) social practice theory, (iii) gender, stress and the “Can- 
Do Girl”, and (iv) leisure as a “Third Place” and rurality. I see these conceptual 
sections as intertwined. Together, they offer a multidisciplinary framework for 
analyzing youth leisure, gender, stress, and responses to stressors from the spatial 
perspective of rurality. 

 

Seeing the bigger picture – introducing the stress process 
model 
Young people’s mental health is strongly affected by social factors such as class, 
gender, sexuality, and age, which all intersect at various social levels (e.g. society, 
community, individual) (Viner et al., 2012). In similar ways, stressors are also 
located within broader social contexts, where structural positions shape the 
exposure and responses to, and outcomes of, these stressors (Anniko et al., 2019; 
Vancea & Utzet, 2017). The stress process model (Pearlin et al., 1981) has framed 
my understanding and analysis of social factors, stressors, and stress as 
experienced by young people, but also the resources to which they have access, 
and how such resources mediate these stressors. Although the stress process 
model has been modified, adapted, and developed multiple times since its origin, 
the general idea remains to explain how the wider social context needs to be taken 
into consideration when analyzing the outcomes and effects of stressors on 
mental health, and the available resources mediating these stressors (Pearlin et 
al., 1981) (see Figure 1 for an illustration of this model). 

 

 
 

Figure 1: Simple model of the stress process model (Mcleod, 2012, p. 176). 
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The stress process model has often been used to illustrate the connection between 
social structures and mental health outcomes, elucidating health inequalities 
between certain social groups. According to this theory, high levels of poor mental 
health among different groups can be attributed to their unequal exposure to 
social stressors (e.g. unemployment, poverty) or limited access to psychosocial 
resources (Aneshensel et al., 2013). Both stressors and the available resources to 
respond to these stressors and outcomes, are closely related to structural factors. 
Social class, race/ethnicity, and gender represent examples of certain positions 
within systems of stratification, signaling differential access to social resources. 
Yet they also represent social categories whose subjective meanings are fluid and 
negotiable (Mcleod, 2012a). 

 
Stress and stressors have been described and defined in multiple ways and by 
using multiple models. Sometimes stress and stressors are used interchangeably 
where distress is the main focus, while other approaches locate stressors as an 
external force, generating emotional reactions in terms of stress (Wheaton et al., 
2013). Based on how the participants in my study described and identified 
stressors, I here understand them more in relation to “life management” (Furlong 
et al., 2011), in terms of daily hassles and concerns (Mcleod, 2012b). These daily 
hassles have the potential to generate feelings of stress and, if consistent over 
time, stress can turn into problematic mental health conditions (Wheaton et al., 
2013). Prolonged stressful experiences from various stressors might lead to 
stress-related symptoms such as depression, sleeping difficulties, and anxiety 
among young people (Anniko et al., 2019). In my study, gender holds a central 
position in terms of how gendered structures generate norms and expectations 
regarding girls’ achievements, looks, and behaviors. These norms are all 
examples of how social contexts (re)create and shape stressors, which, in turn, 
put pressure on girls to fulfill certain expectations (e.g. to be independent and 
successful) (Landstedt & Coffey, 2017; Wiklund et al., 2010). 

 
In addition to contextualizing stressors, I also apply the stress process model to 
identify the resources to which young people have access, since every step in the 
translation of stressors into the experience of stress and its outcomes is 
conditional and context-dependent (Wheaton et al., 2013). Taking resources into 
account adds a salutogenic perspective, whereby factors affecting mental health 
in a positive way are included (Antonovsky, 2005). For example, a sense of 
belonging and coherence with social support from similar others within a social 
context have been identified as positive mechanisms promoting physical and 
psychological health (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Moksnes & Espnes, 2014; 
Thoits, 2011; Wilhsson et al., 2017). Here, leisure holds an important place in 
providing a social context for these positive mechanisms to take place (Glover & 
Sharpe, 2020). Research shows how leisure (typically physical activity, arts, and 
music) is effective in improving and promoting both mental and physical health 
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(Denovan & Macaskill, 2017; Mansfield, 2020). To be able to analyze these 
resources in more depth, and how resources are collectively reconstructed into 
responses to stressors within youth leisure, I will now move on to introduce the 
social practice theory. 

 

Social practice theory: from resources to responses 
The theory of social practice (Schatzki, 2002) has been used to shed light on the 
importance of both structure and agency within health research, moving beyond 
behavioral or psychological emphases to look at social explanations for health 
outcomes across particular locations and groups (Maller, 2015). Social practices 
are defined as routinized behaviors involving interconnected elements of both 
bodily and mental activities, together with shared competencies, skills, and tacit 
knowledge (Caldwell, 2012). In line with Maller (2015) and Meier et al. (2018), I 
argue that social practices are especially relevant for understanding how daily 
routines and experiences impact upon health and wellbeing, for example with 
regards to smoking, exercising, drinking, and dietary habits. However, the 
concept of social practices has been less often applied within the field of stress 
and youth mental health. In my study, I apply the social practice theory in order 
to better understand the tacit knowledge, skills, and daily routines that young 
people collectively employ within the context of leisure in order to develop 
responses to everyday stressors. 

 
Giddens (1984) argues that social practices shape wider aspects of social systems, 
while at the same time social practices are shaped by the same structures and 
power relations. Today, taking responsibility for health is a central social practice, 
represented by individual autonomy, agency, and good citizenship, and marked 
by the expectation that the individual will acquire medical knowledge and 
information (Crawford, 2006). Further, youth researchers have also criticized the 
concept of agency for referring to a “free will”; a celebrated, predetermined 
resistance to structural constraints which portrays young people who do not resist 
as lacking subjectivity (Coffey & Farrugia, 2014). However, in my study, I rather 
understand agency as relational (Kennelly, 2009), directing attention towards 
the interactive and collaborative development of young people’s agency, between 
different individuals rather than within a single individual (Roholt VeLure & 
Baizerman, 2019). This focus explores the situated intersections between an 
individual and the field of interactions that permits her to take actions that would 
otherwise be implausible (Kennelly, 2009). 

 
In the next section, I further explore how leisure constitutes an arena for the 
individual to invest in their own health through discipline, health-consciousness, 
and self-regulation (Fullagar, 2013; Lupton, 1995), looking especially at leisure 
from a gender perspective. 
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Gender, Stress, and the “Can-Do Girl” 
As previously discussed, the stress process model identifies how stressors, 
responses, and mental health outcomes are contextualized within social 
structures, such as gender. In this section, I will move on to present the way in 
which I expand my understanding of gender in relation to leisure and stress from 
the perspective of post-feminism. 

 
The reasons why girls report considerably higher levels of stress than boys have 
been widely discussed and problematized (Anniko et al., 2019; Giota & 
Gustafsson, 2017). Wiklund and colleagues (2010), identified a wide range of 
stressors connected to modernity (e.g. pressure to perform, making the right 
choice among many possibilities), the gender order (e.g. being responsible and 
taking responsibility), and youthhood (e.g. entering the labor market), all 
influencing girls’ and young women’s experiences of stress. This has been 
recognized as part of the renegotiation of gender constructions as a result from 
the implementation of gender-equality policies that has occurred within the 
Swedish welfare society. Young female subjects are now living through a historic 
break between being positioned as a subordinated “Other” and at the same time, 
an equal citizen, navigating neoliberal discourses of successful femininity 
(Strömbäck et al., 2014). 

 
Harris (2004) introduced the term “Can-Do Girl” to describe a modern female 
subject who is “flexible, individualized, resilient, self-driven, and self-made and 
who easily follows nonlinear trajectories to fulfillment and success” (p. 16). This 
individualizing project is made to fit the idea of a competitive femininity, which 
is a key component of contemporary neoliberalism whereby young women are 
persuaded to seek self-definition. Meanwhile, gender inequalities are masked by 
what appears to be the defeat of patriarchal power, but instead, women now self- 
regulate through a vocabulary of choice (McRobbie, 2015). These multiple 
pressures and demands tend to impose a toll on young women’s health, especially 
when difficulties are perceived as personal failures rather than recognizing the 
importance of material resources and cultural capital in getting ahead in an 
individualistic society (Harris, 2004; Wiklund et al., 2010). 

 
Apart from education, employment, and social relationships, health is now an 
additional field for girls’ individualizing project to play out, through what has 
been coined “gendered healthism” (Wiklund et al., 2010). For women, the process 
of gendered healthism is often equated with having a healthy, attractive, slim 
body, which requires the practicing of self-regulation and control. This places the 
responsibility on individuals rather than on structural changes to maintain and 
improve health (Fullagar, 2013; Wiklund et al., 2010). These processes of 
healthism are often situated within leisure, locating it as the mechanism through 
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which to apply the practices and expectations of health and corporeal control, 
where physical activity has always been dominant in the prescription and 
promotion of public health (Mansfield, 2020). However, the situated character of 
leisure experiences in relation to health is crucial because temporal and spatial 
contexts form these experiences (Mansfield et al., 2020). This leads me on to the 
next and final part of the conceptual framework: how I understand leisure as a 
spatial (re)construction, locating rural space and place in relation to gender and 
stress. 

 

Youth Leisure as (precarious) “Third Places” 
My point of departure in defining places of youth leisure is Oldenburg’s (1999) 
classic definition of leisure as Third places – separated from the home (the first 
place) and school/workplace (the second place). These third places have been 
conceptualized as sites of shared leisure practice, reflecting values and ideals that 
are held in common, potentially fostering civic engagement and strengthening 
social capital (Dunlap & Camp, 2020). However, with regard to youth leisure, 
Abbott-Chapman and Robertson (2015) argue that the spatial and temporal 
distinctions between work, study, and leisure have become blurred by mobile 
technologies that ensure communication 24/7, resulting in infinite opportunities 
for both learning and entertainment. 

 
Oldenburg (1999) distinguished third places from work and domestic places by 
illustrating how the latter two are freighted with numerous obligations and 
responsibilities, from which third places offer a respite. In this thesis, I argue that 
this boundary is also shifting because leisure is more and more often seen as time 
that should generate outcomes in terms of knowledge and skills. To capture this 
shift in the meaning of youth leisure, I use the term precarious leisure (Batchelor 
et al., 2020), which conceptualizes how young people now fear “empty” and 
unproductive time, and instead perceive leisure as a future investment, geared 
towards employability through “CV-building” activities, networking, and 
developing skills that will be relevant in a precarious future educational and labor 
market (Batchelor et al., 2020). 

 
From a gender perspective, leisure precarity becomes another arena of 
consumption, constituting an added site of responsibility where the ideals of 
competitive femininity can be incorporated and reproduced, through the praising 
of girls’ development of skills, strength, health, self-confidence, and 
independence (Fullagar, 2013; Harris, 2004; Heywood, 2007; McRobbie, 2015). 
At the same time, leisure as a third place has the potential to be health-enabling 
spaces (Mansfield et al., 2020), providing a context in which the individualization 
of health problems among girls, for example related to stress, can be reduced, and 
collective support strengthened (Strömbäck et al., 2013). In other words, leisure 
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as a third place, with its shifting boundaries, holds a fundamental but complex 
and ambiguous position in relation to youth mental health. 

 
Based on this reasoning, I argue that places of leisure are more than physical 
locations. In line with Glover and Parry (2009), I acknowledge that place is 
“defined by more than just its physical elements; it refers to the socio-cultural 
meanings and emotional attachments held by an individual or a group for a 
spatial setting” (p. 98). This calls for an understanding of leisure places as never 
fixed or bounded, but open to interpretation, where language and collective 
practices become the force that binds people to places (Elkington & Gammon, 
2015). In this thesis, I approach both space and place as relational, inspired by 
Massey’s (2005) conceptualization of space as both social and material processes 
that are always under construction through social interactions, but also as 
discursive (Stokowski, 2002), since the significance of space is created  and 
reproduced through interactions with others. In other words, through language, 
social groups engaged in leisure activities develop common meanings, norms, 
and behaviors associated with both the activity and their collective identities 
(Kyle & Chick, 2007; Stokowski, 2002). 

 

Leisure, rurality, and Third Places 
All spaces and places stand against a background (Elkington & Gammon, 2015), 
and as a final note, I want to briefly describe how I see rurality as constituting this 
background in my thesis. 

 
Disentangling rurality is not an easy task because rural places, identities, and 
communities change across time and space, with these changes also reflected in 
the leisure practices of the people living in rural areas (Rich & Misener, 2021). 
Nevertheless, I understand the rural as a spatial concept, fundamentally referring 
to place (the countryside), although rural places, like all places, are spaces of 
representation; culturally, economically, and politically produced (Jepson, 2015; 
Woods, 2011). 

 
Broadly reproduced discourses of rurality include the “rural idyll”, portraying 
rural places as being closer to nature, safer, and more inclusive. This runs parallel 
to discourses around the “rural dull”, describing these places as isolated, 
traditional, and stagnant (Leyshon & Bull, 2011; Waite, 2018), and in relation to 
youth leisure also as offering “nothing to do” and “nowhere to go” (Jonsson et al., 
2020; King & Church, 2013; Rye, 2006). However, others argue that rural leisure 
challenges some of the myths of a rural decline since leisure-oriented mobilities 
are often located around rural towns and places, attracting people from urban 
areas due to the natural amenity and leisure opportunities (Peters et al., 2018). 
In similar ways, research focusing on youth leisure in rural contexts has also shed 
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light on the resourcefulness of youth in carving out spaces for recreation, play, 
and social vitality in places dominantly constructed as offering “nothing to do” 
(Power et al., 2014). 

 
Following these arguments, I agree with Rich and Misener (2021) in their 
conclusion that rural leisure allows rural citizens to reproduce traditional ideas 
of rurality associated with aspects such as the physical environment and close 
family relationships, but also resisting these dominant discourses by creating a 
third place for renegotiating and redefining rurality. This kind of understanding 
of rural leisure as complex and ambiguous is especially important for my analysis 
of the connection between gender and youth leisure within a rural context. 

 
In conclusion, I see the four sections presented above as connected, with each 
part exploring and adding to my analytical framework. The stress process model 
is my “road map” for identifying the important aspects of stressors, resources, 
social context, and outcomes in terms of mental health, and how I understand the 
relationship between these aspects. In order to further explore and understand 
the social practices within places of youth leisure, and how these practices can be 
identified as resources in terms of developing responses to stressors, I add social 
practice theory to my analysis.  The understanding of leisure and stressors, 
including the responses developed, are shaped by gender, calling for a feminist 
perspective regarding the relationships between stress, leisure, and the 
construction of a successful contemporary femininity. The final part of the 
analytical framework sets out to conceptualize leisure as a spatial 
(re)construction, locating rural space and place in relation to precarity, gender, 
and stress. 
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Methodology 
 

My thesis has a qualitative, emergent, and ethnographic research design. I chose 
this epistemological and methodological approach because I see knowledge(s) 
and the production of knowledge(s) as multiple, situated, and constructed 
(Barbour, 2018; Cairns, 2013a). In other words, in order to thoroughly explore 
and understand the perceptions, experiences, and social processes within youth 
leisure in relation to stressors, the research process needs to centralize the 
narratives of the participants. However, as Dupuis (1999) point out, just as 
important as it is to try to grasp others experiences that are not our own – it 
shouldn’t be masked as anything else than attempts, they grasp only small pieces 
of experience, and they are always impositions of an authorial perspective. 

 
The thesis builds on two sub-studies. Sub-study I is based on data from individual 
interviews with adult leaders (paper 1), and sub-study II (papers 2 and 3) is based 
on an ethnographic, multiple-case study with girls. The material from the 
ethnographic study was collected through participatory observations and focus 
group discussions using photo elicitation (a methodological overview is presented 
in figure 2). The different methods and analytical strategies will be further 
described and discussed later in this chapter, and in the methodological 
discussion at the end of the thesis. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

1) How do girls and adult leaders 
perceive and experience daily 
stressors within the context of youth 
leisure? 

 
 

2) In what ways do girls and adult 
leaders develop and negotiate 
strategies to respond to stressors 
within the context of leisure? 

 
 

3) How are places of leisure 
constructed in relation to gender, 
stressors, and rurality? 

 
Figure  2:  Methodological  overview  of  sub-studies’  design  in  relation  to  papers  and  research 
questions addressed in the cover story. 

Sub-study I 
Qualitative interview study with 

eight adult leaders from 
different leisure organizations 

 
Thematic analysis (paper 1) 

Sub-study II 
Ethnographic and multiple case- 

study, including nine photo- 
elicited focus group interviews 
with 16 girls, in addition to 110 

hours of participatory 
observation. 

Thematic analysis (paper 2) 

Discursive psychology (paper 3) 
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About the research context 
My study took place in northern Sweden (Norrland2), which covers more than 
half of Sweden, but is home to only about 12% of the total population (Statistics 
Sweden, 2017). The largest cities are situated on the coast, and there is a sparsely 
populated inland area. Despite the differences within this vast land area, 
Norrland has often been portrayed in a generalized way as the most rural region 
in Sweden, facing depopulation and population ageing (Nilsson & Lundgren, 
2015). In similar ways, rural youth is predominately described in relation to out- 
migration as young people leave rural areas due to lack of services (e.g. leisure, 
schooling, employment), although the actual experiences and trajectories of 
young people in rural areas are multiple, various, and complex (Rönnlund, 2020; 
The Swedish Agency for Youth and Civil Society, 2019). 

 

The participants and recruitment process 
 

Sub-study 1 
I started the recruitment process for the first sub-study in December 2016 by 
conducting a mapping of civic associations and leisure organizations in northern 
Sweden through information on webpages, public social media profiles, and 
registers listing organizations provided by the municipalities. In total, 23 
organizations with activities for young people were contacted, representing 
sports, grassroots activism, voluntary organizations, culture, community service, 
youth clubs, and religious organizations. I used a combination of purposive and 
maximum variation sampling (Creswell & Poth, 2018) to ensure diversity across 

 

 
 

 

2  A large area of northern Sweden is part of Sápmi, the land of the indigenous and colonized Sámi 
population which stretches across four countries: Norway, Finland, Russia, and Sweden. 

Box 1 - “From papers to cover story” 
When starting on this cover story, I quickly realized that I wanted to organize and 
discuss my results in a somewhat different way than telling the story (again) based 
on my three research papers. I therefore began by going through the findings of the 
papers to look for common themes and topics. For example, the experiences and 
perceptions of daily stressors in young people were something that both the girls 
and adult leaders discussed. Thus, these findings from sub-study I and II were then 
merged into the first research question, and the same with the second one, 
concerning the responses to these daily stressors. The third research question is 
only based on sub-study II, but emerges from both the second and third research 
papers. The results of these two papers are combined and presented with a focus on 
all three issues of daily stressors, leisure, and rurality. Finally, I went back and re- 
read the whole data corpus again; finding new quotes from the participants to 
further elaborate upon the narratives, and some of the results that did not make it 
into the papers. 
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rural and urban areas, in addition to different types of activities directed towards 
young people. The recruitment process was ongoing throughout the data 
collection until completion in October 2017, and in the end, eight adult leaders 
agreed to participate in the study. These adult leaders came from different leisure 
and civic organizations (six women and two men between the ages of 25 and 55). 
They were active in sports clubs, cultural associations, and religious groups, 
which all offered different activities for young people. The organizations differed 
in size, with between 10 and 50 young members of various ages, genders, and 
ethnic and socioeconomic backgrounds. The organizations were located across 
four municipalities covering geographical areas with both high and low 
population densities. The adult leaders had multiple roles, ranging from coaching 
sports practices and leading music groups to organizing events and summer 
camps and helping with homework. Most of the leaders received some form of 
financial compensation for their work. 

 

Sub-study 2 
The recruitment and data collection for the second sub-study began in October 
2017 when I contacted a number of organizations providing leisure activities for 
young people in rural municipalities, informing them about the project. Two 
sports organizations within equestrianism and ballgames expressed interest in 
participating and were chosen for the sub-study. When contact was established, 
I provided a more extensive project description and initial meetings between 
myself and the chairpersons of the two organizations were arranged. Together 
with these key persons, I arranged information meetings for the young people in 
the organizations, their caregivers, and other adults (e.g., coaches). At these 
meetings, I provided written and verbal information about myself, my study, and 
the research procedure, including ethical considerations and approval. Those 
among the young people who were interested in participating in the study 
contacted me later via email. 

 
In total, 16 girls from the two organizations agreed to participate in the study. 
Five of the participants (aged 14 to 17) belonged to an equestrian club, located in 
a small rural town in the inland area of Norrland. I have chosen to name this 
group of participants Team Horses. The group had known each other for many 
years and were engaged in multiple activities at the club, such as the daily care of 
the horses, organizing riding classes for younger children, fundraising, apart from 
taking riding lessons themselves. They also spent a lot of time hanging out at the 
club, doing social activities together not related to horses. Four of the participants 
were also attending the same local secondary school during the time of data 
collection. 
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The other eleven participants were aged between 14 and 21 and were members of 
a ballgame club in a rural town, in a different municipality to Team Horses. They 
were all part of the same team, here called Team Ballgame. The team, which was 
one of the best teams within the club, had been playing together for about two 
years. The team practiced three times a week, in addition to matches every other 
week, sometimes at their local sports hall but equally often in different places 
around Sweden. Team Ballgame had their weekly practices at the sports hall, 
often quite late since many of them commuted long distances back and forth to 
school. At the time of the data collection, about half of the team went to the same 
local school, but the rest attended upper secondary school in another location. 
The team members hung out before practice and competitions, in addition to the 
many hours of traveling together. The club had a strong connection with the local 
community and their  weekend competitions and activities often  attracted a 
crowd. 

 
Conducting a case study 
Feminist post-structuralist scholars have challenged the conception of 
ethnography as the pure translation of an experienced reality, and to rather see 
these realities being constructed in particular contexts, with certain spatial 
practices (Cairns, 2013a). To capture some of these contexts, I applied a multiple- 
case study approach (Yin, 2014) when collecting the ethnographic material 
together with the girls in my study, since I wanted to further understand how the 
surrounding contexts shaped, were shaped, and interacted with the social 
processes. 

 
As Creswell and Poth (2018) write, the key to case identification is the bounded 
system; in other words, what is to be studied within certain parameters. If the 
unit of analysis is a small group, the persons to be included within the group must 
be distinguished from those who are outside of it (Yin, 2014). For my data 
collection, Team Ballgame was bounded by the parameters of the team, since the 
team consisted of eleven players, all of whom were participating in the study. 
Team Horses was more complicated because the group had some peripheral 
members who were sometimes part of the activities and sometimes not. However, 
the group of five members, who had all known each other for a long time, still 
constituted an important core within the organization in terms of social activities 
and daily routines in the stable. 

 
As a final note on the participants and recruitment process, I want to emphasize 
that neither the adult leaders, the girls, nor their organizations were selected on 
the basis of any current or prior mental health interventions or programs. 



22  

Data collection 
 

Sub-study 1 
The interviews with the adult leaders were semi-structured, using open-ended 
questions, and conducted in Swedish. I constructed an interview guide (see 
appendix A), which consisted of three broad questions concerning youth leisure 
and civic engagement, social factors relating to youth mental health, and the roles 
of adult leaders within the organizations. Between the interviews, I added 
questions to the guide, to further pursue emerging topics. All the interviews took 
place at locations chosen by the participants (e.g., at the organizations, in cafés, 
or workplaces) and lasted between 55 and 75 minutes. The interviews were 
digitally recorded, and the audio files were transcribed verbatim by me. 

 

Sub-study 2 
Together with the girls in the two organizations, I collected the material from 
participatory observations and focus groups using photo elicitation. After the 
data collection was finished in December 2018, I had transcripts from three focus 
groups with the participants from Team Horses (with four or five of the 
participants present during each interview) using photo elicitation, in addition to 
approximately 50 hours of participatory observations on location. In addition, I 
had transcripts from six focus groups with Team Ballgame (the team was divided 
into three groups, with each group conducting two rounds of interviews) using 
photo elicitation, in addition to approximately 60 hours of participatory 
observations on location, but also at other places when traveling. All the field 
notes and interviews were transcribed verbatim by me. 

 
Participatory observations 
Participatory observation is a method covering a variety of methodological 
practices, all with the aim of learning about the “other” by participating in their 
everyday life (Dahlke et al., 2015; Warming, 2005). Davis and Craven (2016) 
describe how participatory observation allows the researcher to engage more in 
conversations with the participants, and how going “off topic” can provide the 
opportunity to delve further into things that are important to participants. The 
focus of the observations in my study was specifically to capture some of the social 
processes in which the girls engaged (emotions, communication, actions, 
interactions) as a response to stressors, within the context of their leisure. 

 
Participatory observations were undertaken with Team Horses at the club and in 
its close surroundings, and with Team Ballgame at the sports hall, including its 
close surroundings, and also while traveling to different cities in Sweden. Daily 
activities, verbal and non-verbal interactions between the participants were 
observed and reported in written and audio notes. 
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Visual field notes (Mannik & McGarry, 2017), such as drawings and photos, were 
produced to enhance my recordings and memory while collecting data. As argued 
by Warming (2005), ethnographic data is constructed differently depending on 
whether the emphasis is on participation (learning about the other by 
participating), or observation, as in analyzing the verbal and non-verbal 
interactions of the others. However, one is not merely a passive observer when 
conducting observations, but as a researcher one assumes a variety of roles along 
a continuum of participation (e.g., from passive observation to moderate or 
complete participation) during the fieldwork (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2011). Within 
Team Horses, my focus came to be more on participation, and within Team 
Ballgame, it was more  on observations. This was partly  related to my own 
personal background within equestrianism. I also found that the opportunities to 
actively participate in the different activities varied, depending on contextual, 
ethical, and practical factors. 

 
Focus groups and photo elicitation 
Since my aim was to go into depth in relation to participants’ experiences and 
perceptions of their collective responses, I decided to conduct the interviews in 
groups. Focus groups are described as suitable when the aim is to capture social 
processes, such as collective sense-making in terms of dynamic negotiations of 
meaning in specific social contexts (Morgan, 2010; Wilkinson, 1998), as was the 
case in my study. The focus groups were all recorded and moderated by me, they 
lasted between 25 and 75 minutes, and were all conducted in Swedish at the 
location of the organization. 

 
The method of photo elicitation was added to the focus groups, encouraging the 
girls to answer the questions by taking photos. Photo elicitation, in basic terms, 
is the process of looking at photographs with the participants, either individually 
or in small groups in order to evoke memories, stimulate stories, or initiate a 
discussion during a semi-structured interview process, with the aim of exploring 
values, perspectives, meanings, and emotions (Mannik & McGarry, 2017). It has 
also been argued that conversations that take place alongside photographs or 
other images can allow for a deeper and more collaborative level of 
communication between participants and the researcher. This is because the 
participants decide what photos to take and which ones to include in the research 
situation, making it a more participatory method (Harper, 2002; Mannik & 
McGarry, 2017). Before the focus groups, I distributed guiding questions to the 
participants related to perceptions of health, stressors and stress, their 
engagement in the organization, leisure, social activities within the group, and 
collective support, asking them to take pictures related to the questions (see 
appendix B for interview guide). The photos were then sent electronically to me 
by email, where after I printed them and took them with me to the upcoming 
interview. Occasionally, the girls did not have time to send the pictures on 
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beforehand, and instead showed them to me and the rest of the group on their 
phones. 

 

Material and analysis 
The material gathered during sub-study 1 (Paper I) and parts of sub-study 2 
(Paper II) was analyzed according to the principles of thematic analysis (Clarke 
& Braun, 2017). The other part of the data collected in the second sub-study 
(Paper III) was analyzed using a discursive psychology approach (Goodman, 
2017). 

 
The analytical process for the two papers that were based on a thematic analysis 
was quite similar and started while I was transcribing the interviews and field 
notes. This process was conducted in parallel with my continued data collection, 
creating a dynamic development within the analytical process as I moved back 
and forth between the analytical and data-generating steps. The transcribed 
material from the individual interviews, focus groups, and observations were 
imported into the software program MAXQDA 12, which I used for coding. After 
an initial coding, I sorted the codes into preliminary themes, or so-called 
candidate themes (Braun & Clarke, 2013), such as “not many activities for teens” 
or “little room for spontaneity,” to mention just two of these preliminary themes. 
However, these candidate themes were not discovered as such; rather, they were 
constructed during the analytical process (Clarke & Braun, 2013). The themes 
were then continuously reviewed to define the nature of each individual theme 
and to point to the potential relationships between them (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 
However, for the second paper, all the ethnographic data from each case was 
considered as separate data sets, and two separate coding systems were 
developed for each set, which were initially analyzed separately. The constructed 
candidate themes were used to develop a model from which the “thick case 
descriptions” (Ellingson, 2013) were written for each case. “Thick description” is 
a term used to characterize the process of paying attention to contextual detail in 
observing and interpreting social meaning when conducting a case study. This 
can also establish the trustworthiness of the study (Mills et al., 2010). With the 
help of these thick descriptions, I continued the analysis by defining and refining 
new and previously identified themes in both of the descriptions, capturing both 
similarities and differences between the cases. 

 
The third paper is based on a discursive psychology analysis, using the discursive 
strategy of interpretative repertoires (Goodman, 2017; Wetherell & Potter, 1992) 
to enable the reconstruction of young people’s everyday experiential and 
discursive place-making practices in rural areas. In discursive psychology, 
language is not seen as communicating a pre-existing  psychological reality; 
rather, subjective psychological realities are constituted through discourses, as 
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situated language used in everyday texts and talk (Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002). I 
started out by going back to the transcribed interviews and observations from my 
two cases. I read the whole data corpus of transcripts again several times in order 
to identify what is being accomplished in the data – the action orientation of the 
text (Goodman, 2017) – in relation to the aim of the study. From the repetitive 
patterns of action orientation, I constructed interpretative repertoires from the 
social interactions between the participants. Interpretative repertoires, as 
defined by Wetherell and Potter (1992), are clusters of terms, descriptions, and 
figures of speech that are often assembled around metaphors or vivid images (e.g. 
“what everyone knows” or the “out there” concepts), demonstrated as performing 
actions which constitute the building blocks used for manufacturing versions of 
actions, self, and social structures in talk (Goodman, 2017; Jorgensen & Phillips, 
2002). In this way, I wanted to capture emerging nuances embedded in the 
material regarding understandings and meanings associated with rural places of 
leisure. These meanings and understanding can often be found to challenge each 
other, since it is rarely the case that only one interpretative repertoire is in use; 
more often, a range of varying and contradictory repertoires can be found 
(Goodman, 2017). Thus, the analytical aim was not about determining whether 
the interpretative repertoires were true or false reflections of the world, but to 
analyze the practices through which these repertoires were constructed to appear 
as true or false (Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002). 

 

A final note 
I want to end this section with some reflections on my material and analysis. 
Throughout my analytical process for all three papers, I wrote memos or 
analytical summings up (Moser & Korstjens,  2018) to document my initial 
reflections, ideas, and early interpretations of the data, which also strengthens 
the dependability of the study. I kept these memos for later analysis and when 
writing up the results. In addition, since all of my material was collected in 
Swedish, there have been multiple steps of translating codes, themes, and quotes 
into English during the research process and data analysis. In general, I started 
to code the Swedish transcripts into English codes straight away, while keeping 
the quotes to illustrate my results in Swedish as long as possible. The final 
translation of the quotes was not done word-by-word, but rather in a way that 
made them as readable and understandable as possible. However, translation 
always produces an adaption of the original and there are undoubtedly nuances, 
contents, meanings, and underlying connotations that have been lost (Formark 
et al., 2017). 

 

Ethical considerations 
Multiple and endless ethical dilemmas and considerations followed in the wake 
of my research process and, as Madden (2010) writes: 
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“Ethnography doesn’t have an ethical element – ethnography is an ethical 
commitment from the very outset, and through all phases of ethnographic 
research and writing” (p. 34). In other words, obtaining ethical approval from 
the Regional Ethics Committee in Umeå (2016 466-31) was only the initial step 
in an ongoing discussion about the many “micro-ethical” decisions and 
considerations made during the research process (Guillemin & Gillam, 2004; 
Madden, 2010). These will be further discussed in the methodological discussion 
later on. 

 
The participants received both written and verbal information about the purpose 
of my study and the research procedure. They were informed that their 
participation in the study was voluntary and that they could decide to withdraw 
at any time, without giving an explanation. In addition to the information letter, 
informed consent was discussed and orally collected. For participants under the 
age of 15, I collected written consent from caregivers as well. The matter of safe 
and confidential storage of collected data was described to all participants, and 
that only the authors of the papers had access to audio files and transcripts. I also 
explained that the names of individuals and organizations would be replaced by 
pseudonyms, right from the beginning of the data collection, including when 
transcribing the interviews or writing memos. 

 
Before I started the data collection with Team Ballgame and Team Horses, I met 
with the participants to discuss the methodological and ethical steps of the study, 
especially in relation to photo elicitation and participatory observations. I found 
the ethical guidelines by Cox and colleagues (2014) on visual research methods 
useful to guide the session on photo elicitation, giving special attention to consent 
and confidentiality. Apart from emphasizing that taking pictures was optional, 
and they still could participate without the visual part (which some of them did), 
I also stressed the possibility of not sharing the pictures with the rest of the group 
if they felt hesitant. Regarding the participatory observations, I focused on when 
and how observations would be conducted, what the focus would be, and what I 
would typically take notes about, in line with Madden’s (2010) suggestions on 
how to make ethnographic  data collection more transparent.  In addition,  I 
stressed the right to privacy for the participants (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2011), and 
that they should feel comfortable to say if and when they did not want me to be 
around. This was also further discussed with the coaches and other adults in the 
two organizations. 
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Finally, the pictures published in this thesis are those in which the subjects are 
less clearly detected, and are printed and published with the permission of the 
photographers. 

 
Box 2 - “Along a bumpy research road” 

 
Methodological chapters often describe research as a seamless and linear process 
(“first we contacted A, then we did B, and just as planned, this resulted in C”). They 
are without any confusing or unexpected twists and turns, and nowhere are all the 
bumps in the road to be seen. However, as we all know, this streamlined research 
process is hardly ever a reflection of our real world as researchers. Research is not 
effortless, and this needs to be acknowledged to a greater extent in our reporting, 
beyond the presentation of our neatly wrapped final product with a prettily tied bow 
around it. As Dupuis (1999) wisely points out, rarely is research as orderly, neat, 
and consistent as we suggest in our written accounts. Rather, it is filled with both 
confusion and great clarity, chaos and order, predictability and surprise, many 
commonalities and just as many inconsistencies. 

 
This was also very much the case in my research process. I do want to take the 
opportunity to mention one of these turns here, because it matters for 
understanding the research process. I started out by focusing on the concept of 
youth civic engagement because, initially, my focus was more on groups of young 
people who were actively trying to generate some form of social change, locally in 
their community or globally, and how civically engaged youth develop a collective 
capacity to influence the social determinants of mental health. However, during the 
course of recruitment and data collection, I found that youth leisure and leisure 
participation was a more accurate description, since the organizations, adult leaders, 
and young participants who agreed to take part were all involved in more traditional 
forms of youth leisure, such as sports and culture, where the focus was not 
necessarily on bringing change to a social or public concern. Through this 
methodological and pragmatic twist, I nevertheless realized that the boundaries 
between what is defined as civic vs. leisure participation are not always clear. The 
two concepts were intertwined in my data and, in the end, I did not necessarily see 
any point in separating them. It was evident that in the world of youth leisure there 
were dreams, ambitions, passions, concerns, and a strong dedication to also make a 
change. This was obvious among the young participants who, for example, were 
worried about the survival of their rural community and the future of rural youth 
leisure, or the adult leaders who, as well as coaching the team, tried to find ways to 
make their organization more inclusive and equal for young people. This aligns with 
arguments that position leisure as explicitly political, elucidating the political 
agencies that participants enact through their leisure activities (Rose et al., 2018). 
In other words, by broadening my data collection to also include youth leisure 
organizations, a complete new research field came with it: the field of feminist 
leisure studies, which surely resulted in a crucial turning-off point along my bumpy 
research road. 
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Results 
 

Based on the research questions, I have structured the findings in three sections. 
The first section (based on material from sub-studies I and II) concerns how daily 
stressors are perceived and experienced by girls and adult leaders within youth 
leisure. The second section (also based on material from sub-studies I and II) 
describes the ways in which these stressors were responded to by the girls and the 
adult leaders. The third and final section (based on material from sub-study II), 
takes on a spatial perspective and discusses how places of leisure are constructed 
in relation to gender, stressors, and rurality. 

 
Apart from the findings that have already been published, additional results from 
the material is included in this chapter to further elaborate upon the findings and 
other aspects that did not make it into the papers. 

 

How do girls and adult leaders perceive and experience daily 
stressors within the context of youth leisure? 
This first section about perceptions and experiences of daily stressors within 
youth leisure is organized under three sub-headings. “Struggling to manage time 
and high demands” discusses the pressures on young people in relation to school 
and leisure, along with the challenge of allocating enough time to manage these 
demands. “Gendered norms and expectations” takes on how these demands are 
also gendered, putting additional pressure on girls in terms of achievements, 
looks, and behavior. The final sub-section, “Excluding mechanisms and 
vulnerable life situations,” explores what the adult leaders understood as 
structural excluding mechanisms in terms of acess to leisure and vulnerable 
circumstances for young people, which were perceived as triggering in relation to 
stress and/or poor mental health. 

 

Struggling to manage time and high demands 
The most central issue in the narratives of both the girls and adult leaders was the 
high demands that young people experience, primarily connected with 
performances related to school, but also involving leisure. The leaders witnessed 
young people who are stressed and expressing feelings of hopelessness, anxiety, 
frustration, and despair in relation to educational achievements and future 
careers. The high demands were clearly in conflict with the amount of time 
available to meet these expectations. This required young people to manage their 
time meticulously. Participants from both Team Horses and Team Ballgame 
shared their difficulties relating to the balancing act between school and leisure, 
which resulted in overwhelming feelings of stress, as Jennifer (Team Ballgame) 
stated: 
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“when you have this many practices … it gets very stressful with school … and 
trying to find a balance between it all is rather difficult … really difficult” 
(Jennifer). Similar experiences were shared by the girls in Team Horses, when 
discussing a photo illustrating how the daily tasks at the stable required a lot of 
time, as explained by Maria: “The horses take up a lot of your time … and when 
spending so much time here at the stable … there will be less time for school … 
and then you get anxious and worried about that too, that you won’t perform as 
well in school.” 

 
Late night studying, resulting in poor sleep, was one of the consequences of trying 
to find enough time to meet the high demands.  As a result, the girls used 
meticulous planning and micro-scale time management to make use of every 
available moment: 

 
I’m commuting to [city], so I get back around 5:30 PM, and leave at 7 in the morning 
… so you don’t really have time for anything else … if you don’t plan weeks ahead ... 
but I do have some time on the bus … I try to study on the bus … because … that’s 
where I have some time. (Jeanette, Team Ballgame) 

 

As Jeanette’s quote also conveys, living in rural areas means long hours of 
commuting, which also need to be added into the time equation. Lisa from Team 
Ballgame illustrated this with a picture in one of the focus groups (see Picture A). 
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Picture A by Lisa (Team Ballgame): “Early morning commute” 
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The girls also reflected on their frustration when their efforts to manage time did 
not generate a positive “outcome” in terms of achievements, productivity, or 
success. For example, Lisa (Team Ballgame) said: 

 
Especially if you have a bad day [with the team] then you think “for real??” It’s always 
somewhere in the back of your head … at least for me … you know, I enjoy being 
successful in school … or what you want to call it (laughs) it’s important to me and 
then it just feels like “damn, now I lost precious study hours [pluggtid] here … and 
now I lost some there … and you just get so pissed … and stressed … and tired … and 
when you finally get home from practice you have to stay up until one or two in the 
morning to study. 

 
As seen here, the pressure to achieve, both educationally and in their leisure 
activities, was perceived as increasing the levels of stress, worry, and anxiety. 
Coaches and parents were mentioned as adding to these levels of stress and 
pressure, but mostly the girls described the high demands and performance 
pressure as something they placed on themselves. 

 
To be able to meet these high demands, time management becomes a 
responsibility the participants have to deal with and master. Every minute has to 
be made use of in the best and most productive way, and wisely invested. This 
paints a more complex and challenging picture of young people’s leisure than as 
something that is solely positive for their mental health. 

 

Gendered norms and expectations 
Leisure organizations were not free from gender norms and expectations. For 
example, the participants from Team Ballgame were directed by the sports club 
to be positive role models, both while competing, and also outside the club and 
on social media. Being a role model was about representing the team and the club 
in a “positive” way, such as engaging in “correct” behavior, looks, and attitude. 
This was clearly stated by the coaches, and also written into the policy document 
regarding the basic values all members of the club need to follow. The following 
conversation between Ellen, Judith, and Molly (Team Ballgame) describes how 
they were always representing the team and the club, which results in a constant 
awareness regarding what pictures they post online, how to dress, behave, etc.: 
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Ellen: For example … if you go to a party and someone posts a picture of you with a 
drink in your hand … that’s not acceptable … then you need to delete it … because 
we’re supposed to be role models and not be seen with alcohol and stuff 
Judith: You know what, I think … sure thing if you’re seen drinking in your team 
jacket … but you have to be allowed to have a private life too! 
Ellen: Mmm 
Judith: You have to be allowed to post whatever you want to 
Molly: We do have some strict rules when it comes to posting on social media … and 
sure … I agree that it’s not appropriate to post pictures like that, but I have to be able 
to post as a private person outside [the club] 
Judith: Like you’re not supposed to show too much skin and stuff like that either 
(clears throat) 
Anne (moderator): Ahh I see … so it also concerns clothes and stuff? 
Ellen: Yeah 
Judith: Not that I would wear something like that (nervous laughter) … but still! 

 
This extract illustrates that the participants in Team Ballgame were expected to 
adhere to the rules and regulations of the club, not only when representing the 
club during matches, or when wearing the team’s uniform, but also in private life. 
They needed to be respectable in terms of clothing and behavior, something that 
was questioned by all three in the conversation. The girls found it unfair to be the 
face of the club 24 hours a day, seven days a week, leaving little room for a private 
life outside the club and the team. Further, several of the adults in the club were 
also active in the local school were many of the participants attended. Some of 
these adults expressed how they “kept an eye on the players” regarding social 
relationships, diet, and weight. One of the coaches said: “they want to eat like a 
girl but be able to play like a guy … they don’t understand that that’s not possible.” 
These gendered norms generated feelings of surveillance and a sense that they 
constantly had to be on their best behavior and aware of how others perceived 
them. 

 

Excluding mechanisms and vulnerable life situations 
Intersecting and excluding structures produced barriers for certain young people 
to participate in leisure, such as socioeconomic status and experiences of 
racialization. These intersecting and excluding structures and mechanisms were 
all discussed, mainly by the adults in the study, as keeping youth from accessing 
leisure environments and activities. Several of the adult leaders identified 
socioeconomic status as one important excluding mechanism. Many had 
experiences of families who were unable to pay for their youth, with self-exclusion 
and drop-outs as results. Helene, a board member in a sports organization: 
“Several of the coaches have told me about how some families cannot pay the 
membership for their kids or buy them new uniforms or equipment, even though 
the kid has outgrown them long ago”. 

 
Further, the organizational failure of including young people from ethnic 
minorities into the Swedish civil society represent another excluding factor. 
Several of the adult participants expressed how they found it difficult to attract 
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young people from ethnic minorities, especially girls and young women, but also 
unaccompanied boys and young men. Although the adult leaders all recognized 
and emphasized the importance of leisure and the Swedish civil society as an 
arena for integration, there was also criticism towards some of the strategies 
implemented, as expressed by Caroline, a dance leader: 

 
I’m thinking about all these ”immigrant projects” … now when we have a lot of asylum 
seekers … and I’m being asked to have special classes with unaccompanied boys … 
but why should I have classes just with them? I don’t need a special project to include 
them! I just invite them to dance with my Swedish youth or you know … young people 
who have lived most their lives in Sweden … why should we isolate and exclude them 
even more, so it gets even more difficult for them? 

 
With this quote, I want to illustrate the frustration Caroline experienced about 
what she saw as failing leisure projects. Projects that aimed to integrate young 
people, but rather worked in the opposite direction, excluding certain groups 
even further, marginalizing them, and reinforcing the perception that these 
young people need to keep to themselves. Similar concerns was shared by Mats, 
the head of a youth centre when discussing special football teams for newly 
arrived minors: “They are not included … because they’re put together … all in the 
same football team … they don’t meet anyone else and that also affects their 
mental health”. 

 
These excluding structures and mechanisms discussed above illustrate how 
young people’s access to leisure depend on your socioeconomic status and your 
ethnic background. Obviously, these structures are intertwined, but result in 
persisting inequities and lost opportunities to benefit from the positive mental 
health implications leisure and civic engagement potentially hold. 

 
Several of the adult leaders also emphasized how vulnerable homes and life 
situations were understood as stressors in young people’s lives. Karin, an adult 
leader within a faith-based organization, expressed her concern and dismay when 
talking about parental drinking and substance abuse: 

 
I discovered that almost all of the young people who come here know someone with 
an addiction … and I know these families, they are alright, they’re functional … but 
the problem is really widespread … I would never have guessed it if the teens hadn’t 
told me about it. 

 
The adult leaders perceived (certain) youth leisure as providing important 
safe spaces for young people experiencing adverse life circumstances, for 
example their own or others’ substance use. Being invisible in the eyes of 
adults was another issue that puts young people in a vulnerable situation 
of not being seen or heard. Caroline described what she saw as a problem 
of absent parents who did not take young people’s concerns or problems 
seriously, and who failed to provide the support young people need: 
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Unfortunately, there are parents … where the girls have been dancing for three years 
and I’ve never met the parents … they never come to the shows and there have been 
so many times during these years … where I’ve biked to pick up teens from different 
parties … when their parents can’t manage … they just say “it’s okay I’ll deal with it 
when she gets home from the party” but I say no! She’s only 14 years old! 

 
Being “unseen” in relation to the adult world was perceived as putting 
young people at risk of ending up in “bad” or “wrong” company. Caroline 
again: “Unfortunately … a lot of girls I meet end up with older guys … and 
then drugs get introduced.” 

 
In sum, although the experiences of daily stressors in the lives of young people 
were mostly related to school and educational pressure, the participants’ 
narratives illustrate how youth leisure was also understood as a potential stressor. 
Together, these multiple stressors were described as generating high demands, 
and requiring a great deal from young people, in terms of time and engagement, 
resulting in even less unscheduled time. The stressors were perceived as 
gendered, adding pressure on girls to be high achievers, both in relation to school 
performance but also related to their behavior and appearance within leisure. 
Further, vulnerable home and life situations were identified by the adult leaders 
as an additional stressor for some youth. Here leisure was described as providing 
a safe space for young people who may otherwise lack such spaces, while 
recognizing the excluding mechanisms and structures that keep young people 
from accessing leisure. 

 

In what ways do girls and adult leaders develop and negotiate 
strategies to respond to stressors within the context of 
leisure? 
Youth leisure was constructed as an important arena for developing and 
negotiating strategies to handle and respond to daily stressors. I now turn to these 
strategies, which are organized around four sub-headings: “Achieving focused 
distraction”, “Sharing experiences of stress and high demands”, “Belonging to a 
trusted ‘heart-shaped’ place”, and “Creating a space for gendered resistance.” 

 

Achieving focused distraction 
Participants in both Team Horses and Team Ballgame described how, through a 
sense of focused distraction, they enjoyed a break from stressors, anxiety, and 
worries, as described by Jeanette (Team Ballgame): 

 
My parents are divorced … and I have a rather problematic relationship with my dad 
… we fight a lot … and after we’ve had one of our big fights … and I come here and 
play with the others in the team, I just let go of everything else … and that’s such a 
great relief. 
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Practicing with the team was also described as a chance to “empty your head” and 
“getting some anger out of your body and system.” The feeling of focused 
distraction was described by both the young participants and adult leaders as a 
structural strategy within the organizations, something that is “built into the 
walls,” and a state of mind, as exemplified by the girls from Team Ballgame: 

 
Martina: I think it’s pretty much put into practice … that when you come here 
… 
Jeanette: Then you just let go of everything 
Jenny: … the moment you start 
Martina: I feel it’s always been  like that … it’s something you’ve heard 
repeatedly … that when you step inside it’s … then you’re here and nowhere 
else 
Anne (moderator): Does the coach remind you about it? 
Jeanette: It just becomes your mindset … after a while 

 
Karl, a sports coach, described how his organization strived to create what he 
identified as a “free zone”: “When you step in here [into the sports hall], then you 
enter a free zone and you don’t need to think about anything else going on 
outside.” This “free zone” was identified as an important way to offer a break from 
stressors outside, such as school, or issues within the family. However, for Team 
Ballgame, this feeling was closely connected to their individual achievements with 
the team, and how well the team performed collectively. If the team had a bad 
day, or if someone was not happy with their individual performance, the 
participants did not experience the same relaxing feeling of focused distraction. 

 
In Team Horses, focused distraction was less about performance and  more 
connected with their interactions with the horses – caring, cuddling, and riding 
– which were crucial for being able to relax and create distance from the everyday 
stressors and anxiety, for example, related to school. Maria shared her thoughts: 

 
Maria: You know … if you think too much … you know, about your problems and stuff 
… and then when you come to the stable … you just start thinking about something 
else 
Anne (moderator): Okay 
Maria: Because you get away from the stuff you’re not supposed to think about and 
just focus on the horse 
Anne (moderator): What could that be … the stuff you’re not supposed to think about? 
Maria: Well … if you have problems … or anxiety … and stuff like that 

 
This focused distraction was mostly perceived as an individual experience or 
emotion. At the same time, such a response was collectively constructed in the 
sense that the girls needed each other to create or reinforce this feeling. The 
interaction with the horse was personal and individual, but at the same time, the 
girls in Team Horses shared these experiences with their friends around them, 
making them feel connected to the group. Team Ballgame obviously needed each 
other in the team to be able to play, but the feeling of focused distraction was 
more related to individual than collective achievements. 
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Sharing experiences of stress and high demands 
Being part of a group allowed girls to become distracted from everyday stressors, 
but there was more to it than this. Within the context of leisure, the girls in both 
Team Horses and Team Ballgame often talked to each other about the demands, 
stressors,  and  responsibilities  they  were  facing  in  their  daily  lives.  When 
gathering at the stable or at the sports center, there was room for joint reflection, 
debriefing, and sharing experiences of, for example, school achievements and 
upcoming exams. In both teams, the girls helped each other with assignments, or 
comforted  each  other  by  means  of  jokes  and  encouragement.  From  their 
narratives, it became obvious that they shared many of these experiences, both in 
relation to specific stressors (e.g. grades, team performance) and also connected 
to their reactions, and how they tackled these stressors, more or less successfully: 

 
Linnea: I get easily stressed when I have a lot of things going on at the same time … 
yeah … so stressed … and then I get anxious about being stressed 
Maria: … and then you do nothing about it! (laughs) Instead you just go to bed! 
(several laughs) 
Linnea: Yeah yeah! And then you just go to sleep! 
Anne (moderator): Would you be able to locate the stress and anxiety to a specific 
part of your body? Where do you feel it? 
Linnea: Everywhere! 
Ella: Yeah you can’t stop thinking about it 
(everyone agrees) 
Linnea: It feels like a knot in the pit of your stomach … you know you have to do it but 
you don’t know how to do it … or … 
Maria: Or where you should start! 

 
The extract above from Team Horses shows how these individual experiences of 
stress were familiar and shared between the participants. By sharing their 
personal experiences of  daily stressors with  each  other, participants turned 
individual struggles and worries into collectively shared experiences, often 
related to school, but also to leisure. Knowing that others in the group 
experienced the same feelings of self-doubt, mental fatigue, anxiety, and 
psychosomatic symptoms of stress, created an understanding that you are not the 
only one dealing with these issues. 

 

Belonging to a trusted “heart-shaped” place 
Sharing experiences of stress and high demands was described as an important 
response to everyday stressors, but it was also clear that this sharing builds upon 
and towards certain values: trust and belonging [gemenskap]. When asked about 
what builds a sense of belonging and its importance, Lisa (Team Ballgame) 
answered: 
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I believe it’s important that you have some kind of  trust in  the team to create 
belongingness … if you can’t trust each other or talk to each other … that creates a 
pretty negative environment … and since we see each other so often we have to have 
some kind of trust between us … like, if for example you have a bad day ... or 
something else is going on … then you need to be able to share that with the others 
without the whole school knowing about it (Lisa). 

 
 

In this quote, Lisa describes how belongingness depends on trust; to know you 
can rely on each other and share personal things when you have a bad day, 
knowing the group will not repeat it to anyone else outside. Trust was also 
described as crucial because the team spends a lot of time together, as Jeanette 
(Team Ballgame) phrased it: “the team becomes your family … your second 
family.” For Team Horses, belongingness was more related to the physical space 
of the organization, and always having a place to go to after school, a place where 
they felt they belonged, their own “youth club,” as Ella described it. On the 
question of what “belonging” means, Maria took a picture of the group riding 
together in the forest (see Picture B), describing the friendship and the feeling of 
sharing a passion for horses and equestrianism. 
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Picture B by Maria (Team Horses): “Belongingness” 
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At the club, the girls in Team Horses could share experiences and support with 
each other, which they perceived as a linkage between belongingness and mental 
health: 

 
Anne (moderator): Does the feeling of belonging influence how you feel and your 
mental health, do you think? 
Everyone: Yes! 
Anne (moderator): How? 
Wera: We help each other a lot … with our problems (giggles) and we talk about it 
Linnea: We can be pretty open with each other … about what’s going on 
Wera: Yeah 
(several agree) 
Linnea: … about everything 
Maria: Between heaven and earth 
Linnea: Yeah, everything between heaven and earth 

 
 

For  several  of  the  adult  leaders,  belongingness  held  a  central  position  in 
strengthening  the  support  for  young  people  within  the  organizations.  Karl 
described it as constructing a “heart-shaped” place where belongingness was key: 

 
We see girls who are struggling and who don’t feel like participating in practice, but 
they still show up … because they want to be part of this “heart” … and here the group 
becomes so important … and the belongingness … and the group creates an 
atmosphere that it’s okay to feel low … “I can breathe here” … in this zone … but it’s a 
double-edged sword … because at the same time, as you advance in your sport, we 
also increase the pressure … it’s a really fine line. 

 
 

Caroline said that these trustful relationships were key strategies to care for and 
support young people. She emphasized how important this was, particularly for 
the young people she met who had few other trusted adults around, and came 
from troubled homes: 

 
In those cases, we’re even more needed … adults from youth clubs and different civic 
organizations … I strongly believe we’re needed … adult leaders who dare to give a 
hug and have the courage to tell young people how much they mean to us … because 
that makes them grow … and makes them believe that not all adults disappear … you 
know, it doesn’t matter if it’s three o’clock in the morning … if someone calls … I’ll 
answer … my family keeps asking why I always need to have my phone on … but 
exactly for that reason! It’s important! 

 
 

Creating a space where young people can come as they are, regardless of their 
emotional state, was described as crucial in building a sense of community and 
belonging within the group. However, alongside emphasizing the importance of 
the collective for building coherence and belongingness, Karl also problematized 
the fact that with sports comes an increased pressure to perform. In other words, 
combining these elements within the same “heart” was a balancing act. Zara from 
Team Ballgame expressed it in a similar way: 
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“If you’re the only one who’s benched during a game … then you don’t feel like 
you belong to the team … honestly” (Zara). Hence, belongingness was described 
as important but also fragile, because it was connected to achievements and your 
performance as a player. 

 
As seen above, both the girls and adult participants valued the interrelationship 
between trust, belongingness, and sharing experiences with each other to build a 
caring space. This interrelationship also enabled the participants to create a space 
where they could resist gendered norms and expectations, which will be further 
elaborated upon below. 

 

Creating a space for gendered resistance 
As described previously, the participants discussed different gendered norms and 
expectations as experienced in relation to leisure, and society in general. 
However, leisure participation was also identified as a context where norms and 
expectations could be challenged. For example, belonging to the group and the 
club was recognized by the girls from Team Horses as a respite from some of the 
gendered norms of femininity on how to look and behave, as illustrated in the 
following conversation: 

 
Wera: It’s so much about norms and ideals … on how to be and look 
Marie: Yeah, from social media 
Maria: All the posts concerning looks and stuff like that 
Ella: I believe you think more about those things when you don’t have so much to do 
… because, for example … we spend all our time in the stable, we really don’t have 
time to think about that stuff … but there are those who are home all the time … and 
don’t do much. 

 
Keeping busy with leisure activities was identified as a buffer against stressors 
and demands regarding how to look and behave. At the stable, they created a 
place where they could relax and “let their hair down.” The girls would joke about 
how long it had been since they last showered, or how muddy they got on their 
last ride. This talk was seen as a sign of dedication, and group coherence was built 
on not being “girly” and not being afraid of hard physical work or getting your 
hands dirty. In comparison, Team Ballgame complied with more traditional 
norms of femininity, such as wearing make-up during practice and fixing their 
hair before and after a game. However, there was also room for skipping showers 
and joking around with each other about being sweaty, and having a messy look, 
especially among the more senior players. 

 
From the adult leaders’ perspective, Caroline explained the importance of 
running a “body-positive” organization as a way to support girls and young 
women in challenging and resisting gendered norms whereby women are 
supposed to be skinny, sexy, and their looks are for others to enjoy: 
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We work a lot with the girls … that you don’t have to show a lot of skin and be sexy … 
you’re precious just the way you are … someone pointed out how awesome it is that 
our dancers come in all sizes … everyone can dance with us … so we put a lot of effort 
into convincing the girls that they don’t need to seek confirmation from boys. 

 
Caroline wanted the girls to feel good about themselves, just the way they are, 
without seeking affirmation from others. At the same time, this quote is another 
illustration of how girls’ (un)dressing matters, including within places of youth 
leisure. 

 
In conclusion, youth leisure has an important role as an arena for young people 
to develop and negotiate strategies for handling daily stressors. Through focused 
distraction and by sharing their experiences of stress and high demands, the girls 
created collective responses to and respites from some of the stressors that 
generated worry and anxiety, including gendered norms and expectations. 
Together with the adult leaders, they also asserted the mental health implications 
of belonging, and for building a space where responses to stressors could be 
developed. Furthermore, the adult leaders found themselves playing an 
important role in creating a trusted space with the young people they met in their 
organizations, especially for those they perceived as being in a vulnerable 
situation. The leaders were also an important source and catalyst for young 
people to develop strategies to collectively respond to everyday stressors; for 
example, by paving the way in building a “heart-shaped” place, founded on 
belongingness and trust. Nevertheless, belongingness was also described and 
experienced by some as fragile, conditional, and linked with personal 
achievements. Clearly, places of leisure provide an important respite and an arena 
where stressors can be collectively acted upon, but, at the same time, additional 
stress and performance pressure might be added to an already stressful life. In 
other words, places of leisure are constructed by young people in diverse, 
complex, and multifaceted ways. This will elaborated upon in the next section. 

 

How are places of leisure constructed in relation to gender, 
stressors, and rurality? 

In this section, I focus on the importance of contextualizing the places where 
these stressors and responses are constructed, experienced, and acted upon. In 
my study, rurality holds a central position in how place and space were 
discursively constructed by both Team Horses and Team Ballgame, in relation to 
leisure and stressors. This will be discussed under the following three sub- 
headings: “Being stuck and lost in a teenage wasteland”, “A place of freedom?”, 
and “Carving out a relational but precarious rural place.” 
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Being stuck and lost in a “teenage wasteland” 
A dominant feature in the narratives of the girls in both Team Horses and Team 
Ballgame was the notion of the rural as a dull and empty place, a teenage 
wasteland offering nothing for young people in terms of leisure. Vanessa from 
Team Ballgame illustrated this by showing me a picture of a shoebox during one 
of the interviews: 

 
Everything feels so … claustrophobic ... I mean, there are things to do but yet, it 
feels like “we have nothing to do!” it’s really like that … like a dead shoebox. You 
don’t want to hang out at ICA and Konsum [local grocery stores] all evening. 

 
In this quote, Vanessa describes how, even though there are available options for 
leisure, the feeling is that there is nothing to do. In addition, it illustrates the 
powerful discourse of the dull rural location, where even the local grocery stores 
are considered to be an alternative for leisure. In stark contrast stood the urban 
places of leisure, offering almost endless options for leisure activities. However, 
making use of urban leisure was dependent on having transportation, as 
illustrated in the following extract when the participants from Team Horses 
were discussing Linnea’s picture (see Picture C): 

 
Linnea: If you miss the bus ... you have to wait, like, until the next day for the next 
one … in the bigger cities the buses run at five-minute intervals … so yeah, we’re 
stuck to the timetable ... you can’t stay longer [in the city] even if you want to 
Wera: And we’re not allowed to drive cars … 
Linnea: Yeah, so we have to adapt … to the schedule and everything 
Anne (moderator): Mmm, does that make you feel … a bit stuck? 
Linnea: Yup. We are stuck 
Maria: We’re lost here 

 
Since they were only allowed to drive EPA tractors3, and not cars, they had to 
adjust their mobility to the bus timetable. In the quote above, Linnea and Maria 
describe how this makes them feel stuck and lost, living in the rural “periphery,” 
far from the action and the “city lights.” However, living in rural areas with few 
options was also described as making one appreciate things more when actually 
going to the city, whereas young people who lived in the city were described as 
not valuing all the (leisure) options available to them. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

3 An EPA tractor is a converted car modified to have a top speed of 30 km/h that teenagers over 15 
years of age are legally allowed to drive. 
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Picture C by Linnea (Team Horses): “Just missed the bus” 
 
 

A place of freedom? 
In contrast to the construction of rural places as dull and empty, resulting in 
frustration of being stuck, stands the description  of the rural as a  place of 
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freedom. Apart from offering freedom through mobility (e.g., driving EPA 
tractors or snowmobiles), less adult supervision, and closeness to nature, leisure 
in rural areas was also constructed as offering freedom in terms of social, 
economic, and geographical access to leisure, as the following extract from Team 
Horses illustrates: 

 
Wera: It’s much cheaper here than in the city 
Maria: And much more central … a lot of people have to travel a long way to get to the 
closest equestrian club 
Linnea: And most of the people here know each other … they probably don’t do that 
in bigger places … since there are more people riding 
Wera: I think there’s much more bullying and stuff like that in bigger places … in the 
city … here everyone knows each other and you don’t hang out based on how good a 
rider you are … but I think the cities are like that 
Linnea: But here everyone can hang out! 
Maria: Yeah, even when there’s a big difference in age 

 
Lisa from Team Ballgame expressed the contrast between rural and urban leisure 
in a similar way: “The city is much more divided [grupperat], but here, it’s more 
like everybody can hang out, regardless of age differences.” Ella (Team Horses) 
connected belonging to a small rural club to having more freedom: “It’s not as big 
here … so that means you have more freedom, compared to a bigger riding school 
… where you wouldn’t be allowed to do as much as here.” However, as will be 
discussed later on, more freedom to do things also required the participants to 
take more responsibility. 

 
The participants clearly constructed their own place of leisure as a place where 
everybody knows everybody, which makes it more of a friendly place where 
everybody can take part, regardless of skill or age. In addition, urban leisure was 
perceived as less friendly, more expensive, and requiring more traveling. This 
contrast previous descriptions of urban leisure, which was described as more 
accessible and allowing for spontaneous activities. Here, rural leisure is 
constructed as a more collective and inclusive place. 

 
However, the girls in Team Horses also described how their places of leisure were 
coded by others as feminine and “girly”, making it hard for boys to access them 
due to prevailing gender norms. This can be seen in the extract below, when the 
participants talk about one of the few boys at the riding school. 

 
Wera: You know Carl … in our class … he’s being bullied [for riding] 
Linnea: Yes! People say like “What?? Are you going to the horses?? Are you for 
real??” 
Maria: That’s the reason they [boys] don’t dare to come … and maybe that’s easier in 
bigger cities … maybe there are more people and then you don’t feel so alone … but 
here in smaller places … you might be the only guy 
Ella: … and everybody knows 
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Rural leisure sites were constructed as simultaneously small and friendly, 
because everyone knows each other. Places with more people, i.e. urban 
environments, were perceived as more risky in terms of bullying and exclusive 
groupings. At the same time, as seen in the extract above, the urban numbers 
might imply safety for those challenging gender norms.  This illustrates the 
perception of it being easier to do something “different” in the city because, as in 
the example given in the quote above, you won’t be the only guy at the riding 
school. The fact that everyone knows each other means that everyone knows 
everything, implying that if a guy wants to take up horseback riding, it will not 
pass “under the radar” in a rural town. This also illustrates the representation of 
rural places as more traditional than the cities. 

 

Carving out a relational but precarious place 
As seen in the girls’ narratives above, rural places were represented as offering 
few alternatives in terms of youth leisure. This resulted in the girls turning the 
physical space of their clubs into something more and other than just facilitating 
leisure activities. Not only did they construct a space for social activities, but also 
a relational space for wellbeing, where they could meet up, hang out, and also 
develop responses to stressors, for example by sharing experiences of stress and 
daily hassles. Wera (Team Horses) took a picture of the kitchen to illustrate what 
she saw as the most important place at the club. She explained: “no one interrupts 
us here … we can sit and talk … about everything and nothing … so it’s really nice 
that there’s a place where we can hang out and talk (laughs).” 

 
However, carving out a place of leisure where trust and belonging flourish and 
responses to stressors can be developed required time, engagement, and effort 
from the girls. Places of leisure needed to be constructed in a certain way in order 
to be perceived as positive and beneficial to the girls. For example, getting out of 
your home, to “do something” and meeting other people face to face was 
important, otherwise young people risked getting stuck in front of their 
computers or phones, which was not believed to be sociable, or positive for your 
mental health. In other words, certain places of leisure, i.e. their clubs, were 
constructed as “better” than others, suggesting a hierarchy between places of 
youth leisure. The local youth club for example, where young people could spend 
time after school under the loose supervision of adults, was described as boring, 
unreliable, unsafe, and not a very positive place to hang out, as discussed by Team 
Horses: 
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Anne (moderator): What’s available to young people here in [town]? 
Wera: The youth club 
Linnea: ... which is never open 
Maria: No, and it’s not a good place either ... 
Wera: No, it’s not 
Anne (moderator): Why is the youth club not a good place to hang out? 
Maria: Well … it just hasn’t been very good … for a while … not good at all … 
people have stopped going there … 
Ella: Except for those who are too young … 
Maria: And those who are too old … 
(everybody agrees) 
Wera: Bunch of old weird … people 
Maria: Who shouldn’t be around children 

 
 

As seen here, even though getting out of the house and meeting others was 
described as something positive, certain activities performed in certain places 
were represented as better than others. The girls discursively constructed the 
youth club as a place that was not to be trusted, scaring away the “right” people, 
while at the same time attracting the “wrong” crowd, without giving any further 
explanation. In other words, for leisure to be constructed and understood as 
beneficial, one has to engage in only the right kind of leisure, in addition to 
hanging out with the right kind of people. 

 
In contrast to the youth club, stands the image of their own organizations, their 
“own youth club,” as a place for leisure activities as well as an important social 
space to hang out with friends. Ella (Team Horses) explained: 

 
It gives me so much to come here … the horses are important but just as important is 
to see all of my friends … it’s like our own youth club except you learn how to be 
responsible. 

 
Unlike the youth club, the riding club was constructed as their “own place,” where 
one can learn how to become a responsible young person, signaling ownership 
and respectability. This was a theme to which the participants returned several 
times. 

 
When the participants talked about developing responsibility through their 
leisure activities, they constructed (certain) leisure places as spaces where a 
femininity marked by respectability can be developed, together with the 
opportunity for self-improvement. Here they acquire complementary skills that 
are constructed as positive for their educational and future achievements. This 
illustrates the precariousness of young people’s leisure in a context where 
educational and labor-market opportunities have changed how young people 
understand free time, transforming it into something that should be productive 
and meaningful. The following extract illustrates how the girls in Team Horses 
positioned themselves as different to other youth, in terms of being responsible 
subjects, engaging in meaningful leisure: 
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Wera: Not every teen would do this … get up early in the morning to let the horses out 
Linnea: And muck out the stable 
Wera: No … we really learn how to be responsible 
Linnea: Yeah, so much responsibility taking … but it’s a good thing … to learn how to 
be responsible 
Maria: Because you need that skill in other parts of life as well 

 
In addition, the productivity and responsibility-taking were constructed as 
extending far beyond the carving out of spaces for wellbeing, and were seen to 
also include the survival of these rural places of leisure. The participants in Team 
Horses in particular talked about how everyone needs to help out at the club to 
keep it up and running, due to the few resources available: 

 
Maria: Everyone helps out [at the club] … we help each other … it’s part of 
belonging to this community … everyone has to help each other, otherwise … 
Linnea: … otherwise it won’t work 

 
The fact that everyone needs to make an effort to ensure that things work was 
described as a crucial component of belonging to the community [the riding club], 
where everyone needs to play their part to keep the community alive. This 
vulnerability of rural places of leisure also generated stress and anxiety among 
the participants. Linnea (Team Horses) expressed her worries when talking about 
the future: “We do everything for the club … if we left … the club wouldn’t exist!” 
This was especially discussed in relation to the participants who were entering 
upper secondary school, both in relation to starting to commute for several hours 
a day or moving away, but also in relation to succeeding with your final exams, as 
exemplified in the following conversation about teaching the younger age groups 
at the riding school: 

 
Anne (moderator): Do you feel that you’d prefer to skip teaching, if you could? 
Linnea: Uh, yeah … but I signed the contract (laughs) so I’m stuck with it for another 
year … because I think it’s going to be a lot this year … with the final exams and stuff 
… and I want to focus more on school … study harder 
Wera: At the same time, you know that … neither one of us can quit 
Maria: Because then, there won’t be any … 
Wera: And it won’t work 
Maria: So if the club is to survive … we have to help out 

 
This pressure was reinforced by adults within the organizations, who asked the 
girls to consider the consequences for their team or club when choosing which 
school to enroll in. This was exemplified by some of the girls in Team Ballgame: 

 
Judith: Our coach had a chat with us about that … about how important we are for 
the club … and yeah … if we quit … or start commuting … well, if all of us decided to 
move that would be 
Molly: That would be half the team leaving 
Ellen: Mmm 
Judith: More than half the team … 
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These findings reveal that the participants feel responsible for the survival of rural 
places of leisure and, by extension, for the rural community as well. 

 
In conclusion, place is not something that is given, a background where people 
are located and live their lives, but something that the girls do, perform, and 
create. The discursive constructions of place seen in the participants’ narratives 
represent their clubs and communities as places they actively inhabit, recreate, 
and shape. The metaphor of “carving out spaces” also articulates the effort they 
have to expend in order to create and sustain such places; there are discourses 
around responsibility, making an effort, and making it work for their rural 
communities that construct rural places of youth leisure as something these girls 
need to create for themselves. Such representations rest on dominant discourses 
of the dull rural place, but equally on gendered discourses of a respectable 
femininity based on expectations relating to taking responsibility and affective 
investment and labor. 
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Discussion 
 

I will now move on from presenting the main results to discussing them in 
relation to the conceptual framework and previous research. This section starts 
with an analysis of young people’s experiences of everyday stressors, resources, 
and responses by applying the social practice theory. I illustrate the ambiguous 
role of leisure as both constituting a stressor, and also providing an arena where 
responses to stressors can be built. I will then move on to contextualizing the 
social factors of young people’s mental health, focusing in particular on the role 
of gender and neoliberal discourses on successful femininities. This discussion 
leads to the analytical importance of precarity for understanding how the 
participants experience contemporary (leisure) life and how young people now 
organize their “free” time, which is related to space and place. These experiences 
of precarious leisure are located within a certain (rural) context, and I turn to the 
spatiality of leisure in the final section, where I discuss relational and discursive 
understandings of place and space, connecting the dots between gender, 
stressors, and rurality. I conclude by discussing how venues for youth leisure, 
considered as Third Places, can be conceptualized as caring landscapes. As such, 
they hold the potential to promote good mental health among young people, while 
at the same time opening up space for the question of gendered responsibilities 
in relation to health and care. 

 

Leisure spaces: from stressors to collective responses (and back 
again) 

The results show that leisure represented a stressor as well as an arena for 
responses to be collectively developed as a way of handling those stressors. The 
key to translating collective resources into responses lies in the social practices 
within places of youth leisure. For example, the everyday activities of daily chores 
at the stable, sharing food, practicing with the team, and travelling together are 
social practices , that, as Caldwell (2012) writes, are not guided by intentional 
action or formal knowledge, but rather by routine practice and tacit knowledge, 
all of which may be diffuse and unreflective. These social practices make it 
possible for resources to be translated into collective responses to stressors and 
mitigate the outcomes of these stressors in terms of mental health. 

 
One of these collective responses was sharing experiences of stress and high 
demands with each other. This relates to the importance of receiving support 
from peers, but primarily to being part of a social context with others 
encountering similar experiences, where emotional reactions from stress and 
coping behaviors can be collectively shared (Thoits, 2011). 
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Here, everyday interactions and informal practices play an important role 
(Maller, 2015; Schatzki, 2002). In addition, trust was also identified as an 
essential component when building an environment in which the participants felt 
comfortable to open up to each other. Similar to what other studies have shown 
(Bruner et al., 2017; Ettekal & Agans, 2020), the adult leaders also played an 
important role in building this trusted leisure space. 

 
Another response was how the participants were distracted from stressors. This, 
which I labelled “focused distraction”, was described as an emotional state in 
which one could enjoy a break from stressors, anxiety, and worries by “going into 
your bubble” or “blowing off some steam”, together with others. Although the role 
of leisure in offering an escape and distraction from troublesome matters in life 
has previously been uncovered in research (Abbott-Chapman & Robertson, 2015; 
Wilhsson et al., 2017), I particularly wish to underscore the importance of the 
collective and belongingness [gemenskap] in allowing girls to achieve “focused 
distraction”. Being part of a group and to belong has been claimed to be a 
fundamental human need, and a powerful social factor in health and wellbeing, 
especially because it relates to accessing caring, trusting, and supportive 
relationships (Aneshensel et al., 2013; Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Glover, 2017). 

 

Performance pressure and conditional belongingness 

Despite its importance as a collective response to stressors, belongingness was 
also problematized in relation to balancing inclusiveness and exclusiveness. In 
some cases, belongingness was conditioned by one’s achievements, for example 
in terms of being part of the team. The difficulties in balancing belongingness and 
achievement pressure needed to be navigated by both the girls and the adult 
leaders in Team Ballgame. Consequently, the pressure to perform constituted a 
risk of increased achievement pressure on young people (Eriksen, 2021; Merkel, 
2013), but also that it resulted in a weakened sense of belonging. 

 
Belongingness was less linked with performance in Team Horses, but equally 
important for achieving focused distraction was the feeling of belonging to a 
social context with similar others, which rested on a shared collective identity as 
“riders” or “horse girls” (Danby & Grajfoner, 2020; Futch, 2016). The horses 
themselves also constituted a part of this social context, and in relation to the 
participants’ experiences of belonging, reflecting previous research on human– 
equine relationships, where the relationship with horses offers an escape from 
the stressors of everyday responsibilities (Danby & Grajfoner, 2020; Dashper & 
Brymer, 2019). 
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Resisting and conforming to a respectable femininity 
Resisting gendered norms and expectations was collectively constructed as 
offering some “distance” from ideals regarding a “successful self” in terms of 
looks, body norms, appearance, and behavior. Within Team Horses, the girls 
resisted some of these norms through the social practice of valuing hard, physical 
work, and by  showing that you  were  not afraid of  getting your  nails  dirty. 
Resembling the study by Forsberg and Tebelius (2011), the stable offered a space 
for resisting norms of femininity and looks. At the same time, such practices came 
with a price in terms of name-calling and the girls being ridiculed by others at 
school. The culture of the stable was formed by hard work, responsibility, and 
challenges where the girls, similar to those in Forsberg and Tebelius’ study (2011), 
identified themselves as brave, enterprising, and responsible. Although I agree 
with these authors that the stable offers an arena for girls to enact resistance, I 
also argue that they did conform to other gendered norms regarding a successful 
and independent femininity, and reconstructed it within the context of youth 
leisure. For example, gendered expectations concerning “proper” (online and 
offline) behavior, looks, clothing, and being role models for others were strongly 
promoted within both organizations, and by the adult leaders. This was partly 
presented within discourses on girls’ empowerment, but also as a way to foster a 
respectable femininity within what was understood as respectable leisure 
(Henderson, 2015; Heywood, 2007). 

 

Managing time as a valuable commodity 
The pressure to meet high demands regarding school, leisure, and social 
relationships resulted in time being a scarce commodity for the girls in my study. 
Time was valuable and needed to be well invested. As long as the investment paid 
off, in terms of improvements and development, the stressors of school and 
leisure did not necessarily generate stressful feelings. But if not, this caused 
feelings of loosing control, frustration, and a fear of failing, resulting in mental 
fatigue, stomachache, anxiety, and feelings of indifference. The everyday practice 
of planning and managing time has become a central part of neoliberal societies, 
where time is described in economic metaphors – as something not to be wasted 
and as a resource for maximizing career and leisure opportunities (Fullagar & 
Brown, 2003; Strömbäck et al., 2014). When the participants felt that they did 
not have enough time to meet the high demands of everyday life, or that their 
time investment was not paying off as expected, this not only resulted in fear of 
failing and losing control, but also reflected poor time management, reflecting the 
inability to govern time, a skill that has now come to mark successful citizenship 
(Fullagar & Brown, 2003). Structural changes of work, education, and the 
timetables of everyday life have made young people’s lives more fragmented and 
unstable, demanding more active life management, which is potentially stressful 
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and harmful (Chesters & Cuervo, 2019; Pimlott-Wilson, 2017; Wyn & Andres, 
2011). 

 
In sum, places of leisure can be a nurturing context for relational agency and 
social support through the social practices identified in this thesis. Relationships 
built on trust and belongingness with peers and adult leaders constituted the 
foundations upon which collective responses could be developed. The collectively 
developed responses to stressors were all dependent on shared knowledge and 
routinized behavior within the group. At the same time, the results reflect the 
complex and ambiguous role of youth leisure. It was clear that the process of 
translating resources into collective responses to everyday stressors demanded 
engagement, participation, time, and conforming to certain norms and values 
among the participants. The paradox of time in relation to leisure illustrates the 
desire to take a break from everyday stressors, only to subject this “freed up” time 
to the same calculating approach, employing leisure time as something to be 
measured and managed effectively in order to achieve good health (Fullagar & 
Brown, 2003). In the next section, we build upon concepts from theories of 
precarious leisure and post-feminism in order to further analyze this paradox. 

 

Contextualizing young people’s leisure and social factors of 
mental health: post-feminism and the Can-Do Girl 
As the stress process model (Pearlin et al., 1981) recognizes, stressors and 
resources are all situated within a social context that shapes resources, responses, 
and outcomes in terms of youth mental health. Despite this, a substantial 
proportion of the research conducted on stress and young people’s mental health 
has focused on individualistic explanations and solutions to the increasing 
numbers of young people reporting experiences of stress and poor mental health 
(see for example Burger & Samuel, 2017; Moksnes & Espnes, 2014). Against these 
individualistic approaches, I argue that the answer to the high demands and 
struggles related to managing time, is not only to promote young people’s 
collective capacity to handle the stressors of contemporary youth. Equally 
important is to identify and change the societal expectations that are placed on 
young people. These expectations run along and across social factors such as 
gender, class, racialization, and geographical location, structures within which 
youth leisure is also located (Mcleod, 2012b). With respect to gender, several 
authors have identified a wide range of stressors related to modernity (e.g. 
making the right life choice, being responsible, and being successful in education 
and employment) that influence girls’ experiences of stress (Anniko et al., 2019; 
Fullagar, 2013; Wiklund et al., 2010). We need to recognize these structures, and 
their power to shape young people’s lives, whilst also highlighting the space that 
is available for collective agency in resisting these factors, without romanticizing 
the notion of young people’s agency and capabilities (Mitchell, 2015). 
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Managing life and a successful but stressful femininity 
The results show how discourses and norms regarding a successful femininity 
(McRobbie, 2015) are translated into achieving success in all aspects of life, 
primarily in relation to school and future career, but also in relation to one’s social 
life and physical appearance. This aligns with previous research showing that 
young women are imagined to be the successors of social and political change 
within discourses of “girl power” and the “Can-Do Girl”, while feminist concepts 
such as choice, power, and independence have been individualized and 
appropriated by a neoliberal agenda (Gerodetti & McNaught-Davis, 2017; Harris, 
2004). What has been less well explored in relation to these “post-feminist” 
discourses of successful femininities is leisure as a site to strive for respectability 
and to be successful as a girl. The arena of leisure now needs to be included in 
young people’s reflexive life management (Furlong et al., 2011b). According to my 
findings, being successful within leisure was equated to achieving short-term 
goals (e.g., winning the cup finals), but also long-term goals in terms of 
developing new skills, such as leadership, planning, and taking responsibility. 
These investments in the future illustrate the analytical importance of precarity, 
in relation not only to education and employment, but also to leisure, illustrating 
how young people attempt to fill their schedules with a multiplicity of activities, 
in an effort to “keep active” and “do something productive” (Batchelor et al., 
2020). 

 
The conditions of precarious leisure are closely associated with the discourses of 
an individualistic and successful femininity, constructing places of youth leisure 
as arenas for self-fulfillment, development, and empowerment (Fullagar & 
Brown, 2003). As seen in my results, leisure then constitutes another stressor and 
an additional place where girls are expected to succeed. However, leisure is also 
an investment, something that should generate outcomes in terms of new skills 
and self-development, besides improved physical and mental health (Fullagar, 
2013). Further, there were certain value-laden rules and restrictions in terms of 
girls’ behavior and clothing, illustrating how organizations and places of leisure 
play a role in encouraging and (re)producing particular behaviors and norms 
associated with a respectable femininity (Heywood, 2007). 

 
With the rise of a neoliberal economy and political structure in Western societies, 
a new paradigm in terms of inequalities between the genders made its entrance. 
For example, in Sweden, which has worked for many years towards increased 
equality between men and women, there now appear to be no visible hindrances 
preventing women from achieving as much as men, or being at least as successful 
as men (Formark et al., 2017; Formark & Öhman, 2013). Girls and women enjoy 
freedoms denied to them in the past (e.g., higher education, careers, and political 
rights). However, as Gerodetti and McNaught-Davis (2017) argue, girls and 
young women now construct their own individual identities independently of 
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previous constraints, where the values of free choice and autonomy are embraced 
by girls and young women, not so much as “feminists” but as liberated, self-made 
subjects. At the same time, they might also be positioned as scapegoats for any 
failure to achieve such enjoyment (Gonick, 2006; Landén, 2012; McRobbie, 
2015). 

 
Although exposure to stressors and stressful experiences could be seen as a part 
of growing up and a step in learning how to deal with increased responsibilities 
(Bremberg & Dalman, 2015; Wickström & Lindholm Kvist, 2020), the social 
context of contemporary youth creates certain specific structural and economic 
circumstances, which shape both the stressors and responses, as seen in my 
results. A precarious economy and labor market increase the pressure on young 
people to be successful , but in a post-feminist era (Harris, 2004), girls have to 
show how strong, independent, and successful they are, while at the same time 
conforming to gender norms regarding, for example, looks and behavior 
(McRobbie, 2007). The context of youth leisure then becomes another precarious 
arena in young people’s lives, in spite of also constituting an important place for 
collectively responding to everyday stressors (for example, by sharing stressful 
experiences related to being young in a precarious time and society). 

 

Leisure as consumption for some but not for all – the excluding 
mechanisms of class, racialization, and rurality 
The findings of this research indicate that socioeconomic status, experiences of 
being racialized, and being young outside of urban centers were all structural 
factors identified as affecting young people’s access to leisure. Financial barriers 
for participating in leisure activities were particularly evident, with economic 
hardship resulting in self-exclusion. In line with Fernqvist (2013), I argue that 
such exclusion is particularly problematic for young people who struggle to 
maintain a position within same-age groups, because it also obscures the impact 
of poverty and keeps it concealed. Others have raised concerns about the 
commercialization of Swedish civil society, and the consequences this has for 
young people, for example by excluding youth and families with fewer financial 
resources (Ettekal & Agans, 2020; Norberg & Redelius, 2012; The Swedish 
Agency for Youth and Civil Society, 2019). 

 
Experiences of racialization were discussed in relation to the organizational 
failure to include young people from ethnic minorities into Swedish civil society 
as representing another mechanism of exclusion. While access to leisure and the 
relevance of civil society in relation to integration has previously been recognized 
in the literature (see for example Doidge et al., 2020; Flensner et al., 2020), my 
results also depict criticism towards some of the integration strategies 
implemented within youth leisure, for example special teams and activities for 
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newly arrived youth. In similar ways, Kivijärvi (2015) has criticized the promise 
of leisure as a path to integration – participation in youth leisure does not 
necessarily help minority youth to create enduring ties with majority 
representations. The results show that, instead of creating belongingness among 
young people, integration strategies were understood to further exclude and 
marginalize certain groups even further. 

 
Rurality and geographical location in relation to the “center and periphery” 
(Lundgren & Johansson, 2017) represent another exclusionary mechanism. 
Similar to previous research (see for example Cairns, 2014; Power et al., 2014), 
rural places were constructed as offering poorer quality in terms of education, 
health care, and other welfare services, including leisure activities for young 
people. Inequalities between urban and rural areas run along social and economic 
lines, with many rural areas suffering from de-industrialization and changes in 
the economic map (Enlund, 2020). There is a risk that this restructuring and 
austerity will result in increased inequalities among rural youth since the 
possibility to actively seek opportunities in urban areas (e.g., in relation to 
education, leisure, and other type of consumption) is only available to rural youth 
in certain classed  positions, while others are even more excluded  and 
marginalized (Farrugia, 2019; Leyshon, 2008; Wenham, 2020). 

 
The discussion will now turn its focus towards gender and rurality, and why we 
need to take space and place into account when discussing stressors, gender, and 
youth leisure. 

 

Carving out a collective but precarious Third Place 
I understand the space and place of youth leisure as a Third Place (Oldenburg, 
1999), an arena that is both shaping and shaped by social structures (Massey, 
1998). A central finding is the ambiguity of how rural places are discursively (and 
materially) constructed as declining and in deficit, while at the same time 
providing opportunities for young people to create their own places of leisure. 
However, this presupposes the taking of responsibility by young people that, 
according to my analysis, should be understood in relation to gendered discourses 
of a respectable and flexible femininity and an imaginative and problem-solving 
rural youth. Furthermore, my study illustrates that youth leisure is shaped by the 
same precarity and flexible life management as in, for example, education and 
employment. As will be discussed below, this precarity within a rural context 
deserves more attention. 

 

Resisting and reproducing rural leisure as a “teenage wasteland” 
From the findings, it became clear that rural youth leisure contains multiple 
tensions and ambiguities. Dominant discourses about rural areas as 
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“teenage wastelands” providing few options for young people were both 
challenged and adhered to by the participants. For example, discourses of the 
“rural dull” (see for example King & Church, 2013; Leyshon, 2008; Norman et al., 
2011) were contrasted against narratives of rural leisure as offering freedom, in 
terms of both independence and less adult supervision, and also greater social, 
economic, and geographical access to leisure and nature. These discourses were 
partly connected to the “betweenness” of rural youth in relation to urban and 
rural places. Drawing on the work of Leyshon (2008), young people in rural areas 
enjoy “urban” entertainments but are also keen to position themselves as 
different from urban youth, variously locating themselves both within the 
countryside and beyond. Although the girls in this study made use of urban 
leisure when possible, they also proudly described themselves and rural places of 
leisure as being more friendly and inclusive than urban places and their urban 
peers. 

 
As described by other scholars (see for example Powell et al., 2013; Rönnlund, 
2020), this illustrates that rural places are constructed as more supportive, 
inclusive, and forming stronger social ties within the community. At the same 
time, rural places of leisure were not constructed as entirely inclusive and 
friendly. Resisting certain norms regarding gender and leisure (e.g., taking up 
horseback riding as a boy), were described as attracting negative attention, 
illustrating the ambivalence of rural places and communities as also being “old 
fashioned” and “exclusionary” in comparison to the more “tolerant” city (Rich & 
Misener, 2021). Sørensen and Pless (2017) underline how these dominant 
narratives of a “good” young life in an urban vs. a rural environment are 
hybridized, thus dissolving the dichotomy between the center and the periphery, 
and enabling peripheries to “talk back” (Kjeldgaard, 2003). Thus, they resist 
some of the dominant representations of rural life, as my findings also illustrate. 

 
Similar to  previous research (Leyshon,  2008; Power et  al.,  2014),  the girls 
described themselves as imaginative and inventive problem solvers. Due to the 
lack of leisure opportunities, they saw a need and obligation to create such places 
for themselves. The construction of their own places of leisure extended beyond 
the material and physical space of their clubs into a collective and social space, 
where responses to stressors could be developed and navigated. This place- 
making is crucial for understanding the relationship between space, place, and 
young people’s individual and collective identities, in which the spaces they create 
for themselves hold a central position (Farrugia et al., 2016). In addition, it also 
challenges the notions of rural leisure as “dead” or “non-existent”. However, as 
pointed out by Rye (2006), rural youth from families with higher incomes tend to 
have a more positive perception of rurality, due to having more resources to 
create opportunities and make use of the local social life. In other words, having 
the ability to create a place of their own requires certain resources to be available. 
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Apart from being a place for sport and activities, places of leisure were also 
constructed as safe social spaces where trust, belongingness, and friendship could 
be cultivated between the participants. As described earlier, belongingness was 
central to developing collective responses to stressors, but at the same time it was 
also conditionally dependent on achievements, in relation to aspects such as 
keeping your position on  the team. In other words, leisure places offer the 
opportunity to belong, but the conditions for place-belongingness are shaped by 
discourses and practices of socio-spatial inclusion and exclusion, creating 
boundaries between who is “in” and who is “out” of place (Antonsich, 2010; 
Glover & Sharpe, 2020). 

 

Making it work for the rural collective and the role of precarious 
leisure 
My findings reveal how the discourses of a stoic and inventive rural youth align 
with discourses about the self-driven, flexible, and resilient “Can-Do Girl” 
(Harris, 2004). The girls’ place-making practices illustrated not only that they 
had to create places of leisure themselves, but also that these places needed to be 
constructed in certain “respectable” ways in order to be perceived as “good” and 
“positive” by the girls. The exercise of freedom of choice through leisure, and what 
one might wish to spend leisure time on, is compromised by moral duty, self- 
discipline, and the obligation to work on oneself in the name of health benefits 
and outcomes (Fullagar, 2013). Based on my results, I also want to add self- 
management and development to this argument, in terms of “CV-enhancing” 
forms of leisure, where transferable skills to increase future employability, can be 
developed (Batchelor et al., 2020). Leisure was constructed as beneficial by the 
participants if it included both corporeal development (in terms of physical 
activity) and the development of knowledge and skills that would be useful for 
future trajectories. 

 
The connection between young people’s wellbeing and the importance of 
remaining “busy and active” can be understood in relation to the (re)construction 
of certain forms of leisure (e.g., social activities, sports) as beneficial and 
respectable (Driscoll, 2016), while other kinds (e.g., hanging out at the youth club 
or staying at home) were understood as more risky and less “healthy”. Driscoll 
(2016) argues that so-called “country time and space” is understood as being less 
regulated than the urban context, and that boredom thus becomes “dangerous” 
for young people. This produces a powerful imperative to provide things to do 
outside of school hours. These “sanctioned” activities in their turn (re)produce 
the discourse and notion of what constitutes positive leisure for young people 
(Driscoll, 2016). In other words, girls’ respectability is constructed through 
certain places of leisure and social contexts that are understood as beneficial to 
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them by promoting new skills and self-development (e.g. leadership, discipline, 
time management), to strengthen their competitiveness on a future precarious 
labor market. 

 
This place-making required effort, engagement, and investment that at times was 
described as overwhelming. This leads us to another paradox, that is, how places 
of rural leisure were constructed as dull and empty, while at the same time 
stressful, demanding, and overwhelming. It is possible that having a busy 
schedule is perceived as something to strive for because, according to prevailing 
norms of individualization, it signals success and engagement (Fullagar & Brown, 
2003), whereas, a century ago, the conspicuous consumption of leisure was a 
signifier of social status (Batchelor et al., 2020). 

 
Moreover, girls’ leisure was also a location where they took on responsibilities in 
relation to the rural community. Due to scarce resources, the organizations relied 
on voluntary work. Consequently, the participants were contributing to the 
“social economy” (Peters et al., 2018) and supporting the sustainability of rural 
places of youth leisure through their un(der)paid labor. Their carving of collective 
spaces exemplifies rural youth’s willingness to adapt and persist in order to 
enable youth leisure to survive in rural places. Such commitment requires loyalty 
and responsibility from young people, which in turn creates worries and concerns 
about how these places of rural leisure would survive in precarious times without 
them. 

 
In light of the above, I argue that the concept of precarious leisure should be 
extended from understanding leisure as something that needs to benefit the 
individual in terms of productivity and investment in personal development. It 
needs to also include a collective dimension that recognizes processes of rural 
restructuring within the globalized economy (Enlund, 2020; Waite, 2018), and 
how these impact upon the conditions under which rural leisure operates. 
However, as seen in the results, the responsibility to sustain places of leisure and 
make them work for the rural collective merge with, and feed into, discourses of 
ambitious and successful femininity whereby girls have to carry the burden and 
responsibility of keeping rural youth places alive. 

 

(Re)considering youth leisure as caring places 
Coming to the end of this discussion, and after demonstrating the many 
ambiguities and complexities displayed by youth leisure, I now want to take the 
opportunity to return to leisure as a Third Place that has the potential to 
strengthen young people’s mental health. As this study has clearly illustrated, 
places of youth leisure perform many of the functions that Oldenburg (1999) and 
others (see for example Dunlap & Camp, 2020) have articulated in the original 
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idea of the Third Place: when people come together in these spaces, important 
relationships can be formed. These relationships build on belongingness and may 
create a common ground and setting within which people offer social support to 
one another (Oldenburg, 1999). Rural youths’ sense of belonging to people and 
place, together with the opportunity to participate in society, has been identified 
as constituting the foundations for a “careful” landscape, facilitating young 
people’s care in rural settings (Jonsson et al., 2020). I argue that places of youth 
leisure constitute a crucial aspect of such “careful” landscapes, a social space 
where caring interactions – such as developing collective responses to everyday 
stressors – can take place, without these social spaces being defined as “caring 
institutions” per se (Milligan & Wiles, 2010). These caring interactions between 
youth, and between youth and adults, build on social practices and are 
constructed and integrated into routinized behaviors based on shared 
competencies, knowledge, and skills, as previously identified in  the  results, 
making places of youth leisure into careful landscapes. These interactions have 
been identified as strongly linked to place, with these everyday experiences and 
practices making places health enabling for both individuals and communities 
(Bell et al., 2018). Place and space also influence perceptions of norms, values, 
and assumptions about care that, in turn, influence how youth and adult leaders 
build places of leisure into places of care and wellbeing. 

 
The social practices constructed by the girls and adult leaders, which enabled the 
social context of leisure to be collectively transformed into a caring space, also 
mirror the importance of relational agency (Kennelly, 2009). Since many of the 
stressors experienced by young people are increasingly individualized and 
internalized, there is an even greater need to pay attention to the interactive and 
collaborative development of youth agency and the various fields of interaction 
(such as places of leisure) where this allows for collective action (Kennelly, 2009). 
This relational perspective allows for a research approach that problematize and 
makes girls’ mental health and problems visible, without further medicalization 
of girls’ health and wellbeing (Wiklund et al., 2013). However, as we have seen, 
transforming leisure participation into a relational and caring space for collective 
responses is demanding, and requires investment and resources. To capture these 
tensions, a conceptual and theoretical expansion of Third Places is therefore 
needed, involving a special focus on how youth leisure can be a collectively caring 
space. At the same time, with this expansion follows a recognition and scrutiny of 
how discourses on , for example, gender and rurality shape how these caring 
spaces are constructed, who carries the responsibility for this caring, and under 
what material circumstances it takes place (or not) (Shaw, 2001). 

 
Places of youth leisure are complex and (re)produce several discourses of 
responsibility in relation to “carving out”: (i) a space where stressors can be 
responded to and mental health collectively cared for, (ii) a respectable and 
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“productive” space, and (iii) space in relation to sustaining rural places and in 
solidarity with the rural collective. I argue that these discourses of responsibility 
are strongly gendered and connected to the concept of precarious leisure. This 
reflects the argument of Furlong (2015) about how the promising diversification 
in educational and employment routes for young people contributes to a 
perception of increased opportunity and greater scope for individual agency. Yet, 
underlying structural inequalities still persist. This impossible  promise of  a 
successful trajectory creates idealized narratives of an empowered, independent, 
and successful femininity, which, in turn, creates experiences of stress and high 
demands on girls and young women to achieve such a trajectory. As Harris (2004) 
points out, girls are now the ideal subjects of a global economy that relies on 
individuals with flexibility, but who are also trained to blame their “failures” on 
themselves, rather than looking to the larger economic structure or the system 
within which their lives are structured. Within leisure, previous scholars have 
problematized how the image of the sporty and “active” girl is constructed from 
discourses on gender and performance, signifying that anyone can be the healthy 
and successful Can-Do Girl with hard work, masking the implicit endorsement of 
neoliberalism and growing structural inequalities (Casey et al., 2016; Heywood, 
2007). In other words, there is an urgent need to recognize that leisure activities 
are strongly associated with the creation and maintenance of good public health, 
and the imperatives of virtue, self-discipline, and status (Mansfield, 2020). 

 
That said, it is important to clarify that my argument should not be interpreted 
as an aversion to girls’ and women’s participation in sports, or engagement in 
leisure activities. As Heywood (2007) importantly points out, any discourse can 
function positively in some contexts while being negative in others, and this does 
not mean that the negative cancels out the positive. I do, however, argue that, 
before youth leisure is promoted as an opportunity for girls’ empowerment, and 
an arena for positive health promotion and development per se, there is a need 
for a more nuanced (gender) analysis of youth leisure, which so far has mostly 
focused on other domains of young people’s lives. 

 
In line with Mansfield’s (2020) argument, I argue that scholars need to more 
explicitly and critically address the policy debates about the physical and mental 
health benefits of leisure beyond physical activity, including a critical 
examination of the potentially negative health consequences of leisure. As Yuen 
and Johnson (2017) stress, the experience of a leisure setting as a Third Place 
does not automatically imply that this setting will facilitate a (caring) third-place 
experience for all who come there. From my results, it emerged that there is an 
urgency to move beyond a romanticized notion of the Third Place and to focus on 
inequalities in relation to aspects such as vulnerable life situations, class, and 
experiences of racialization that exclude young people from (safe) places of 
leisure. This has also been described and called for in relation to other excluding 
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and discriminatory structures, such as cisgenderism (see for example Linander et 
al., 2019) and ableism (see for example Hodge & Runswick-Cole, 2013). I do see 
a need to recognize leisure as a social factor of health (especially in relation to 
mental health) and, as Mansfield (2020) suggests, intersectional frameworks of 
analysis should be brought to the fore to aid in the understanding of complex, 
multiple, and overlapping inequalities and their connection to leisure and health 
structures, processes, and experiences. 
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Implications for policy and practice 
 

On March 18 2021, the Swedish government handed over a petition (Skr. 
2020/21:105) to the parliament, addressing several urgent issues regarding 
young people’s situation in Sweden, amongst them mental health, leisure, and 
participation in civil society (The Swedish Government, 2021). The petition 
emphasizes the importance of “meaningful youth leisure”, stating that: 
“participation in leisure organizations and the civil society has the potential to 
provide young people with important personal and professional competency, in 
addition to skills regarding entrepreneurship, team work, leadership, project 
management, and critical thinking” (p. 61, my translation).  Since the same 
petition calls for research regarding young people’s own experiences of leisure in 
relation to health and wellbeing, including on the matter of leisure as a stressor, 
I will now take the opportunity to present some of the implications for policy and 
practice based on my findings. 

 
 We need a more nuanced understanding of youth leisure. 

Although it is encouraging that the petition recognizes leisure as a central 
part in the work ahead in improving young people’s mental and physical 
health, I argue that a revised and more nuanced perception of youth 
leisure is relevant for public mental health policy and planning. We need 
to understand the complexity of leisure, beyond the image of the 
traditional sports organization, to recognize e.g. the hybridization 
between what is often referred to as ‘structured’ and ‘unstructured’ 
leisure, and that youth leisure now takes place more often online than 
offline. 

 
 Places of youth leisure hold great potential for young people’s 

mental health and wellbeing. Albeit complex, I am not ‘throwing the 
baby out with the bathwater’. As my study shows, leisure holds great 
potential as a caring and collective space for young people, where many 
of the experiences and challenges of contemporary youthhood could be 
shared, and acted upon by collectively responding to stressors of 
everyday youth lives. There is a particular strength in coming together 
with others, both other peers and adults of which some might have 
similar experiences of, for example stressors and poor mental health. 
Sharing these experiences in a safe space constitutes opportunities for 
support. These kind of collective spaces should be further recognized 
within leisure organizations, public health, social care, communities, and 
education, as well as in policy and decisions regarding youth mental 
health interventions, both on regional and national level. 
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 It takes effort to construct places of leisure into collective and 
caring places. Supportive and caring places of leisure that rest on trust 
and belonging do not happen out of nowhere and spontaneously. It 
requires effort, commitment, and engagement, both from young people 
and from the adult leaders to maintain places of leisure as caring places. 
This commitment can be rewarding and strengthen a sense of belonging 
within the group or organization. However, the effort it takes needs also 
to be recognized and supported by local and governmental policy makers, 
in terms of funding and training, without for that matter shifting the 
responsibility for young people’s health over to the civil society and/or 
the young people themselves. 

 
 There is a risk that places of leisure becomes places of 

achievements. My study shows how leisure can constitute a stressor 
for young people. Leisure is shaped by discourses of performance, both 
as short-term achievements such as playing on the A-team, but also long 
term, in relation to one’s future trajectory and self-development. Before 
promoting (structured) leisure in relation to young people’s mental and 
physical health, there is a need to balance the assumption that high 
numbers of youth memberships in civic organizations are positive per se. 
This reflects the rather stagnant idea that engagement in supervised 
activities can only do good to young people. Although I agree that young 
people should have access to what they consider meaningful leisure, I 
oppose the idea that ‘meaningful’ now equals developing personal and 
professional competency, as reflected in the extract from the petition 
above. Leisure organizations and others involved in youth health and 
leisure need to critically reflect upon what values and norms (regarding 
e.g. performance pressure and what is perceived as ‘meaningful’ youth 
leisure) are being directly and indirectly reproduced within places of 
youth leisure. Consequently, I see a need to continue the discussion on 
youth leisure and performance pressure, within and across leisure 
organizations, and on how we can minimize stress and pressure from 
leisure participation. In these discussions, organizations within e.g. 
youth sports and leisure such as Riksidrottsförbundet, SISU, and MUCF 
play a crucial role. 

 
 Places of youth leisure need to acknowledge and act upon 

constraining and stressful gender norms. Understanding youth 
leisure requires a gender perspective since experiences of both stressors, 
mental health, and leisure participation are highly shaped by gendered 
norms and structures. There is a risk that places of leisure becomes an 
additional arena where girls and young women are expected to achieve 
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and perform a respectable, responsible, and successful femininity. 
Greater awareness and actions around this, allowing for gender norms to 
be challenged and resisted, are needed within organizations of leisure. 
This includes efforts to act against and prevent the surveillance of girls’ 
looks, clothing, bodies, and behaviors within leisure. 

 
 Adult leaders play an important role in youth leisure. The role 

of adults within youth leisure is crucial in all of the mentioned 
implications. By their efforts in creating trusting and safe spaces for 
young people, adult leaders support young people to respond to stressors, 
especially for those with few resources. The adult leaders should be 
supported with accurate training in relation to youth mental health and 
stress, including the role of leisure and adults in adding to stress and 
pressure on young people. 

 
 Leisure inequities are in urgent need of intersectional 

attention. Increasing inequities such as class divisions, social, and 
spatial exclusions in relation to youth’s access to safe and inclusive places 
of leisure needs to be recognized and addressed in political and policy 
implications. In addition, there is a need to understand the complex, 
multiple, and overlapping inequalities between youth mental health and 
participation in leisure. Special focus needs to be directed to the 
consequences of the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic on these social 
inequities. 

 
 Anchor policy goals and practices in young people’s 

experiences. Young people’s experiences, engagement, and 
preferences when it comes to leisure are complex and diverse, not least 
in relation to mental health. This calls for public health decisions and 
policies on national and local level, including leisure practices to be 
founded on youth’s perspectives, opinions, and experiences. In this way, 
we can move away from certain selected leisure activities identified and 
supported (by adults) as having value for young people’s health and 
wellbeing. 
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Methodological and ethical reflections 
 

Although I have already shared some methodological reflections in the 
methodology section, I will take the opportunity to discuss some of the 
methodological and ethical considerations that I came across during my study. 

 
As discussed earlier (see box 2), research is hardly a neat and ordered experience. 
As the research progress, so does the chosen design unfold, often in many 
unexpected ways, and not seldom depending on the nature and quality of the 
relationship and interaction between the researcher and participants (Dupuis, 
1999). I will start this section by presenting what I found to be the strengths and 
limitations of my study. From there I will highlight some more personal 
reflections on using visual methods, and finally move on to discuss reflexivity and 
feeling “out of place” when collecting data, especially in relation to conducting 
observations. Reflections on ethical issues and considerations will be included in 
all sections. Although this is not a comprehensive discussion of all methodological 
choices I made, it is a selection of the ones that I consider more relevant in terms 
of reflexivity. I see this chapter as an opportunity to position myself in relation to 
my research and its progress, which also enhances the trustworthiness of my 
study. 

 

Strengths and limitations of this research 
The ethnographic and qualitative approach constitute the main strength of this 
research. By spending countless hours with Team Ballgame and Team Horses, I 
gained a deep understanding of the social processes and practices in these groups. 
In addition to the observations, the interviews enabled me to, in more detail, 
explore complex questions regarding youth mental health, stressors, and 
experiences of stress and leisure. By interviewing the girls at several occasions 
also gave the opportunity to follow-up on different questions, and explore new 
perspectives that emerged during the data collection. It offered a possibility to 
develop relationships with the participants, which made the data collection more 
relaxed and comfortable, at least for me, but probably (hopefully) for the 
participants as well. 

 
Another strength of the study is the use of multiple methods. This triangulation 
made it possible to apprehend a range of experiences, angles, and perspectives of 
the phenomenon in focus (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Yin, 2018). The inclusion of 
both adult leaders and young people in the study also extended the understanding 
of youth leisure in relation to stress and mental health, capturing their different 
and similar views and experiences. In addition, the diversity of leisure 
organizations included in the study constituted another strength, both in terms 
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of the variation of organizations the adult leaders represented (e.g. religion, 
sports, culture), but also the differences between Team Ballgame (a team-based 
group competing within ball sports) and Team Horses (less competitive and 
individual based equestrian club). 

 
To increase the credibility of the study, I have been in regular contact with both 
Team Ballgame and Team Horses after completing the data collection, keeping 
the two cases in “the loop” about the research process. In January 2020, I went 
back to Team Ballgame to present my findings, and respond to questions about 
the results and study. I made two different presentations, one for the girls and 
one for the adults in the organizations (e.g. coaches, board members), together 
with representatives from the local youth club and school. The presentation for 
Team Horses was cancelled due to the pandemic, and is awaiting a new date 
whenever possible. I have also sent the published articles to all participants, 
including the leaders. In addition to presenting my findings to the participants, I 
also participated in Psykeveckan Västerbotten (mental health week) during fall 
2019, where I presented my study to the public in Dorotea, Vilhemina, and 
Lycksele. 

 
While certain perspectives and experiences were gained in the selection of 
participants, others were lost. The two cases, Team Ballgame and Team Horses 
were quite homogenous in terms of social positions, such as gender identity, 
social class, and racialization. The girls had the financial ability to participate in 
leisure activities, with supportive family members helping  with  logistics. In 
addition, many of them also had the possibility to moving to the city to go to a 
preferred high school, signaling access to certain resources needed for this 
mobility. Apart  from the financial resources, this mobility also  reflected an 
embodied position as non-disabled, which also gave them access to various places 
of leisure. Although some had experiences of racism and racialization, most of the 
participants were born in Sweden and spoke Swedish, which inevitably result in 
exclusion of perspectives of marginalization. In addition, although this study was 
conducted in Sápmi, I did not inquire about the perspectives and experiences of 
Sámi youth specifically, which could mean that these representations were not 
captured in the material. 

 
As noted in the methodology chapter, it was not part of the recruitment strategy 
for the case study to “only” include girls, but through the process, these two cases 
were selected based on their interests and location in rural areas. This, of course 
results in other experiences being lost. However, we also know that girls and 
young women struggle with high levels of stress and achievement pressure in 
their everyday  lives (see  for example  Anniko et al., 2019) making them  an 
important group to include in research on mental health and leisure. 
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It is also likely that the adult leaders who agreed to participate had personal 
interest in questions regarding youth mental health and leisure. In addition, 
issues of youth mental health and stress were clearly important to the board and 
leaders in Team Ballgame and Team Horses. The boards of the organizations 
were also gatekeepers in terms of initially deciding if the club was interested in 
taking part in the study. Consequently, a different sampling technique would 
most likely have resulted in other experiences, and strategies being brought to the 
table. In addition, the two cases were both ‘traditional’ sports organizations, 
representing the more normative and structured youth leisure organizations, 
where adults in many ways set the scene. At the same time, sports organizations 
like the ones I analyze in this thesis are also where many young people in Sweden 
spend their leisure time, and is therefore important to include them in research. 
That said there is definitely a need for more research on other places of leisure, 
outside the dominant places of sports and physical exercise. 

 
The use of several different kinds of methods and conducting a multiple case 
study gave me the opportunity to triangulate data. However, juggling several 
research methods is not only time consuming but one risks losing sight of the 
overarching research problem or question of interest. In addition, capturing a 
broad set of perspectives might come at the expense of some analytical depth, 
compared to if I had used one specific method. 

 

Conducting photo-elicited focus groups with young 
participants 
The focus group discussions with the girls were based on the photos that they took 
and sent to me. I printed the pictures and brought them with me to the interview. 
I generally found the use of photos for the interviews to be quite successful, 
especially as an “icebreaker” before starting the interview, since it often resulted 
in giggles and chatting about their pictures. As we rarely print the photos we take 
today, this also created some excitement among the girls, and they often talked 
about where they were going to put their pictures afterwards (e.g. school locker, 
bedroom, in the stable). Furthermore, the photo elicitation clearly opened up for 
the possibility to visualize more abstract issues and questions such as talking 
about ‘mental health’ and ‘stress’, in addition to divert some of the focus away 
from the participants when talking about sensitive issues. The girls also creatively 
combined different photographs to illustrate thoughts and experiences during the 
interviews. One example of this was during the discussion on how stress affects 
one’s sleep and in return how lack of sleep affects coping with stress, which 
started from one participant choosing a photo of a bed, and then putting it next 
to a photo of homework. 
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Although these photographs tell us something about young people’s experiences 
and what they “see” in their everyday lives, all photography are created for an 
audience (Power et al., 2014), in this case, the other participants and me as a 
researcher. Despite my repeated attempt to assure the participants that neither 
the quality of the picture nor the content mattered and that the pictures were all 
theirs to decide upon, having an audience in me (including published papers and 
this thesis) and the other participants, undoubtedly shaped the content and form 
of the images produced. Photography is very much a political process in terms of 
deciding what to make and what not to make visible, and what the photographer, 
in this case the girls, found “correct” and appropriate to portrait (Power et al., 
2014). 

 
No one opted out on sharing the images with the others; rather they would 
participate without bringing pictures, which of course could have several reasons. 
As the data collection process continued, I became increasingly torn as to whether 
it was ethically justifiable to ask these already busy girls to engage in my research. 
Because ethnographic studies often take place over an extended period of time, 
what participants agreed upon in the beginning of the project can change for a 
variety of reasons (Mannik & McGarry, 2017). The participants had quite 
stressful lives, juggling school, leisure and other activities. I asked myself: Is it 
ethically acceptable to request their involvement in time-consuming interactive 
and participatory activities? Judging how much I could ask of the participants 
was just one of many microethical decisions or dilemmas (the kinds of ethical 
issues that confront researchers on a day-to-day basis) (Guillemin & Gillam, 
2004; Warr et al., 2016), I faced during the research process. 

 
Another ethical dilemma was regarding the organizations’ desire to be open about 
their participation in the project by, for example, posting about the research and 
data collection on social media, at the same time as I had to ensure the 
participants’ confidentiality. In addition, I often reflected upon to what extent the 
participation was “voluntary”, since it was the board of the organizations who 
initially agreed to participate in the study, although they of course did not answer 
for the participants themselves. Considerations of age and agency are highly 
relevant in this regard. That is, how do I as a researcher recognize power relations 
between my self and the participants without depriving young people’s agency 
and opportunities to say yes or no to participate? However, participants declined 
participation in one or several interviews at several occasions due to homework 
or other commitments. In addition, I also believe (perhaps from a somewhat 
overly optimistic perspective) that despite running a tight schedule they found it 
valuable to be heard and acknowledged in their experiences of daily stressors and 
leisure. 
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Participatory, reflexive, and embodied observations 
 
 

The girls are sitting around the table and are caught up in a conversation when I 
arrive. I don’t really know what to do with myself. Do I interrupt them? Or just sit 
down quietly? […] I run the presentation about how I plan to collect the data, 
including the photo elicitation. After I’m finished no one says a word. I get nervous 
and suddenly start to stutter a bit. I don’t have a clue if they understood any of it. Or 
if they find it interesting or not. One of the participants looks like she’s almost 
falling asleep, another one is listening carefully. No one says anything when I ask 
them if they have any questions. When I ask if they like the idea, or if it sounds 
boring or difficult it gets so quiet you could hear a pin drop. I start to regret the 
whole thing. Am I way over my head here? 

Extract from written field notes, June 2018. 
 

As reflected in the extract above, when conducting observations with Team 
Ballgame and Team Horses, I often found myself not knowing what to do with 
myself in relation to the “room”, or when to participate and when not to. This 
uneasiness, uncertainty, or awkwardness when conducting an ethnographic 
study (Madden, 2010) caught me somewhat by surprise. Instead of brushing 
these feelings off as something that I would overcome with time and experience, 
I decided to include all these feelings in my notes. Those experiences became part 
of the data collection (taking notes on these embodied and emotional experiences 
also gave me something to do with my hands when feeling out of place). These 
feelings, reactions, and experiences from participating and observing became 
part of my observations of the ‘other’, and is closely related to changes in the 
participation role or position (Warming, 2005). Why was it that I was so 
surprised by these feelings of awkwardness or uneasiness? I believe that the main 
reason for this was my perceived powerful position in relation to the participants; 
as an adult and researcher in charge of the data collection and production. 

 
This uneasiness has been discussed in relation to the different positions one 
occupies as a researcher in relation to the participants. Ringer and Harrington 
(2013) stress the importance of understanding these processes of researcher and 
participant positioning as sources of data, where the methodological problems we 
encounter in the “field” are based on discursive norms that operate within the 
same field, which also make some research positions available to us as 
researchers, while others are not or more difficult to position. In my case this 
positioning was evident with respect to age (youth participants/adult researcher), 
geographical location (rural participants/urban researcher), and being an 
outsider as a researcher entering into a new environment but also in terms of the 
power relations that comes with these positions. Interestingly, I found myself 
tossed between these different positions, and although I obviously held a 
privileged position all through the data collection, my emotional and embodied 
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experience told me something different. This “vulnerability” from my side might 
have generated a window of opportunity for resistance and questioning from the 
participants. 

 
Another question I asked myself based on these embodied experiences was what 
is produced in this uneasiness or awkwardness? The researcher-participants 
relationships reflect processes of positioning among people who are already 
positioned in different ways (in my case young people, girls, mental health, rural 
areas), and how they both conformed to and resisted this positioning. In terms of 
my own positioning, I found myself taking on a rather humble role in relation to 
the participants, as a curious but a bit naïve, and clueless researcher. Although I 
strived to be open and transparent with what I took notes of, it inevitably resulted 
in a social practice where I was observing and the participants were objectified. I 
suspect this created certain uneasiness among the  participants, resulting in 
somewhat resisting this positioning by once in a while asking me what I possible 
could get from all these observations, in addition to sarcastic jokes about what I 
actually took notes of. 

 
This uneasiness (and resistance) was also present in several of my interviews with 
the adult leaders. On some occasions, I experienced how the interviews felt more 
like an interrogation that a conversation. I found this to be somewhat related to 
how I was positioned as someone “external”, there to scrutinize the work of the 
leaders and their organizations in relation to young people’s mental health and 
stress. This resulted in some hesitation and a slightly defensive approach from 
the participants. Possibly, these reactions reflect a resistance to my objectifying 
research practices during the interviews but also in relation to how I would 
interpret and present their accounts (Ringer & Harrington, 2013). 

 
However, despite the many methodological struggles, challenges, uneasiness, 
and all the micro-ethical decisions that never seems to end, ethnographic 
research surely also brought me excitement and enjoyment. 

 
The interview went well, and the atmosphere was friendly, chatty, and good. I’m 
surprised how relaxed they are with me and about being interviewed and sharing 
personal things and thoughts … all four of them seemed eager to participate and talk. 
But after about 40 minutes I realized how late it was. I thanked them for their time 
and walked with Jeanette out to the cars. It is very cold now, about minus 30 I think. 
The lock in the driver’s doors of her EPA was frozen so she had to climb in through 
the passenger seat. We got a good laugh out of that before saying good-bye … the 
moon is up and the snowy landscape glimmers in its light along the road … I think 
about how something that causes me both uneasiness and awkwardness also can be 
so much fun and rewarding. It’s difficult but at the same time so damn fun!! 

Extract from audio field notes, December 2019. 
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Concluding remarks 
 

This thesis sheds light on how places of youth leisure are perceived and 
collectively constructed as social factors in youth mental health, and analyzes the 
strategies developed within these places to handle and respond to the everyday 
stressors experienced by young people. The findings paint a multifaceted and 
dynamic picture of leisure in relation to stress and youth mental health. 

 
Daily social practices and routines constructed within the context of youth leisure 
enable collective resources to be translated into important responses to everyday 
stressors. Since these daily stressors, such as facing high demands, time- and life 
management (including having time for leisure), are experienced as 
individualized and internalized, these collective spaces play a significant role in 
creating social support and relational agency, and in mitigating the effects of 
stressors in mental health. Trust and belongingness constitute the foundation for 
creating spaces where girls can share experiences of stress and high demands, 
resist gendered norms and expectations, and enjoy the feeling of being focusedly 
distracted together with others. Here the adult leaders also play a crucial role in 
constructing a trusting and supportive environment. Belongingness is, however, 
in some cases conditioned by achievements, connecting inclusiveness with 
performances within for example the team. 

 
For the girls, the process of translating resources into collective responses to 
everyday stressors demand engagement and time along with conforming to 
certain norms and values. Leisure and the construction of responses to daily 
stressors becomes part of the active life management that now governs many 
young people’s lives. 

 
Being successful within leisure means achieving both short-term and long-term 
goals in terms of developing new skills, such as leadership, planning, and 
responsibility taking. These investments in the future illustrates the analytical 
importance of precarity, showing how young people fill their schedules with a 
multiplicity of activities, in an effort to ‘keep active’ and ‘do something 
productive’. The conditions of this leisure precarity need to be analyzed in 
relation to gendered discourses of an individualistic and successful femininity 
where places of youth leisure are constructed as arenas for self-fulfillment, 
respectability, and empowerment. Thus, leisure constitutes an additional stressor 
where girls are expected to succeed, but also an investment; something that 
should generate outcomes both in terms of self-development, in addition to 
improved physical and mental health. 
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The spatial perspective on rural youth leisure demonstrates how these places are 
complex and (re)produce several discourses of responsibilities in relation to 
“carving” a space where stressors can be responded to and mental health 
collectively cared for. Such space needs to be constructed as respectable and 
‘productive’, and contribute to sustain and support the rural community. The 
metaphor of ‘carving out spaces’ speaks for the effort the girls had to make in 
order to create and sustain such places; not only in relation to a successful 
femininity, but also in relation to the survival of rural places of leisure. 

 
The construction of rural places as dull and empty resulted in frustrated feelings 
of being stranded and stuck. At the same time, this was also contrasted by the 
description of the rural as a place of freedom, in terms of (e.g., driving EPA 
tractors or snowmobiles), less adult supervision, and closeness to nature. In 
addition, leisure in rural areas offered freedom in terms of greater social, 
economic, and geographical access to leisure. However, the responsibility to 
sustain places of rural leisure merge and feed into discourses of the ambitious 
and successful femininity where girls carry the burden and responsibility to keep 
rural youth places alive. This effort can be argued to be a form of emotional labor, 
and an arena for additional responsibilities to be carried by the girls. 

 
Intersecting inequalities in relation to class, racialization, and geographical 
location affect young people’s access to leisure. These intertwining structures 
result in persisting inequities and lost opportunities to benefit from the positive 
mental health implications leisure and civic engagement potentially hold. These 
structures needs to be recognized together with their power in shaping young 
people’s lives, whilst  also  point  to  the room available for collective agency, 
without romanticizing the notion of young people’s agency and capabilities. 

 
My study shows how places of youth leisure have the potential to be a Third Place 
for young people, with caring interactions between peers, adults, and also 
animals. These interactions build on social practices and are integrated into 
routinized behavior and shared knowledge, and have been identified as strongly 
connected to place-making. These everyday practices make places health 
enabling for individuals and communities. Place and space also influence the 
perceptions of norms, values, and assumptions about care that, in turn influence 
how youth and adult leaders build places of leisure as places of care and 
wellbeing. However, transforming leisure participation into a relational and 
caring space for collective responses is, as seen demanding, and requires 
investments and resources. 

 
I hope that the complexity brought forward in this study will help to inform policy 
and practice in creating, sustaining, and supporting places of youth leisure that 
are inclusive and promote young people’s mental health. 
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Suggestions for future research 
Several aspects of youth mental health and leisure demand further research. 
Listed below are some of what I see are the most important areas: 

 
 Conduct more critical research on the complex and nuanced aspects of 

youth leisure in relation to social factors of youth mental health and 
everyday stressors. 

 
 Scrutinize gendered aspects of youth leisure as a collective and caring 

Third Place, focusing on ethics of care and emotional labor. 
 

 Further analyze the practices of “healthism” within public health and 
youth leisure, and the consequences of self-governance and individual 
responsibility for health outcomes on young people’s mental health, 
especially from a gender perspective. 

 
 Explore the politics of youth leisure and how various axis of power and 

oppression (e.g. classism, racism, ableism, cisgenderism, hetero/sexism) 
intersects and overlaps with health inequities, creating boundaries for 
young people to access (safe) spaces of leisure, especially in the wake of 
the Covid-19 pandemic. 

 
 Promote a critical exploration of spatialities and the complexities of 

youth leisure in rural areas, deconstructing the dichotomy of the rural 
and urban. 

 
 Conduct inter – and multidisciplinary research concerning the diversity 

of experiences and significance of leisure to young people (including 
structured/unstructured, online/offline and everything in between) and 
more participatory research methodologies using e.g. visual and digital 
methods. 

 
 Discuss how to produce ethical and reflexive knowledge on particular 

groups and places without reproducing stereotypical and binary 
representations in relation to e.g. urban/rural, youth/adults, 
privileged/’disadvantaged’ areas, while at the same time recognizing the 
vulnerabilities and material aspects affecting them. 
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Appendix A – Example of interview guide 
adult leaders 

Ungdomsverksamhet och samhällsengagemang 
1. Vill du berätta hur er förening engagerar unga? 
2. Vad ser du för möjligheter och utmaningar i detta arbete? 
3. Hur hanterar ni tillgänglighet och inkludering för olika grupper av unga till er 

förening? 
4. Kan du berätta om hur du ser på ungas deltagande i det civila samhället idag i 

Västerbotten? 
5. På vilket sätt engagerar unga sig, alternativt tar del av det civila samhället? 
6. Vad är din uppfattning om ungdomars möjligheter för fritid och 

samhällsengagemang i Västerbotten? 
7. Vem tror du engagerar sig eller inte engagerar sig idag bland unga här i 

regionen? 
 
Psykisk hälsa utifrån tre sociala faktorer 

1. Idag finns det ett ökat fokus på just ungas psykiska ohälsa, är detta något du 
möter i din verksamhet, på vilket sätt i såfall? 

2. Är psykisk (o)hälsa något som diskuteras och pratas om i verksamheten? 
3. I så fall, hur går samtalen och mellan vilka? 
4. Kunskap visar på att särskilt tre sociala faktorer påverkar ungas psykiska hälsa 

(våld/mobbning, riskbruk o prestationskrav/stress), möter du något av detta i 
din verksamhet? 

5. I så fall, hur kommer detta i uttryck? 
6. Är det någon annan faktor relaterad till detta som du tycker är viktig och vill 

lyfta fram? 
 
Sambandet mellan samhällsengagemang och ungas psykiska 
hälsa 

1. På vilket sätt arbetar ni med frågor som handlar om ungas psykiska hälsa i er 
verksamhet (mål, strategier, handlingsplan, värdegrunder etc)? 

2. Vad tycker du det finns för utmaningar i detta arbete? Något som är extra 
svårt? Vad tycker du funkar bra? 

3. Samarbetar ni med andra aktörer när det gäller ungas hälsa (exempelvis 
kommun, andra organisationer), isåfall på vilket sätt? 

4. Hur tycker ni detta samarbete fungerar? Vad kan förbättras? 
5. Vad tycker du är viktigt när det gäller ungas psykiska hälsa idag? Vad anser du 

behöver göras lokalt/nationellt för att förbättra den psykiska hälsan? 



 

Appendix B – Example of interview 
guide girls 

Öppningsfrågor och genomgående frågor för fotoelicitering 
- Uppföljande frågor från förra intervjun 
- Varför tog du en bild av X? Varför är X den viktigaste platsen? 
- Vad får du för känsla när du ser den här bilden/vad känner du när du ser 

den här bilden? 
- Något annat du vill lägga till (behöver inte ha med bilden att göra) 
- Vad tycker du om med den här bilden? 
- Finns det något som du inte tycker om med bilden? 

 

Den viktigaste platsen på ridklubben? 
- Vad gör du/ni på den här platsen? Vad händer här? 
- Är det en plats du helst vill vara ensam på eller tillsammans med andra? 
- Finns det något som kunde bli bättre med den här platsen? 
- Andra viktiga platser utöver här på klubben? 

 

Vad gemenskapen i ridklubben är för dig? 
- Vad gör ni här för att skapa samhörighet/tillhörighet/gemenskap? 
- Vad gör andra vuxna för att skapa tillhörighet för er? 
- När känner ni att ni kan påverka? När kan ni inte påverka? 

 

Något som kan vara stressigt eller jobbigt på ridklubben? 
- Finns det något på klubben som stressar er? 
- Stöd från vuxna på klubben? Någon att vända er till om det händer något? 
- Ångest och stress, vart i kroppen sitter det? 
- Tankar om dig själv när du inte lyckas? 
- Hur viktigt är det att prestera? 
- Finns det något som ni gör här tillsammans som kan hjälpa mot stress 

och ångest? 
- ”Känslan i stallet” – utöver att man behöver hålla fokus och därför inte 

kan tänka på annat. Vad är det mer som gör att man kan släppa stressen? 
Beskriv den känslan! 
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