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1 | INTRODUCTION

Sara Fransson?®

Abstract

During the last few decades in the handling of ongoing crises and preparing for
future crises, governments and other public authorities increasingly emphasize the
important role religious organizations can play in crises and disaster management.
Considering this development, it is appropriate to ask whether the expectations by
policymakers are mirrored by the religious organizations themselves? This article
aims to answers this question by studying both the organizations' desired role in time
of national crises and disasters and the actual role taken by local congregations in
Sweden during the Covid-19 pandemic. It also aims to study whether this differs in
relation to organizational differences and religious affiliation. The study clearly
shows that 8 out of 10 congregations believe they have an important role to play in
the event of a disaster or crisis. However, despite the high level of willingness, the
role congregations take may not always mirror the governments expectations. In
terms of differences between congregations, although cross-religious differences are
noted, the size of the organization is the critical factor. The article concludes by
discussing the disparity between policymakers' expectations and the willingness of
organizations as well as the complexity of policymakers assuming that non-profit

organizations will help unequivocally.
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organizations (Joshi, 2010; Lundgren, 2021; Shinn & Caretta, 2020;
Wisner, 2010) and the role of religion in regard to disaster risk

Crises and disasters are both reoccurring events throughout human
history and expected to increase (Kuipers & Welsh, 2017; Poértner
et al., 2022). In the wake of both handling ongoing and preparing for
more complex future crises and disasters, governments and other
public authorities increasingly emphasize the vital role of non-profit
organization and community participation (Kapucu, 2007; Sheikhi
et al., 2021). While previously often being neglected, this now also

often includes the importance of collaboration with religious

reduction has become increasingly highlighted in research (Samson &
Warganegara, 2021; Schipper, 2010; Sun et al., 2018). The increasing
emphasis on religious actors coincides with a general trend, seen in
both European and North American contexts, in which policymakers
view religious actors as important civil society participants and
central resources in tackling different problems facing society
(Beckford, 2010; Dinham, 2009; Hurd, 2015). However, while there

is a growing awareness of how governments and other public
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authorities use religious organizations in combating social problems in
different parts of the world little is still known concerning if and if so
how, when and in what way religious communities are important
actors in the preparedness and responses to different crises and
disasters.

In this article Sweden will be discussed as an interesting
European example. In Sweden, government and public authorities
have since the turn of the century increasingly highlighted the
important and central role religious organizations could play when a
disaster has occurred (Lundgren, 2019, 2021). Particularly minority
religious communities are being highlighted as governmental instru-
ments in reducing risks, solving social problems and responding to
disasters and crises—not only by offering existential support but also
by offering practical support such as providing shelters for victims
and reaching out with information to their communities (SOU
2018:18). Most recently, during the Covid-19 pandemic, the Swedish
authorities highlighted religious communities, particular minority
groups, as central actors in reaching out with official information to
people both regarding the pandemic and regulations but also, at a
later stage, regarding the importance of vaccinations (The Swedish
Agency for Support for Faith Communities, 2022a).

Yet, still very little is known whether the increasing hopes and
expectations by policymakers are mirrored by religious communities.
Whilst some desired actions, such as providing shelter and support,
can be seen to be closely related to the foundations of religious
practice, spreading information on behalf of a government may not
be. Therefore, the disparity between the policymaker's expectations
and religious communities' desires may be greater compared to in
relation to other roles. The aim of this article is consequentially to
examine the perceived role and the actual role taken by local
congregations from a number of different faith traditions in Sweden
during Covid-19 pandemic and what different explanatory factors on
an organizational level can explain differences between different
congregations in both their desires and actual roles. The study
attempts to answer two underlying research questions. The first is
whether the expectations of the governments and other public
authorities regarding congregations connected to minority religious
communities assisting the state in times of crises and disasters are
mirrored by the congregations? In other words, is there an underlying
perception that they have an important role to take in the event
of a disaster or during crises? The second question is whether
local congregations are willing to assist the government in the way
that is desired?

2 | ROLE OF RELIGION IN CRISES AND
DISASTERS: RESEARCH GAPS

Despite the growing expectations on religious communities and
organizations in tackling future and current crises, there is still limited
research regarding what role different religious organizations have
taken in crises and their willingness and desire to respond to future
disasters and crises. Some recent studies, mainly from Asia and

the United States (Sheikhi et al., 2021; Sun et al., 2018), have been
published; predominantly focusing on how religious organizations
have interpreted disasters in light of cultural and religious beliefs such
as if the event can represent an ‘Act of God' (Gaillard & Texier, 2010;
McGeehan & Baker, 2017; Stern, 2007) and how individuals’
religiosity can work as a coping mechanism in response to disasters
(Lim et al., 2019). Several have also focused on how religious groups
act, recover and prepare to reduce future risk (Muller et al., 2014;
Ngin et al., 2020; Rivera & Nickels, 2014), particularly how religious
organizations have responded to disasters triggered by natural
hazards such as hurricanes (particularly Hurricane Katrina), earth-
quakes, wildfires, but also pandemics and terror-attacks (Cheema,
2012; Joakim & White, 2015; Paulson & Menjivar, 2012; Sheikhi
et al.,, 2021). In these contexts, religious communities and organiza-
tions have been highlighted for their deliverance of both immediate
disaster and long-term relief by providing social support to the
community in the shape of food and shelter provision as well as
counselling (Sheikhi et al., 2021). Although all these studies provide
some insight into the roles taken by religious communities in crises,
two gaps have been identified that will be focus of this article.

First, in both research and in the expressed expectations from
policymakers on religious communities a homogeneity among them is
often suggested, despite the inherent diversity among religious
organizations—a diversity that we know little of in terms of the effect
on different religious actor's desired and actual actions. Indications
are that differences exist between different religious communities
and scholars have highlighted that there is a lack of cross-religious
work, that is, little is known concerning how different religious groups
act in times of crises and disasters (Sun et al., 2018) and thereby a
vital topic to study further. In Sweden for example, some faith
traditions (such as minority protestant churches) generally have a
greater knowledge of the Swedish context and are more integrated
and long-standing relationship with the state whilst others (such as
Muslim organizations) are more often viewed with suspicion, which in
turn may affect the willingness to act. However, although the
underlying religious traditions may result in different responses from
different religious communities and organizations, there may also be
other organizational factors that may explain differences between
different religious communities. In studies analysing the disaster
preparedness amongst companies, it has been shown that larger
organizations have better preparedness than smaller organizations
(Chikoto et al., 2013; Quarantelli et al., 1979; Sadiq & Graham, 2016;
Tyler et al., 2020) and may also be attributable to religious
organizations. Yet, in terms of nongovernmental organizations— such
as religious organizations—there's a need for distinctions to be made
between different measurements of size. Specifically, studies have
found a positive relationship between the number of employees and
the level of preparedness (Chikoto et al., 2013). Likewise, studies
have shown that social networks and volunteers are great resources
in disaster management (Aldrich, 2017; Brennan et al., 2005).
Therefore, the size of a religious communities not only needs to be
put into the context of the number of members but also the number
of employees and volunteers.
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Second, as mentioned above, previous research has been
performed in Asia and the United States. In a recent study it was
highlighted that most studies concerning religion and disaster have
focused on the global south (often conducted by scholars from the
global north, focusing on ‘the other’) and that there is limited research
conducted in Europe (Sun et al., 2018). Whether similar attitudes and
responses to those seen in Asia and the United States are also
observed in a highly secular country such as Sweden is more
uncertain. In fact, there are several reasons why these previous
studies cannot be easily translated to a European context. To start,
religion often plays a far greater role in the lives of citizens in the
United States and Southern Asia than for people in most European
countries (Norris & Inglehart, 2011). Also, European societies are
organized in a different way. Particularly in the Nordic countries, the
state is traditionally expected to take a greater role in welfare
deliverance and the provision of social services by nonprofit
organizations and religious organizations has been limited (Backstrém
et al., 2016; Lundstrém & Svedberg, 2003). Disasters caused by
natural hazard have also historically been rarer occurrences in the
Nordic countries (Nadim et al., 2008; Van Well et al., 2018) meaning
that the results from Asia and United States may not be relevant. As
such, before turning to the methodology and results, Sweden will be
discussed as an interesting European example of proposing religious
communities as governmental instruments in reducing risk, solving

social problems and responding to disasters and crises.

3 | RELIGIOUS ORGANIZATIONS
EXTENDED ROLE IN DEALING WITH
CRISES: THE CASE OF SWEDEN

While there are new and growing expectations on religious
communities in Sweden it is important to note that there is an
ambiguity concerning their role, in Swedish society today. Although
Sweden is one of the most secular countries in the world, it is also
becoming one of the most religiously diverse in Europe because of
immigration. Since the turn of the century (and coincidentally during
the same period in which the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Sweden
was formally separated from the state) the Swedish government has
become increasingly engaged in the management of minority
religious communities that receive government grants (Lundgren,
2021; Pettersson, 2011). On the one hand the Swedish government
has highlighted how religious communities can function as a resource
and solve many of the problems facing society. However, on the
other hand, they have also been highlighted as a risk that can be the
cause of social problems, such as security concerns (Lundgren, 2021).
As such, when it comes to the handling of crises, minority religious
communities are seen both as a resource to be included in
collaboration but also as a risk that needs to be managed. During
Covid-19, for example, there was a fear that religious meetings would
be major super-spreader events and that some would not follow the
restrictions (and thereby the possibilities for congregations to stay

open was limited and only eight people were allowed to meet).

Simultaneously, the Swedish government also highlighted how
central religious communities could be in reaching out to people
with information.

Historically, because of the strong relationship between church
and state in Sweden, the Swedish government has highlighted the
Church of Sweden as a resource in the handling of national crises
such as disasters and public health crises. It has been argued that the
first event that introduced a new role for the Church of Sweden and
that showed that despite being a secular country the role of the
church could have a central role in disaster and crises management
was the Estonia disaster (Backstrom et al., 2004). On the 28th of
September 1994, the passenger ferry MS Estonia sunk as it was
crossing the Baltic Sea from Tallinn, Estonia, to Stockholm, Sweden.
Of the 852 people lost their lives, over 500 were from Sweden and
triggered a national grief and crisis reaction. In this national crisis the
Church of Sweden gained a central and visible public service function
and churches and parish homes were identified as important public
resources where people could be comforted and have their ritual
needs covered, with priests being seen as national experts in
mourning (Backstrém et al., 2004; Pettersson, 1996). Since then,
the Church of Sweden has been recognized as a central resource in
handling national and local crises and disasters and are often a central
part of the local authorities' crises organizations. Another major
national crisis—a nightclub fire in Gothenburg in 1998 in which 90
young people died, many with foreign backgrounds—highlighted the
role of minority religious communities as a resource and central actor
given their support to youths in the aftermath of the crises
(Middlemiss Lé Mon et al., 2022). Following 2000, when the state
separated from the Church of Sweden an increasing recognition has
occurred from public authorities and municipalities in terms of
minority religious communities as important actors in preparedness,
response and recovery efforts in both crises and disaster.

Predominantly through the government agency The Swedish
Agency for Support to Faith Communities (SST) the Swedish
government has highlighted a number of roles minority religious
communities could play during crises; highlighting both how they can
offer spiritual support to victims as a way to help them through
traumatic experiences, but also by providing practical support such as
providing food and warmth in times of disaster and crises.
Importantly, in contrast to the Church of Sweden, minority religious
communities have been highlighted as central actors in relation to the
growing part of the Swedish population that are not native Swedes
by providing information in their native language and having
knowledge of their original culture. In light of this the Swedish
government has emphasized how minority religious communities can
support public authorities by conveying correct (i.e., official)
information in the event of a disaster. For example, on the SST
website, set up to encourage municipalities to collaborate with
minority religious communities, it is stated that;

In today's communication-intensive society with fast
information channels, minority religious communities

can also be a safe and secure channel for reaching out
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with correct and verified information to victims in
difficult situations. Especially when information can be
conveyed in the victims' mother tongue. (The Swedish

Agency for Support for Faith Communities, 2022b)

This desire to use minority religious communities in the event of
a national crisis, particularly for nonnative Swedes, is well illustrated
by the reception crises in 2015—when Sweden received the highest
number of refugees per capita in Europe and the public authorities
could not handle the situation themselves (Lundgren, 2019). Despite
this, the limited number of studies that have been performed in
Sweden regarding the role of religion in national crises and disasters
have mainly focus on the majority church—the Church of Sweden—
despite the religious diversity that exist in Sweden (Backstrom et al.,
2004; Idestrém & Linde, 2019; Pettersson, 1996). As such, this study
will focus on religious communities from a variety of faith back-
grounds consisting of Buddhists, Muslims, non-Protestant Christians,

and Protestant Christians outside of the majority church.

4 | MATERIALS AND METHOD

The results in this article are based on a survey sent to minority
religious communities® in Sweden. The collection of data was
conducted in the autumn of 2021 and with the help of 182 national
minority religious communities the survey was distributed to 2100
congregations connected to the national organizations. In the email
with the survey it was stipulated that one person in each
congregation (with sound knowledge, preferably in a leading position,
given that respondents were asked how they perceived the situation
in the own congregation) should answer the questionnaire. Two
reminders were sent out during the collection period and all answers
were anonymised.

In total, 562 local congregations (from six different faith
traditions) responded to the survey. In terms of representativity, as
seen in Table 1 the respondents were predominantly representatives
from minority protestant churches (including both so-called Free
Churches and Lutheran churches, though not the Church of Sweden).

Despite only accounting for approximately a quarter of the total

number of congregations, as seen in Table 1, in relation to the actual
number and types of parishes, the survey's representativeness is
relatively good.

In terms of size, most responding parishes were smaller parishes
(56 percent of the responding congregations had fewer than 100
members). In turn, this is associated with the type of congregation
given that minority protestant congregations have few members per
congregation while Catholic, Orthodox/Eastern and Muslim congre-
gations are fewer but have more members per congregation. For
example, over 90 percent of the Orthodox/Eastern and Catholic

congregations have more than 250 members.

4.1 | Data and measurements

In this article three different dichotomous variables were used to
measure the underlying aspiration to assist during a crisis and the
practical actions taken during the pandemic in response to the
governments and other public authorities' desire. The underlying
aspiration to help was measured in terms of whether the local
congregation believed that they had an important role in the handling
of national crises, disasters, and accidents. The practical actions taken
by the congregation during Covid-19 in response to the state's desire,
was measured using two different variables: whether the congrega-
tion mediated information about Covid-19 during the pandemic, and
whether they mediated information about Covid-19 vaccines. These
different perspectives were then assessed in relation to the
congregation's denomination and organizational factors. We defined
organizational factors as the number of employees, the degree of

voluntarism®, and the number of members.

5 | RESULTS

Starting with overall descriptive data the question of underlying
aspiration, the results show that 84% of all responding congregations
believed they had an important role in the handling of national crises,
disasters and accident. However, in terms of the practical actions

taken in relation to the role Swedish policymakers desired, the result

TABLE 1 Distribution comparison with the total population and response rates.

Distribution in the Distribution amongst Number of congregations
population (%) sample (%) Response rate (%) in sample (n)

Minority protestant 90.6 88.1 25.7 495

congregations

Muslim congregations 4.2 2.7 17.9 15

Orthodox congregations 1.9 3.7 52.5 21

Buddhist congregations 1.0 1.7 40.1 9

Catholic congregations 2.1 3.6 45.5 20

Jewish congregations 0.2 0.4 50.0 2
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differs. Although 65% provided information regarding Covid-19,
fewer than 25% provided information about vaccinations.

In terms of the different explanatory factors, there are cross-
religious differences (Table 2). In terms of the aspiration to help, very
little variation is seen. In terms of assisting with information about
Covid-19, only one group (minority Protestant churches) differenti-
ated themselves in relation to all other groups. The same is true in
relation to information about Covid-19 vaccinations where minority
Protestant churches differ to both Muslim and Orthodox
communities.

Although Table 2 indicates that there are cross-religious
differences, these could be due to factors outside of religious
affiliations. To explore this possibility, we included organizational
differences in the multi-regression analyses for each investigated
guestion. As seen in Table 3, although the type of congregation (i.e.,
religious denomination) is associated with mediating information in
Models 1-3, when the number of employees, volunteers and number
of members in the congregation are taken into consideration, the
results show that the mediation of information about Covid-19 is
associated with the number of employees and the number of
members within the congregation. In other words, although religious
denomination has some explanatory power, the number of employ-
ees and members has a greater power of explanation.

A similar sentiment is seen in Table 4 regarding the spreading of
information about Covid-19 vaccines given that it is predominantly
the larger congregations that have spread information. However, in
terms of denomination there is also a slight difference to the practice
of spreading general information about Covid-19. In terms of
information about vaccines, although practically all denominations

were less willing to perform this task compared to the willingness to

TABLE 2 Result from one-way
analysis of variance over the three
dependent variables.

Minority protestant

churches

Muslim communities

Orthodox communities

Catholic communities

Jewish Communities

Buddhist communities

spread general information (as seen in Table 2) the minority
protestant churches were much less inclined than other
denominations.

The same models were used to study the factors that affect the
underlying aspirations and desires to contribute to national crises or
disasters. As seen in Model 4 in Table 5, the size of the congregation
(i.e., defined as the number of members) is the factor that has the
greatest explanatory power.

Given the concurrent explanatory power of size, the graphs in
Figure 1—based on Model 4 in Tables 3-5—reiterate several of the
point put forth above. First, in accordance with the bottom-right
graph, for all sizes of congregations, there is a higher probability to
want to help than the probability to spread information. Second, all
congregations see themselves as having an important role in the
handling of national crises, accidents and disasters, although this is
significantly lower amongst the smallest congregations with under 50
members. Third, in terms of spreading information there is a
continuous increase in line with the congregation's size, thereby
reiterating the importance of congregation size in the probability of

spreading information.

6 | DISCUSSION

This study shows several interesting results. First, the results suggest
that a large majority (84%) of the congregations that have responded
to this survey declare that they want to take an active role in the
event of a crises, accidents or disaster. Given that this is one of the
first studies investigating the desires of local congregations to

respond to national crises or disasters in Western Europe, this result

My congregation has an

Mediated Mediated important role in the
information about  information about handling of national crises,
Covid-19 vaccination disasters and accidents
0.62 0.17 0.83

(0.57-0.66) (0.14-0.21) (0.79-0.86)

0.88 0.69 1

(0.69-1.00) (0.43--0.98) (===)

1 0.67 0.93

(---) (0.4-0.94) (0.79-1.00)

0.88 0.41 1

(0.71-1.00) (0.15-0.67) (===)

1 1 1

(=) (=) ()

0.70 0.40 0.80

(0.35-1.00) (0.03-0.77) (0.50-1.00)

Note: For post-hoc-test, the Tukey's method was used for comparing possible group pairings.
Confidence interval in parentheses (95%).
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TABLE 3

Congregation (0-1)

Number of employed during
the pandemic (0-7)

Number of volunteers during
the pandemic (0-50)

Number of members in the
congregations (1-5)

Intercept
Pseudo R?

N

Mediated information about Covid-19 (logit regression).

Model 1
1.57*** (0.41)

0.48*** (0.09)
0.03
547

Model 2
1.65*** (0.48)
0.32*** (0.08)

Note: Coefficients and robust standard errors (in parentheses) for Models 1 through 4.

**p <.05; **p<.01.

TABLE 4 Mediated information about Covid-19 vaccines (logit regression).

Congregation (0-1)

Model 1

1.80*** (0.28)

Number of employed during the pandemic (0-7)

Number of volunteers during the pandemic (0-50)

Number of members in the community (1-5)

Intercept
Pseudo R?

N

-1.57*** (0.12)

0.07

547

Model 3
1.87*** (0.56)
0.31*** (0.10)

Model 4
0.32 (0.71)
0.17** (0.09)

0.01 (0.01) -0.01 (0.01)
0.63*** (0.16)
0.02 (0.15) -0.13 (0.20) -0.79*** (0.26)
0.08 0.10 0.13
472 382 382
Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
2.00*** (0.34) 2.05*** (0.37) 1.21** (0.55)
0.22** (0.06) 0.16** (0.07) 0.09 (0.08)
0.01 (0.01) 0.00 (0.01)

-1.96"** (0.17)

Note: Coefficients and robust standard errors (in parentheses) for Models 1 through 4.

**p <.05; ***p<.01.

TABLE 5

Congregation (0-1)

Number of employed during the
pandemic (0-7)

Number of volunteers during
the pandemic (0-50)

Number of members in the
community (1-5)

Intercept
Pseudo R?

N

Model 1
1.41** (0.60)

1.55"** (0.12)
0.02
547

-1.96*** (0.23)

0.33** (0.17)
-2.36"** (0.30)

My congregation has an important role in the handling of national crises, disasters and accidents (logit regression).

0.10 0.11 0.12
472 382 382
Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
2.26** (1.01) Omitted Omitted
0.45*** (0.45) 0.42** (0.19) 0.16 (0.15)
0.01 (0.01) -0.02 (0.01)

1.24*** (0.25)

1.00*** (0.20) 0.83*** (0.26) -0.33 (0.37)
0.09 0.07 0.15
472 335 335

Note: Coefficients and robust standard errors (in parentheses) for Models 1 through 4.

**p < 05; ***p < 01.

is important, not least as the traditional role of a religious
congregation is to be a place for worshipping and prayer, not crisis
and disaster response. The second major finding is that while there
are differences in the willingness to act, where minority protestant

congregation seem to be less willing to take such a role, when taking
the size of the organization into account it is revealed that the larger
congregation is, the more likely it is to view itself as having a central
role. Interestingly, this result is in line with other studies involving
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FIGURE 1 Adjusted predictions, Model 4 in Tables 3-5.

nonreligious groups regarding preparedness on an organizational
level that have also shown that it is the size of the organization that
matters the most in explaining the level of preparedness (Chikoto
et al., 2013; Quarantelli et al., 1979).

Although the size of the organization was the most important
factor and indicates that in certain respects religious congregations
could be compared to nonreligious organizations, there are still
reasons to look at cross-religious differences—as this is an element
that has been highlighted by other researchers but rarely studied
(Sun et al., 2018). A dominant discourse in Sweden, as in many
other countries in Western Europe, is that many minority religious
communities are not fully integrated in mainstream society and
Muslim organizations in particular are often viewed with suspicion.
However, the results from this study show that all the responding
Muslim organizations were willing to contribute, as was true for
other ‘newer’ religious groups in Sweden such as Orthodox and
Buddhist congregations.

However, despite a very high level of wanting to help and assist,
in terms of the willingness to perform the roles that the Swedish
government wanted them to perform, that is, spread official
information and work in accordance with the expectation of the
Swedish government, the results show that considerably fewer were
willing to conform. This is interesting from several perspectives. First,
the requested help was central for the Swedish government as it
struggled to reach out with information—not least to areas where

many nonnative Swedes lived—a problem that was widely discussed
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throughout the pandemic in media outlets. As such, there would
likely have been no question amongst the leadership of the
congregations of the public authority's need for help. These public
discussions—that often focused on nonnative Swedes—could also
explain some of the cross-religious differences. Minority protestant
congregation (Lutheran and Free Churches) have more native
Swedes as members and may not have felt the need to provide
information as they may have believed that their members obtain
the correct information themselves. However, this is not known
and considering the government's and other public authorities'
specific requests, the fact that congregations despite this were
considerably less interested in this role compared to the general
desire to act is clearly noteworthy.

Second, a greater proportion of the congregations in the study
were willing to provide information about the pandemic compared to
providing information regarding vaccinations. This difference may
have a rational, practical explanation. For example, it may be that
information about Covid-19 was spread because of restrictions on
religious meetings, that is, that to explain the restrictions for one's
members, information was also spread about the pandemic.
However, there may also be other reasons. Previous studies have
shown that there is a growing public health challenge among some
religious minorities because of so-called anti-vax sentiments
(Kasstan, 2021; Pel¢i¢ et al., 2016) and a recent study showed that
outbreaks of measles and coronavirus were seen more frequently in
Orthodox Jewish neighbourhoods in Israel and North America
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(Kasstan, 2021). Simultaneously, other studies have shown how
confidence in vaccines is higher in more religious countries (Eriksson
& Vartanova, 2022) meaning that the relationship between vaccine
attitudes and minority religious communities in secular countries
needs to be studied further to better understand how these elements
interact.

Third, and connected to the first point, the differentiation
between the desire to help and the desire to perform the state's
duties, this study shows that the Swedish government cannot expect
minority religious communities to unfalteringly perform duties for
them, even though there is an underlying desire to help. In fact, an
interesting comparison can be made to the so-called refugee crisis in
2015 when many religious communities took a considerable (and
voluntary) role in managing and solving the crisis by offering food and
shelter (Asp, 2017; Idestrom & Linde, 2019; Lundgren, 2019).
Although further studies are needed, the difference between these
two crises and the results from this study clearly indicate that whilst
there is a desire and willingness to help the society, what religious
communities, do in a crisis can perhaps not be governed by the state.
The underlying reasons behind this dichotomy need to be studied
further. However, two hypotheses can be identified; that initiatives
need to come from the congregations themselves in order for
willingness to change to action, or that there is a willingness to help
society, though perhaps not be a governmental instrument.

Regardless of the underlying reasons, it is important that more
studies in this field are produced. There is a strong consensus that the
number of disasters—both natural and man-made—are expected to
increase (Portner et al., 2022). This will most likely lead to
governments and other public authorities in Western countries
continuing—and perhaps increasingly emphasizing—the role of non-
profit organizations. Given the multi-cultural nature of many Western
countries it is likely that the religious organizations will be highlighted
as important partners— especially if policymakers only understand
these actors as willing to help unequivocally. However, if there are
considerable differences between what these organizations want to
do and what the state wants them to do this could result in

controversies.

7 | LIMITATIONS

Although the results in this study are based on, to our knowledge,
one of the largest surveys ever performed concerning congregations
connected to minority religious communities in Sweden, there are
several limitations that need to be highlighted. First, there are two
points regarding the response rate. Of the 48 registered minority
religious communities in Sweden with around 2700 congregations,
18 minority religious communities, containing 2100 congregations,
agreed to help with distributing the survey. Clearly, the fact that
some refused to assist the collection of data is problematic. However,
as is clear, the 30 minority religious communities that did not
distribute the survey accounted for only 600 congregations (22.2%)
whilst the 18 that did distribute the survey represented 77.8% of the

congregations. As such, the non-participators were clearly a minority
and were smaller organizations (given the relationship between
organization and congregations). How this nonparticipation has
affected the results is difficult to ascertain but readers should be
aware of this fact and analyse the results with this in mind. In terms
of the response rate amongst the participants, a response rate of 42%
is lower than desired but at a level commonly observed in larger
survey studies. Also, the response rate was relatively similar in
relation to faith denomination. However, it cannot be disregarded
that the non-responders may have a differing opinion to the
responders. We have attempted to assess this risk by presenting
the results to representatives of the 18 minority religious communi-
ties. The response from the representatives was that they recognised
the sentiments put forth and believed these were representative.
Second, data collection for this study was performed during the
autumn of 2021. When the survey was sent out the opinion of the
Swedish Public Health Agency was that the need for restrictions was
over and that the need for societal interventions (such as information
on Covid-19 in general and vaccines in particular) was less. In
hindsight this was not entirely the case given that several booster
vaccines were required during the autumn of 2021 and during 2022.
However, although the timeline of the pandemic could affect the
answers, it is probably more likely that more congregations would
want to act if the urgency of public health interventions remained
than if the opposite were true. As such, we deem it as unlikely that

the rates regarding the willingness to spread information are too low.

8 | CONCLUSION

There are few, if any, national studies regarding the organizational
desire and willingness to respond to national crises or disasters by
religious organizations in Western Europe. This study clearly shows
that local congregations in Sweden are not merely places for worship.
Rather, local congregations want to take a role in the event of a
disaster or national crisis. While there are slight religious differences
in this willingness, the most important factor in determining whether
they want to help seems to be the size of the organization.
Importantly, despite this high level of willingness, the role congrega-
tions take may not always mirror the government's expectations.
Considerable fewer local congregations were willing to take part in
spreading information during the Covid-19 pandemic therefore
clearly indicating that the willingness to respond to crises is not
unconditional. The results provide important insights for the future
handling of disasters and crises and indicates that governments
probably need to discuss what type of help religious (and other)
organizations want to offer in times of disasters and crises and not
assume that they will help unequivocally.
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ENDNOTES

1 In this study, the term ‘minority religious communities’ refers to
national umbrella organizations that receive state funding and have
several local member-based congregations with their own premises
where religious services take place on a regular basis.

N

There are 48 registered minority religious communities in Sweden with
around 2700 congregations connected to them. The 18 minority
religious communities that agreed to take part in the study represent
around 2100 congregation.

The pandemic affected the possibility for especially older people to be
involved in the community, leading to a professionalization within the
religious communities. By comparing the results using the degree of
potential volunteers before the pandemic, the operationalization using
the degree of volunteers before the pandemic, shows the potential if
another type of crises would occur not hitting the core of volunteers as
during the pandemic.
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