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Abstract: Experiences of, and access and barriers to, physical activity (PA) differ between individuals. 
This becomes perpetuated in a migration context. Although there is super-diversity between migrant 
groups, health research rarely accounts for this cultural diversity. More concerningly, the matter of 
context is rarely scrutinized or juxtaposed with the specifcs of certain ethnic groups. This integrative 
review assessed the evidence on post-socialist migrants’ PA levels, constraints, and enablers for PA in 
the Nordic region. The results show that post-socialist female migrants have an especially high risk of 
being physically inactive. The qualitative work elucidates socio-cultural factors that impose specifc 
constraints on females when attempting to engage in PA. Furthermore, in scrutinizing the context, 
Nordic nature (Friluftsliv) is a viable way for migrants to access PA with additional health benefts 
(e.g., mental). However, the Nordic environment also poses specifc PA challenges, such as harsh 
winters. This can be understood by considering post-socialist migrants’ prior use of, and attitude to, 
nature. The review highlights the importance of understanding specifcs about both migrant groups 
and contexts through a critical-realist lens in the pursuit of providing PA opportunities. Future PA 
programs need to understand the contextual, sociohistorical, and cultural settings in which they and 
migrants are embedded. 

Keywords: post-socialist migrants; physical activity; Nordic nature; mental health 

1. Introduction 

The current fow of migration has posed several challenges for host country gov-
ernments in relation to public health initiatives. Migrants face several barriers in their 
migration journey and must re-establish social networks, learn a new language, and work 
towards inclusion in a new labor market. Another profound challenge is that migrants 
seem to partake in PA less than the host population. This has severe implications for both 
individuals and society. Lower rates of PA are associated with depression (Camacho et al. 
1991; Rebar et al. 2015), lower self-esteem (Schmalz et al. 2007), lower optimism (Pavey et al. 
2015), somatic health (Penninx et al. 2013), and severity of non-communicable diseases 
(Lee et al. 2012). In turn, depression impacts one’s labor market outcomes (Fletcher 2013). 
In this regard, health can be considered an important marker of integration that relates 
to broader macro-outcomes (Ager and Strang 2008). In summary, maintaining adequate 
levels of physical ftness is important from both an individual and societal perspective. 
Consequently, migrants present as a particularly vulnerable group that risks exclusion 
from, and deprivation of, PA due to their resettlement process. 

This review systematically analyzes the levels, barriers, and enablers for PA amongst 
post-socialist migrants in the Nordic region. The reason for this narrow scope is a theoretical 
exploration of understanding specifc migrant groups in specifc settings. Contemporary 
migration and health research effectively confate migrant groups’ various conditions, 
strengths, and barriers; similarly, it does so in regard to the host country’s PA barriers and 
enablers. To further understand this, it is imperative to not only state the correlational 
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nature of PA levels and different groups, but to theorize on the why. In this review, we 
analyze the material through a critical-realist lens. The beneft of doing so is that critical 
realism addresses how structure and culture exert infuences on actors, and how actors 
respond to this. 

The research questions that guided the review were: (1) What are the current PA levels 
of post-socialist migrants in the Nordic region? (2) What factors restrain or enable post-
socialist migrants’ participation in PA? We focused on the latter because of its theoretical 
relevance. However, before proceeding, we account for the critical-realist approach and 
how we may understand post-socialist migration in the Nordic regions. 

Different Groups and Different Places—A Critical-Realist Conception 

Migrant groups differ considerably in terms of culture, language, ethnicity, and so 
on. Following the argument put forth by Masri et al. (2021), this paper takes its departure 
from a belief that “ . . . the physical activity experiences differ between [CALD] groups . . . 
” (p. 2). The most common migrant populations that have been systematically assessed 
and studied in health and PA contexts are African, Middle Eastern, and Asian (Osei-Kwasi 
et al. 2016; Ngongalah et al. 2018; Masri et al. 2021). However, a group that has yet to be 
systematically assessed is post-socialist migrants. Although post-socialist migration has 
been overlooked due to the ‘Arab spring’ and other current events located primarily in the 
Middle East, the post-socialist regions have an extensive history of emigration due to the 
former Soviet Union’s dissolution in 1991. 

While Masri et al. (2021) and Caperchione et al. (2009) suggest that some cultural 
and religious barriers pose a unique challenge for Middle Eastern migrant populations, 
other factors may be relevant when considering post-socialist migrants. For instance, 
post-socialist migration has become characterized by labor migration and ‘brain drain’ 
(Mattoo et al. 2008). Many post-socialist migrants work seasonally and then return home 
to their families, which makes their migratory journeys rather different compared to those 
of other migrant populations (Ryan et al. 2009). Moreover, post-socialist migrants are 
reported to suffer from poorer health compared to the host population. These reports 
allude to deteriorating health over time, despite improvements in socioeconomic status 
(Ronellenftsch and Razum 2004). Other evidence suggests that this group displays a high 
prevalence of mental illness (Kerkenaar et al. 2013; Morawa and Erim 2015) and stress (de 
Almeida Vieira Monteiro and Serra 2011) compared to other populations. For example, in 
France, it has been found that post-socialist female migrants report lower levels of overall 
health compared to other migrant populations (Vaillant and Wolff 2010). 

Based on previous studies, we know that PA levels do differ between different groups— 
but why? These fndings have been empirically established, but it has remained under-
theorized how culture affects such patterns. Taking a theoretical approach, this review 
underscores the importance of attaching meta-theoretical principles to understand how 
culture and structural factors affect PA patterns. Specifcally, we utilize the tenets of 
critical realism. Critical realists assert that there is a mind-independent world ‘out there’, 
but that knowledge is obscured by social, cultural, and historical flters. Specifcally, the 
review is inspired by the work of Margareth Archer, whose notion of structure and agency 
is rooted in a belief that we must view structures as a priori the agency of individuals 
(Archer 1995). Individuals and structures are understood as analytically separate entities 
but must be analyzed in relation to each other, over time (Archer 1995). When answering 
why PA levels differ between groups, the critical realist answer to this lies (partially) in 
what structural infuences may shape the individual in the pursuit of, or access to, PA. The 
individual is born into an ecology, previously shaped by socio-historical forces (Archer 
2003). These infuences exist in institutions, organizations, and culture, and infuence the 
individual through situational mechanisms. Yet, they do not deterministically shape the 
individual’s actions. The individual possesses agency and can pursue different actions 
when presented with opportunities (or constraints). Consequently, the structural infuences 
a particular individual carries with her are negotiated with her agency, in particular in times 
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of change (Danermark et al. 2019). Undoubtedly, change is a core feature of migration, and 
critical realism has been suggested as an appropriate framework to overcome the stagnant 
structure–agency debate (Bakewell 2010). 

The critical-realist conceptualization requires a brief background of post-socialist 
countries’ PA patterns so as to understand the cultural and structural infuences that may 
impinge on migrants’ PA patterns. In general, it has been found that the post-socialist 
region struggles in maintaining adequate levels of PA. Mrazek et al. (2004) found that 
Russians, as compared to Germans, were more externally motivated and seemed to enjoy 
PA less. Not surprisingly, their PA levels were also lower. These generally lower PA levels 
have been corroborated elsewhere (Gehrmann and Wicker 2021; Luszczynska et al. 2004; 
Biernat and Buchholtz 2016; Steptoe and Wardle 2001). This refects a trend in Europe where, 
for example, obesity is becoming more prevalent (Krzysztoszek et al. 2019), but where 
post-socialist countries seem to be at greater risk (Berghöfer et al. 2008). These fndings 
have partially been attributed to the decline of health care and the shifting meaning of 
PA in post-socialist countries (Mrazek et al. 2004). Other reasons may be attributed to 
the changing character of households; for example, marriage and cohabitation have been 
found to correlate with decreased PA for Russian young adults, where sex seems to play a 
factor (Kolosnitsyna et al. 2020). 

A look back in history may elucidate how the meaning of PA has changed. Historically, 
the Soviet Union maintained a centralized sports system, with tight control of physical 
education curriculums, organized sports, and so forth. Sport was highly valued by the 
Soviet Union, and sports institutions enjoyed plenty of funding (Riordan 2009). The high 
status of Soviet sports was refected in their international sporting success. However, after 
the Soviet Union’s dissolution, the socialist system fell apart, and the sporting institutions 
crumbled as the funding faded (Gehrmann and Wicker 2021). Possibly, sports were no 
longer part of a national identity in the same way they had been. Invoking a critical-realist 
understanding of these structures means that, presumably, post-socialist migrants are 
structurally infuenced by such socio-historical forces and events that have occurred over 
time. 

More importantly, most research fails to account for the host society’s context; this 
clearly has important implications, considering that sports practices and access to PA vary 
tremendously between countries. Here, we depart from the minority-oriented perspective 
and argue for a nuanced picture in which we propose closer scrutiny of the host context in 
terms of barriers and possibilities. For this review, we limited post-socialist migration to 
the Nordic regions. Invoking a critical-realist lens once again in a migration context, an 
important analytical aspect is to understand who, how, and when migrants gain access to PA 
and what infuences this. 

The reason for choosing the Nordic context is not arbitrary. Many post-socialist 
migrants emigrated to the North after the Soviet Union’s dissolution and especially after 
the enlargement of the EU in 2004. Currently, Russian and Polish migrants are large 
minority groups in both Norway and Finland. Briefy situating the Nordic region from 
a PA perspective, some key elements should be mentioned. PA levels have increased 
exponentially since the 1960s in the Nordic regions (Fridberg 2010), and Nordic countries 
are reportedly some of the most physically active in Europe (Delaney and Keaney 2005). 
Importantly, sports confederations in the North are funded to a great extent to facilitate 
the inclusion of ethnic minorities in sport (Skille 2011). However, despite promising 
possibilities for PA and a cultural setting that pushes towards a healthy lifestyle, the health 
of post-socialist migrants has been reported as poor in the Nordic regions (Sungurova et al. 
2006). The reason for this may be due to low levels of PA and other structural issues, such 
as barriers to health services (Czapka and Sagbakken 2016) and tedious labor (Czapka 
2012). 
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In summary, the current review aimed to synthesize the research on post-socialist 
migrants’ PA levels and barriers/facilitators in the North. The contributions are twofold. 
First, few, if any, reviews have assessed post-socialist migrants’ PA levels and health in 
depth. Secondly, the contextual information that we consider provides us with further 
information on contextually specifc barriers and facilitators. Here lies a key aspect: public 
health goals can only be achieved through careful contextual consideration. This must 
be done concerning certain groups’ position in a given society. This position may differ 
between groups, which calls for more nuanced analyses than simply conceiving migrants 
as homogenous groups. Following this assertion, the review’s purpose is to contribute 
towards theoretical development. That is, we attempt to understand the synergy between 
a specifc context and a specifc group. 

2. Materials and Methods 

Since the review’s purpose was to theoretically develop our understanding of contex-
tual factors in combination with specifc ethnic groups, literature that was diverse in its 
methodology was included. Accordingly, an integrative review is appropriate because of 
its emphasis on synthesizing diverse literature. This approach is also consistent with the 
critical-realist conception of this review. Synthesizing health research in a (critical) realist 
fashion does not provide simple answers to complex questions. Instead, this conception 
assumes that the information needs to be underpinned by theoretical principles that ex-
plain the synergy between context, mechanisms, and outcomes (Pawson et al. 2005). We 
followed previous seminal works’ guidelines on integrative reviews (Whittemore and Knaf 
2005). This includes: (1) a clearly outlined problem identifcation; (2) a comprehensive 
literature search; (3) data evaluation which scrutinizes quality, informational value, and 
representativeness; (4) data analysis, including reduction, comparisons, and conclusions; 
and (5) presentation, including synthesizing the fndings into a model suitable to the study 
purpose. Out of these stages, data evaluation is the most diffcult, because an integrative 
review encompasses multiple methodologies and ontological assumptions. No work was 
excluded due to poor quality, but assessments were nevertheless made. 

2.1. Inclusion Criteria 

We included peer-reviewed articles and gray literature. Gray literature included 
dissertations, books, book chapters, and conference proceedings. The material could 
include both theoretical conceptualizations and empirical data. The material had to be at 
least partially concerned with migrants who were from a post-socialist country and had 
migrated into a Nordic country. It had to report on experiences and/or results about PA 
for these migrants. Moreover, articles that compared ethnic groups (including Eastern 
European) were included on the condition that results from the Eastern European group 
were distinguishable. 

Articles that stated that their population stemmed from Eastern Europe were included. 
However, a cursory review revealed that the study needed a defnition of post-socialist 
countries when this overarching label did not exist. In adopting such a defnition, we 
borrowed from the UN’s defnition of Eastern Europe, including Belarus, Bulgaria, Czech 
Republic, Hungary, Moldova, Poland, Romania, Russia, Slovenia, and Ukraine. Addition-
ally, informed by our understanding of the Nordic regions’ migration context, we also 
chose to include the post-socialist countries Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Slovakia, and the 
countries of the former Yugoslavia. Emigration into the Nordic regions from the latter 
constitutes one of the most signifcant migration waves in Nordic history. 

2.2. Exclusion 

Articles were excluded if they aggregated migrant groups, if the research was con-
ducted outside the Nordic regions, and if health without markers of actual PA was reported. 
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2.3. Search Strategy 

Nine databases were searched: ASSIA, PsycINFO, PsycARTICLES, Russian National 
Sciences Citation, Pubmed, Scopus, Social Science Premium Collection, sportDISCUS, and 
Web of Science. In addition, we performed back and forward searches from relevant litera-
ture. No time restriction was imposed on the search. The search phrase was constructed in 
collaboration with an academic librarian. The full search phrase, as copied from Scopus, is 
below: 

TITLE-ABS-KEY (migration* OR integration* OR acculturation* OR assimilation* 
OR segregation* OR migrants* OR immigrants* AND sport* OR leisure* OR 
“physical activity*” OR exercise* AND Sweden* OR Norway* OR Denmark* OR 
Finland* OR Iceland* OR Scandinavia* OR nordic*) 

Abstracts and titles were scanned. If these did not mention migrants (or associated 
words) in conjunction with any sort of physical or mental health, PA, or leisure, they were 
excluded. All subsequent articles were read in full text to assess eligibility. The procedure 
is visualized in Figure 1. 
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3. Results 

The fnal articles included were methodologically, disciplinarily, and theoretically 
diverse. We outline the basic characteristics of these studies, summarize the themes, and 
fnally synthesize them. The included articles are displayed in Table 1 below. 

Table 1. Study description. 

Outcomes 

Due to the 
embeddedness of 
PA in Norwegian 

life, Poles 
experience 
pressure to 

culturally adapt. 
This results in 
increased PA. 

Most cleaners found 
the intervention too 

time- and 
energy-consuming. 
Our respondent of 

interest highlighted 
previous PA 

experience as crucial. 

The respondents of 
interest expressed 
clear socio-cultural 

factors at play, 
such as different 
use of nature in 

their home country 
compared to 

Norway. 

The use of nature 
is physically 
passive and 

relaxing instead of 
used as a way for 
physical exercise. 

In the early stages, 
Polish migrants 
reject Icelandic 

culture and 
reproduce Polish 
leisure patterns, 

which entails 
physical inactivity. 

Country Norway Denmark Norway Norway Iceland 

Sample 
37 Poles and 17 of 
their spouses in 

dyadic interviews 

20 cleaners and fve 
supervisors, out of 

which one originated 
from Serbia 

14 female migrants 
out of which 2 

were from Poland, 
1 was from Latvia, 
1 was from Russia, 

and 1 was from 
Bulgaria 

Same sample as 
above 71 Poles 

Theory 

Relative 
Acculturation 

Extended Model 
(RAEM) 

The socio-ecological 
model 

No explicit 
theoretical 
framework 

adopted 

Image of 
wilderness 

Berry’s integration 
typology 

Method 

Individual 
semi-structured 
interviews and 

dyadic 
semi-structured 

interviews 

Semi-structured 
interviews and 

participant 
observation 

Semi-structured 
interviews 

Semi-structured 
interviews 

Semi-structured 
interviews 

Purpose 

To study the 
transmission of 

cultural patterns 
and adaptation 
through leisure 

To explore 
challenges and 

opportunities in a PA 
program for cleaners 

To examine how 
nature can help 

migrant women’s 
mental health 

To explore 
interactions with 
nature amongst 
female migrants 

Examine cultural 
integration through 
leisure and holidays 

Authors Kossakowski et al. 
(2016) 

Lenneis and Pfster 
(2016) 

Lorentzen and 
Viken (2020) 

Lorentzen and 
Viken (2021) Nowicka (2016) 

Barriers include 
the Swedish 

climate, prior PA 
Outcomes experience, and 

other 
time-consuming 
commitments. 

The sports activities 
function as social 

and emotional safe 
spaces for Bosnians 
but are perceived as 
segregating by local 

federations. 

Recruitment of the 
Yugoslavian 
migrants was 
hindered by 

linguistic barriers 
and failure to 

identify contact 
information. 

Females are at 
greater risk for 

physical inactivity, 
while no 

differences are 
found between 

Swedes and male 
Yugoslavian and 

male Polish 
migrants. 

Females are more 
physically inactive 

than men and 
Swedes but less 

inactive than other 
migrant groups. 
However, only 

Polish men display 
signifcantly higher 
BMI compared to 

Swedes. 

Country Sweden Norway Sweden Sweden Sweden 
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Table 1. Cont. 

Sample 
Seven former 
Yugoslavian 

female migrants 

Representatives from 
seven Muslim 

organizations, out of 
which one was 

Bosnian 

40 migrants from 
the former 

Yugoslavia and 
Finland 

5600 migrants, out 
of which 148 were 
from Yugoslavia 

and 130 were from 
Poland 

1966 migrants, out of 
which 568 were from 

Poland 

Theory 
No clearly outlined 

theoretical 
framework 

Putnam’s social 
capital theory 

A person-centered 
(health) approach 

No clearly outlined 
theoretical 
framework 

No clearly outlined 
theoretical 
framework 

Method Semi-structured 
interviews 

Semi-structured 
interviews and 

participant 
observation 

Randomized 
controlled trial 

(RCT) 

Cross-sectional 
observational data 

Cross-sectional 
observational data 

Purpose 

To explore enablers 
and constraints for 
PA in Yugoslavian 
migrant females 

To explore Muslim 
organization’s role in 

using sports to 
integrate migrants 

into Norwegian 
society 

To examine the 
feasibility of a 

health-promotion 
program’s protocol 

To examine the 
relationship 

between PA and 
migration status 

To examine 
relationships 

between education, 
age, body mass 

index (BMI), and 
sedentary lifestyle 

Authors Sandström et al. 
(2015) Walseth (2016) Lood et al. (2015) Lindström and 

Sundquist (2001) Wändell et al. (2004) 

3.1. Post-Socialist Migrants’ Health and Levels of Physical Activity 

In general, the fndings were uniform in that post-socialist migrants reported engaging 
in less PA than host country individuals, with females being at most risk for high levels of 
physical inactivity (Carlsson et al. 2014; Wändell et al. 2004). 

However, post-socialist migrant males tended to be more physically active than males 
in other migrant groups (Adebayo et al. 2020; Lindström and Sundquist 2001). The fndings 
in regard to post-socialist migrant females’ PA were inconsistent when compared to other 
migrant groups. For example, in one study, they were more physically active than Chilean, 
Turkish, and Iranian females (Wändell et al. 2004). In their fnal regression model, there 
was no signifcant relationship between BMI and country of birth (Poland, in this case) 
for females when controlling for PA; however, a strong relationship was found for Polish 
men (β = 0.77). On the contrary, only 15% of Eastern European females in Carlsson et al.’s 
(2014) study were physically active. The only group to be less physically active was that of 
Middle Eastern women (10%). In contrast, Eastern European males were twice as physically 
active as Eastern European females. Yet, when assessing anthropometric measures, Eastern 
European females showed no signifcant differences compared to Swedish women despite 
being considerably inactive. Instead, Eastern European males showed a higher degree 
of poor anthropometric health indicators. However, when assessing the utility of BMI 
measures, Carlsson et al. (2014) point out that BMI does not differentiate between body fat 
and muscle, which may make interpretation of this particular measure more diffcult. 

3.2. Nordic Nature and Climate as Both an Opportunity and Barrier 

Considering the importance of context for migrants’ leisure and PA, one salient feature 
of the review was the emphasis on Nordic nature’s availability (Lorentzen and Viken 2020, 
2021; Kossakowski et al. 2016) and unavailability (Sandström et al. 2015). 

Lorentzen and Viken (2021) explored interaction with Norwegian nature in a diverse 
group of migrants (including Polish, Bulgarian, Latvian, and Russian). They found that 
most of the respondents considered Norwegian nature to be an asset to their everyday 
lives. The interest in local nature ranged from domestic use, such as planting fowers, to 
advanced leisure activities, such as visiting the fjords. Yet, the results pointed towards a 
passive use of nature, in comparison to what we know of local Norwegians’ use of nature. 
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Whereas skiing and hiking are popular activities amongst Norwegians, the use of nature 
for these migrants was primarily restricted to walking and more low-level PA. Still, nature 
provided the migrants with an easy, cheap, and accessible arena for PA. Moreover, in the 
same sample, Lorentzen and Viken (2020) found that the migrants’ use of nature was 
connected to mental (and physical) well-being and acculturation. This can effectively be 
captured by one quote from a Bulgarian migrant: 

When I walk along the river, I am breathing fresh air, and [...] thinking [...] just positive! 
[laughter] It is very good for my health and for my body and for how I feel. [...] When I 
came to Norway, at frst, I sat at home and tried to read something but did not understand 
[...] tried to watch television, did not understand. It was a very diffcult period! But, 
afterwards, I came to nature. Nature helped me! Today, I feel very good, but last year I 
was so sad because I did not have friends, no Norwegian friends, no family, and I was 
alone at home [...] but nature helped me! 

Thus, nature serves as a cheap and easy way for migrants to engage in PA and combat 
other issues associated with migration, such as lack of social networks, linguistic barriers, 
and depression. Interestingly, many of the migrants also used nature to reconnect to their 
country of origin, for example, one Latvian migrant kept revisiting the sea because it 
invoked good memories of family and childhood back home. Lorentzen and Viken (2020) 
argued that this seemed to alleviate the migrants’ stress and served to stimulate positive 
emotions. 

However, a few barriers related to the climate did exist too. First, when living in rural 
areas in the home country, it was part of one’s day-to-day life to engage in PA. On the 
contrary, life in urban cities abroad was perceived to be more dependent on conscious 
planning of PA in Sandström et al.’s (2015) sample. Secondly, the informants perceived the 
Swedish winter to be harsh and cold and to eliminate PA opportunities outside. While the 
participants perceived transport as an adequate way to get exercise, this too was hindered 
by the harsh Nordic climate. This seemed like a more salient problem for this Yugosla-
vian sample than other post-socialist migrant groups, indicating differing environmental 
experiences within the study sample. 

3.3. Mental Health Benefts and Barriers 

PA was perceived as important for one’s mental health (Walseth 2016; Lorentzen and 
Viken 2020, 2021), as mentioned in the section above. 

Walseth (2016) explored ethnic minority sports clubs in Oslo, Norway, specifcally 
Muslim organizations that offered leisure activities to Muslim youths. Here, a Bosnian 
organization appeared to be the largest. Much like Lorentzen and Viken (2020) explored 
how nature served as a platform in which migrants could reconnect to their homeland’s 
practices and nature-related events, the football events had a function for the Bosnians in 
terms of physical and mental health in addition to working as a social safe-space. Specif-
cally, as one respondent argued, these events allowed the Bosnians to share experiences 
from their home country. 

However, while PA was connected to improvements in mental health (Lorentzen and 
Viken 2020, 2021; Walseth 2016), one respondent in Sandström et al. (2015) pointed out that 
the existence of mental health issues in the frst place serves as a profound barrier towards 
PA. Thus, while PA serves to improve mental health, it may be that mental health issues 
prevent the onset of PA for migrants. This was partially corroborated in Kossakowski et al. 
(2016), in which females, in particular, felt concerned about body images in local gyms. 
This was grounded in their perceptions and experiences in Poland, but they declared that 
this seemed less of a problem in Norway. 

Finally, although Walseth’s (2016) context seemed like an easy way for Bosnians to 
partake in PA and enjoy both social and mental health benefts from it, Walseth (2016) 
elucidated one issue with the organizational constellation of ethnic minority sports clubs. 
They are perceived as segregating migrants from the rest of the (Norwegian) society. The 
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Bosnian organizations’ idea of their ethnic football club was not well received by the 
National Football Association. 

Nowicka (2016) too explored the Polish diaspora in Iceland. While it seemed like the 
informants maintained a national identity and preserved traditions through this collective, 
Nowicka (2016) also discusses this in light of Berry’s integration typology. It is argued that 
integration (maintaining one’s own ethnic identity and interacting with the host society) is 
preferred, while rejection of host society culture (isolation or segregation) equals poorer 
adaptation and fewer mental health benefts (Berry 2005). Briefy summarized, Nowicka’s 
(2016) results thus indicate that the latter occurs in Iceland. The differing results between 
Walseth (2016) and Nowicka (2016) lie in their conceptualization of integration. Whereas 
Walseth (2016) elucidates the importance of these clubs in terms of social bonding and 
mental health, Nowicka (2016) highlights how these clubs constrain further integration 
into the host society, with an emphasis on inter-ethnic contact. 

3.4. Previous Sport Experience 

The lack of previous sporting experience was identifed as a signifcant barrier by 
both Sandström et al. (2015) and a Serbian respondent in Lenneis and Pfster (Lenneis 
and Pfster 2016). In the latter case, the respondent was one of the few female cleaners to 
partake in a work-site PA intervention adequately. Although she successfully managed to 
combine a demanding job with two children, the respondent pointed out that it seemed 
imperative to have previous PA experience to understand how to combine PA with other 
time-demanding things in life, such as a family. Likewise, Sandström et al. (2015) found 
that Serbian migrants who were disinclined to partake in PA indicated that they did not 
perceive PA as a fun activity, nor did they have the opportunity to explore PA and leisure 
to the extent that they felt it was something they enjoyed doing. 

3.5. Language 

Barriers towards PA were not only observed in respondents’ narratives but also visible 
in the recruitment of participants to health promotion programs. In attempting to recruit a 
full sample from Finland and the Balkans, it took Lood et al. (2015) 2 months to complete 
procedures for the former, but 10 months to recruit an adequate sample for the latter. In 
assessing their methodology, Lood et al. (2015) stressed the need to accommodate migrants’ 
linguistic preferences and use interpreters whenever possible. 

Similarly, Poles in Iceland seemed reluctant to visit Icelandic sites, including swim-
ming pools, which constitute the most popular site for PA in Iceland (Nowicka 2016). 
Nowicka (2016) declared that this was due to “cultural incompetence”; that leisure time 
was associated with relaxing at home and not culturally embedded in the same way for 
Poles as for Icelandic natives. Thus, Nowicka (2016) concluded that Polish leisure patterns 
are reproduced abroad. 

4. Discussion 

The availability of PA activities in the Nordic region may be a decisive factor when 
considering post-socialist migrants’ opportunities for PA. This should be viewed juxtaposed 
with the specifc and generic barriers/enablers that post-socialist migrants face in the 
Nordic regions. Here, the review has elucidated specifc enablers by considering the Nordic 
climate and juxtaposed it with post-socialist migrants’ experiences and preferences of PA. 

In synthesizing the material, one fnding stands out as particularly important. Post-
socialist migrant females tend to be at greater risk of being physically inactive. This 
is evident in both descriptive and inferential statistics and females’ narratives of why 
engaging in PA is diffcult. Following Kossakowski et al.’s (2016) work, this taps into ideas 
of PA and body image, contingent on culture. 

The importance of context and specifc ethnic groups can be found elsewhere in 
the literature. For example, in Canada, a context resembling the Nordic region, Russian 
migrants discuss how the availability of exercise opportunities is more prevalent than 
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in Russia, where it is perceived as economically diffcult to maintain a physically active 
lifestyle (Rich et al. 2015). Interestingly, multiple included works mention the heterogeneity 
between migrants’ PA experiences as a limitation (Lorentzen and Viken 2020, 2021) or 
as part of the study’s purpose (Lindström and Sundquist 2001). Although these group 
differences are present in the included works, because of research designs, the theoretical 
explanations as to why are limited. Sandström et al. (2015) chose to interview exclusively 
Yugoslavian women for this very reason. While their material is empirically dense and 
contains implications for policymakers, there is little theorization. Similarly, one of the few 
studies to explicitly address the importance of host context is that of Lorentzen and Viken 
(2021). Taking into consideration similar research in the US, the authors postulated that 
differences in natural environments support the idea that the Norwegian perspective must 
be explored too. In this regard, the work of Nowicka (2016) and Kossakowski et al. (2016) 
stands out as being the most contextualized and theoretically informed. Here, not only are 
generic barriers and enablers identifed, but they are linked to sociohistorical and cultural 
factors. 

Importantly, we argue that culture does not consist of isolated macro-phenomena 
(Vélez-Agosto et al. 2017). Instead, it permeates individual lives and is expressed at the 
embodied level. The historical and cultural setting one is embedded in serves as the 
individual’s structure (Archer 1995). Within this, the individual’s agency plays a key role. 
The individual does possess agency in the sense that she can choose to deviate from the 
cultural imprints and “do things differently”. However, it is this point of reference we 
must start with: from birth, an individual is molded within a specifc ecology, which is 
enacted upon. 

This can be illustrated by synthesizing the key fndings. For example, Nowicka 
(2016) and Kossakowski et al. (2016) showcase how cultural factors in Poland constrain 
PA. One example is gender and skewed body image, making females reluctant to visit 
gyms or swimming pools. Other research indeed shows that Eastern European countries’ 
citizens are more concerned with PA for external reasons than motivated by “inner” reasons 
(Mrazek et al. 2004). 

Drawing specifcally from Kossakowski et al.’s (2016) work, the conditioning effect 
of the overarching Polish PA culture on females can be detected. This is a process with 
frequent interaction over time, where it is plausible that Polish females repeatedly encounter 
culturally contingent ideas about PA. Tentatively, these ideas are encountered through 
situational mechanisms, which reinforce and shape Polish females’ structural foundation 
about PA and body image. As these Polish females encounter new ideas of PA (e.g., who is 
it for, how it is exercised), they contemplate their current situation and assess it against their 
needs and desires. In other words, in the interaction with the Norwegian structure, they 
are able to change the course of their PA patterns, leading Kossakowski et al. to conclude 
that these females were integrated into the mainstream Norwegian culture. 

Another fnding concerns age and declining PA. Whereas PA was marginally exercised 
back home in Poland, everybody (regardless of age) was perceived (by Polish migrants) as 
physically active in Norway (Kossakowski et al. 2016). This has been readily acknowledged 
as an emergent issue; for example, traditional activities such as Polish sztekiel (Bronikowska 
et al. 2011) have been suggested to provide a culturally relevant way to engage in more 
PA for the elderly. Other authors indeed assert that traditional activities maintain a high 
degree of authenticity and viability for elderly people (Kylasov 2019). 

One example of the above is the review’s emphasis on Nordic friluftsliv. This is 
a cultural and social concept that is dependent on the Nordic region’s environmental 
opportunities, and can be considered a traditional activity, just like Polish sztiekel. Friluftsliv 
usually involves activities such as hiking, but also includes other cultural factors such as 
environmental connectedness (Beery 2013). Embracing nature and feeling connected to 
it seems more profound for Northern natives compared to other populations, including 
Eastern Europeans (Fränkel et al. 2019). Importantly, Nordic natives, regardless of age, 
are perceived to engage in Friluftsliv. The Nordic regions are not the only countries in the 



Soc. Sci. 2021, 10, 452 11 of 14 

world to possess diverse and PA-friendly nature. Yet, it is one of the few regions in the 
world to highlight its environment so explicitly as a PA-enabler (Gelter 2000). 

This cultural difference in how nature is conceived of is part of why a critical-realist 
conception is analytically useful. Understanding that structural infuences invoke specifc 
ideas and connections to nature may also explain how, and why, certain individuals 
contemplate nature-related PA when presented with new opportunities or barriers. 

In this case, Friluftsliv is a structure which seems to have been reinforced continually 
in the Nordic regions and can thus be said to be a relatively robust and enduring structure 
(Archer 1995). Through situational mechanisms, post-socialist migrants may become aware 
of the use of nature to such ends. In turn, the data here indicates that utilizing nature 
for PA does not seem to be embedded in the same way for post-socialist migrants, as 
indicated by the pragmatic use of nature made by several respondents (Lorentzen and 
Viken 2021). Other research from adjacent felds lends support to this, as the evolution of 
green spaces in post-socialist countries has changed during the past decades for the worse 
(Badiu et al. 2019). In contrast, Nordic inhabitants make great use of green spaces, a trend 
which has increased during COVID-19 (Venter et al. 2020). Yet, as the results revealed, 
the cold winters may also pose a potential threat to (some) post-socialist migrants’ PA 
opportunities. While winter sports are of great importance in the Nordic regions (e.g., 
skiing), such sports are profoundly expensive, class dependent, and characterized by the 
necessity of having a certain skill set. Considering the latter, this entails a kind of cultural 
capital, which may not be readily available to migrants who are less used to winter sports. 
Socioeconomic disadvantages have been established as one of the strongest predictors of 
sport participation (Dollman and Lewis 2010), regardless of ethnic or national origins. 

5. Conclusions 

Post-socialist migrants are less physically active compared to the host population 
in the Nordic regions. This is more profound for females than males. One important 
reason for this seems to be that different regions have various ideas of PA, and various 
barriers towards PA. To further understand this, we must pay greater attention to both 
the migrant population under study, but also to the context in which we carry out our 
research. While some PA factors mentioned here are generic and exist for a broad range 
of individuals, others are more contextually specifc. Specifcally, this concerns the use of 
Nordic nature. While this seems an intuitive and easily accessible way to have PA, we 
must also understand post-socialist migrants’ use of nature, and the culturally and socially 
shaped experiences of such. Here, we propose an explanatory framework based in critical 
realism to further understand why some migrants engage in some PA behaviors, while 
others do not. 
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