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Abstract 

In the year of 2015 and 2016, the European Union had experienced the refugee crisis in relation 

to the unprecedented influx of refugees. In collaboration with other member states, Sweden 

granted a significant number of residence permits to these refugees, and has continued this work 

proportionally when the number of asylum applications decreases. The ongoing challenges to 

integrate refugees into society socially, culturally, and economically have stimulated the entire 

Swedish society to conduct a kaleidoscope of integration projects. Take the aspect of 

employment for example. The Swedish Public Employment Service (Arbetsförmedlingen) has 

the main responsibility to connect these newcomers with the vacancies in the job market. 

However, some feedback has shown that the limited options are not able to take into 

consideration newcomers’ diverse conditions and meet their needs. Changes of the direction of 

policy sometimes make their relatively disadvantaged condition even worse. Seeing such 

incoherence as a hindrance to integration, a few Christian communities responded by initiating 

new employment projects in an attempt to overcome the difficulties faced by both the 

government and refugees. This study is designed as case study research of two Christian belief-

based employment integration projects: Talenterna and Jobbprepp 2019. I intend to use these 

cases to support a claim that with the application of Christian beliefs, churches or individuals, as 

a visible form of a social force, could be involved in employment integration more actively to 

transcend the structural boundary and facilitate the sharing of social capital with refugee job 

seekers. By comparing the qualitative data collected by six interviews and organized by narrative 

and thematic analyses, this study identifies the functions of religion for employment integration 

and displays the implementation of the selected projects. The final finding highlights the 

significant methodologies applied by the projects and implies these methodologies are the 

contributor for positive employment integration.  
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Background: Churches’ Ongoing Responses to the Refugee Crisis since 2015 

According to the Swedish Migration Agency, from the end of 2015 to the end of 2016, the 

number of granted applications for asylum per season had increased rapidly from ten thousand to 

thirty thousand.1 While facing such a big number of newcomers, a report from the national 

Church of Sweden states that “80% of its country’s parishes were engaged in activities related to 

asylum.”2 Even in 2020, in Uppsala, the majority of language cafés (Språkcafé) are operated by 

local churches.3 These examples prove on the one hand the commitment and involvement of 

churches in integration. One the other hand, they manifest an oddity of a religious phenomenon 

in Sweden. Due to the privatization of religion, it has gradually lost its role in the public sphere. 

Furthermore, the fact that religious belief usually resides in the inner minds of individuals makes 

religion viewed as something private. However, religion’s fundamental feature as a social force, 

able to shape a society’s moral identity via its adherents, has never been able to completely 

separate itself from society. Instead, this feature consequently makes itself even more visible.4 

This transcendence of religion between private and public spheres legitimizes its adherents to 

participate in societal issues and promote the common good on top of individuals’ private 

interests. For example, based on their moral standards, they often remind people to be concerned 

and aware of the dynamics in their surroundings in order to balance the pursuit of personal goals 

and the application of solidarity.5 Their voice becomes louder once the private interests are at 

risk owing to the deterioration of the common good, which the private interests are in fact based 

upon. This situation is what the Swedish society has been facing since the refugee crisis in 2015; 

                                                           
1 Swedish Migration Agency, “Statistics about Asylum Applications,” April 9, 2020, 

https://www.migrationsverket.se/English/About-the-Migration-Agency/Statistics/Asylum.html. 
2 Jonas Ideström and Stig Linde, “Welfare State Supporter and Civil Society Activist: Church of Sweden in the 

‘Refugee Crisis’ 2015,” Social Inclusion 7, no. 2 (June 24, 2019): 6, https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v7i2.1958. 

Svenska kyrkan, “En tid av möten-Arbetet med asylsökande och nyanlända i Svenska kyrkans församlingar 2015–

2016,” 2017, 7, 

https://www.myndighetensst.se/download/18.45182a5f16a84e95facc3aa/1557413604338/SK16437_Inlaga_slutversi

on.pdf. 
3 Google Search, “Språkcafé Uppsala,” accessed April 24, 2020, shorturl.at/chknK. 
4 Émile Durkheim, “Introduction,” in The Elementary Forms of Religious Life (New York: Oxford University Press, 

2001), 1–2. 
5 Daniel Groody, “Migrants and Refugees: Christian Faith and the Globalization of Solidarity,” International Review 

of Mission 104, no. 2 (2015): 314–323, https://doi.org/10.1111/irom.12105. 

https://www.migrationsverket.se/English/About-the-Migration-Agency/Statistics/Asylum.html
https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v7i2.1958
https://www.myndighetensst.se/download/18.45182a5f16a84e95facc3aa/1557413604338/SK16437_Inlaga_slutversion.pdf
https://www.myndighetensst.se/download/18.45182a5f16a84e95facc3aa/1557413604338/SK16437_Inlaga_slutversion.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1111/irom.12105
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where the integration of these people is still addressed as a focused societal issue.6 Helping 

refugees integrate into society does not seem to be that relevant to the private interests of an 

ordinary person. However, the failure of integration generates continuous dependency on the 

Swedish welfare system, segregation, the presence of criminality in the immigrant-dominated 

neighborhoods, passive engagement in public affairs, etc. These problems are a big challenge for 

any society.  

Among the reflections on this holistic societal issue, churches in Sweden try to improve 

integration via a two way process. In response to the urgent needs for help, they organized 

housing, distributed clothes and food, and provided legal assistance and financial support for 

refugees. Their various activities provide a meeting place for the target group to enjoy 

fellowship, while exchanging the understanding about cultural differences. Through building 

relationships with local people, the possibility to be included in communities economically, 

socially, and culturally increases. For those who are interested in going deeper into the topics 

such as gospel and religious values, the possibility of building a common language of spiritual 

understanding is also available. However, among these approaches, there is one aspect that has 

been less touched upon: employment integration. The common practice for churches in handling 

the need of employment is to assist on the individual level. Refugees receive job-related 

information from the personal contacts with other churchgoers. Compared to support such as 

language training and other material resources, there are few organized attempts that tackle the 

employment aspect. This phenomenon could be explained by some possible reasons. People 

might struggle with the gradual transformation of the religious institution as a voluntary group 

from dealing with soul matters to getting involved in the issues that require more professional 

skills and structure. People might also look at employment as the sphere of social services 

usually taken care of by the state. However, if one starts looking into the performance of the 

government’s response to refugees’ needs for employment, the understanding that the state is the 

main agent in charge needs to be re-evaluated.  

                                                           
6 Novus and The Global Village Foundation, 

“PERSPEKTIV_2019_Tvåtusen_svar_från_Sveriges_utsatta_områden.Pdf” (Sweden: The Global Village 

Foundation, June 2020), https://jarvaveckan.se/wp-

content/uploads/2019/08/PERSPEKTIV_2019_Tv%C3%A5tusen_svar_fr%C3%A5n_Sveriges_utsatta_omr%C3%

A5den.pdf. 

https://jarvaveckan.se/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/PERSPEKTIV_2019_Tv%C3%A5tusen_svar_fr%C3%A5n_Sveriges_utsatta_omr%C3%A5den.pdf
https://jarvaveckan.se/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/PERSPEKTIV_2019_Tv%C3%A5tusen_svar_fr%C3%A5n_Sveriges_utsatta_omr%C3%A5den.pdf
https://jarvaveckan.se/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/PERSPEKTIV_2019_Tv%C3%A5tusen_svar_fr%C3%A5n_Sveriges_utsatta_omr%C3%A5den.pdf
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1.2 Conflict: the Goal and Reality of Employment Integration 

According to the Swedish integration policy entering into force in 2010, the Swedish government 

assigned the Swedish Public Employment Service (Arbetsförmedlingen) to take over the 

responsibility from the municipalities to handle the introduction affairs for newly arrived 

refugees and others in need of protection.7 Although different ministries share the responsibility 

of various aspects of integration, this shift of supervision signals a significant focus of the 

Swedish government to realize integration through employment.8 Looking into the ideology of 

putting a focus on work, I found the paper “Making Refugees Work? Individualized Work 

Strategies in the Swedish Refugee Settlement Program” mentions a vivid explanation. “All 

individuals are able to work to some extent and everyone benefits from sharing society’s 

workload by ‘doing their bit’ and being responsible for their own upkeep.”9 Becoming 

economically self-sufficient does not only release the burden of the Swedish welfare system. It 

also has the positive effect of self-empowerment. However, there is a gap between goal and 

reality. In reality, the difficulty to integrate newcomers economically lies in the fact that 

newcomers are lacking language proficiency, relevant education and work experiences, 

familiarity with the administrative system, and access to work-related information. Language 

skills could be improved by some language classes and programs. A series of civic orientations 

from the government aim to familiarize newcomers with the administrative procedures. Various 

programs are available for them to identify and acquire corresponding educational and work 

competences, for instance internships and training programs offered by the local authority. 

However, network development depends also on personal motivation and conditions. As the 

observation from The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, newcomers might be at 

a significant disadvantage in building new networks and professional identities because the 

accumulation of these two assets is time consuming.10 

                                                           
7 Government Offices of Sweden, “Swedish Integration Policy,” December 2009, 

https://www.government.se/contentassets/b055a941e7a247348f1acf6ade2fd876/swedish-integration-policy-fact-

sheet-in-english. 
8 The European Commission, “Governance of Migrant Integration in Sweden,” European Web Site on Integration, 

November 25, 2019, https://ec.europa.eu/migrant-integration/governance/sweden. 
9 Eva Wikström and Petra Ahnlund, “Making Refugees Work? Individualized Work Strategies in the Swedish 

Refugee Settlement Program,” Nordic Journal of Working Life Studies 8 (November 27, 2018): 47–48, 

https://doi.org/10.18291/njwls.v8iS4.111157. 
10 Department of International Protection (DIP); Resettlement Section United Nations High Commissioner for 

Refugees (UNHCR), Refugee Resettlement. An International Handbook to Guide Reception and Integration, 2002, 

https://www.government.se/contentassets/b055a941e7a247348f1acf6ade2fd876/swedish-integration-policy-fact-sheet-in-english
https://www.government.se/contentassets/b055a941e7a247348f1acf6ade2fd876/swedish-integration-policy-fact-sheet-in-english
https://ec.europa.eu/migrant-integration/governance/sweden
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To overcome refugees’ disadvantages in the labor market, the Swedish Public Employment 

Service (Arbetsförmedlingen) has offered a variety of integration programs consisting of several 

vocational trainings and matching opportunities for this target group. About 30% (of the 

participants) have a job within ninety days after they finished the (two-year introduction) 

program.11 However, in the paper “Talking about Integration: The Voices of Syrian Refugees 

Taking Part in Introduction Programmes for Integration into Swedish Society”, the authors 

discovered some negative aspects about this introduction program such as the poor quality of 

language training, complexity of the validation process for educational qualifications, 

meaninglessness of the assigned activities, and lengthy administrative procedures.12 These are 

perceived as important barriers hindering refugees’ access to the Swedish labor market.13 From 

the comparison of both sides, apparently, there is still a gap between what is expected from one 

side and what could actually be offered to another side under the condition of limited time and 

resources.  

1.3 Research Questions and Aim 

The gap between the goal and reality of employment integration provides a ground for my claim. 

With the application of Christian beliefs, churches or individuals, as a visible form of a social 

force, could be involved in employment integration more actively to transcend the structural 

boundary and facilitate the sharing of social capital with refugee job seekers. To explore the 

feasibility of this claim, I posed the following questions:  

 How does religion function for employment integration? 

 How can the agents of Christian beliefs (e.g. churches as an institution or individuals) 

implement work in relation to employment integration effectively? 

These two questions are correlated. I have to identify the role of religion in the employment 

integration projects so that there is a meaning to discuss how the agents of such religious belief 

                                                           
179, https://www.refworld.org/docid/405189284.html. 
11 Caroline Dahlström, (Arbetsförmedlare, Arbetsförmedlingen| Etableringen), interviewed by Huiyu Chuang by 

ZOOM. April 24, 2020. 
12 Gregg Bucken‐Knapp, Zainab Fakih, and Andrea Spehar, “Talking about Integration: The Voices of Syrian 

Refugees Taking Part in Introduction Programmes for Integration into Swedish Society,” International Migration 

57, no. 2 (2019): 221, https://doi.org/10.1111/imig.12440. 
13 Ibid. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/imig.12440
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actually implement the projects. This transition is necessary because the cases I studied are not 

labelled in public as Christian projects or church projects. One of the cases has a Muslim 

coordinator getting involved in the daily work. On the table, the religious difference is less 

pronounced than the common humanitarian intention. However, Christian beliefs are presented 

in the rationale of some project team members and volunteers, their manner of implementation, 

so as the operational or financial support from the churches. At the same time, while I have 

claimed that the agents of Christian beliefs could be involved more in employment integration, I 

do not limit to the work only within the church system. Rather it is to see how the agents of 

Christian beliefs take initiatives and implement in a flexible approach. That is why I am looking 

at how the chosen cases theoretically and practically implement employment integration. The 

results could become a reference for interested religious communities or individuals about their 

own ministries or joint projects with other actors to contribute to employment integration. 

1.4 Research Design and Method 

This study is structured as case study research using the qualitative comparison method. Two 

projects are the basis of comparison. I borrowed the idea of the method of agreement of 

comparative studies within the scope of political sciences, trying to locate one most likely factor 

that results in the similar outcome of the studied projects. All factors that I have included in 

comparison are produced from the data analysis. I conducted narrative and semi-structured 

interviews to collect data and analyzed it by narrative and thematic analyses. In total, six 

interviews are presented in this study to display the different pictures of the chosen two cases: 

Talenterna and Jobbprepp2019. Four interviewees are active in the groundwork of the projects. 

As one of these projects is the local congregation of the Uniting Church in Sweden 

(Equmeniakyrkan), I invited the coordinator of the society department, Kyrkan i Samhället, of 

the Uniting Church in Sweden (Equmeniakyrkan) to have another interview. Standing on the 

national position of the Uniting Swedish Church (Equmeniakyrkan), she introduced the 

integration work within the system of the Uniting Church in Sweden (Equmeniakyrkan), 

commented on the Talenterna project, and examined a bit the possibility of copying this model to 

elsewhere such as Stockholm. To give this study a balanced tone between idealism and reality, I 

did the final interview with an officer of the Swedish Public Employment Service 

(Arbetsförmedlingen).     
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1.5 Outline of the Thesis 

This paper is divided into nine chapters. Following the chapter of introduction, the second 

chapter is the presentation of relevant literature and the possible contribution of this study. 

Theoretical framework comes next to navigate the concepts that I used for my analysis: Pierre 

Bourdieu’s social capital and Emile Durkheim’s functionalism of religion. After that, I will 

introduce my research design and method. The explanations of data collection and processing 

and the justification of case and interviewee selection have included. The fifth chapter is the 

introduction to two employment integration projects that I chose to compare in this study. This 

part is the presentation of the results of narrative analysis, following a sequential time order from 

preparation, implementation, to future plans of the projects. The sixth and seventh chapters are 

the results of thematic analysis in which I will explain the conceptual identification of the 

functions of religion in these two projects and unpack the details of their implementation. After 

these analyses, in the eighth chapter, I will describe the limitations of this study. Despite that, my 

study has produced some finding to answer the original research questions. This finding will be 

summarized in the final chapter as conclusion. 
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2. Literature Review 

Starting from exploring the topics of the roles of religion and churches in migration and 

integration, I found that previous research draws upon the following discussions:   

 Religion as a coping mechanism and empowerment tool for migrants  

(Pargament, 1997; Thompson and Gurney, 2003; Raghallaigh and Gilligan, 2010; 

Raghallaigh 2011; Connor, 2012; Ekström, Bülow, and Wilinska, 2019) 

 Religion as a bridge and buffer for integration 

(Leonard and Bellamy, 2010; Muñoz and Neuman, 2012; Diehl and Koenig, 2013; 

Ideström and Linde, 2019) 

 Religion, society, and social cohesion 

(Lans, Kemper, Nijsten and Rooijackers, 2000; Hooghe, 2007; Lundåsen and Trägårdh, 

2013; Lindberg, 2015; Pepper, Powell, and Bouma, 2019; Willander, 2019) 

 Christian organizations’ contributions to integration  

(Fridolfsson and Elander, 2012; Bowen and Owen, 2019; Ideström and Linde, 2019) 

These discussions are relevant to my research questions to understand religion in society, 

particularly Christianity, and its application into a concrete societal issue: migrants’ integration. 

2.1 Religion as a Coping Mechanism and Empowerment Tool for Migrants     

Previous research shows that religious faith can have positive effects on migrants on the 

individual level. For example, religion is a coping mechanism in response to uncertainty, 

transition, and crisis.14 Those who have certain religious beliefs use this method to seek mental 

and material supports. They often find it useful because religion is a “relatively available part of 

the orienting system” and a “relatively compelling way of coping” when they could not access to 

alternative resources for living, and turning to the religious solutions just makes the maximum 

sense to themselves at minimal cost.15 Over the course of adopting this method, their resilience is 

                                                           
14 M. Ni Raghallaigh, “Religion in the Lives of Unaccompanied Minors: An Available and Compelling Coping 

Resource,” British Journal of Social Work 41, no. 3 (April 1, 2011): 539–556, https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcq136. 
15 Kenneth I. Pargament, The Psychology of Religion and Coping-Theory, Research, Practice (New York: The 

guilford press, 1997), 144–157. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcq136
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fostered and more able to adapt to the new environment.16 In another study to explore the coping 

strategies (e.g. “adaptation”, “positivity”, “suppression”, “independence”, “continuity and 

distrust”) that young migrants use in transition, religious faith is the common element.17 Though 

these coping strategies seem to function independently from religious faith, the effect of taking 

these strategies has a large degree to do with the close relationship that the young migrants have 

with their religious god. Other research enriches the layer of this coping mechanism as not only a 

solution to life issues but also an empowerment tool. The believers redefined and negotiated their 

religious identities and religiosity after they had reflected on their beliefs and norms versus those 

accepted by their host societies.18 19 

2.2 Religion as a Bridge and Buffer for Integration 

In addition to mentioning the individual construction of religion in a person’s life, the social 

construction of religion opens a discussion about whether religious activities, institutions, and 

religiosity function as a bridge or buffer for integration. The study results justify both standpoints 

depending on the status of religion in the host society and the way migrants practice it. Migrants’ 

religiosity is a bridge in the more religious society such as U.S.A because of religious pluralism 

and the similarity between the religious denomination of immigrants and the host society.20 

Migrants can benefit from expressing their Christian identity or simply following the dominant 

religious practices such as attending church to gain social networks.21 Likewise, in the European 

context, networks as such in the religious institutions often transmit information (e.g. of housing, 

education, job, etc.) to newcomers and facilitate spiritual, social, and economic inclusion ideally 

                                                           
16 Nora E. Thompson and Andrea G. Gurney, “‘He Is Everything’: Religion’s Role in the Lives of Immigrant 

Youth,” New Directions for Youth Development 2003, no. 100 (2003): 75–90, https://doi.org/10.1002/yd.64. 
17 Muireann Ní Raghallaigh and Robbie Gilligan, “Active Survival in the Lives of Unaccompanied Minors: Coping 

Strategies, Resilience, and the Relevance of Religion,” Child & Family Social Work 15, no. 2 (2010): 232, 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2206.2009.00663.x. 
18 Elin Ekström, Pia H Bülow, and Monika Wilinska, “ ‘I Don’t Think You Will Understand Me Because Really, I 

Believe’ – Unaccompanied Female Minors Re-Negotiating Religion,” Qualitative Social Work, May 15, 2019, 11–

13, https://doi.org/10.1177/1473325019848481. 
19 Phillip Connor, “Balm for The Soul: Immigrant Religion and Emotional Well-Being,” International Migration 50, 

no. 2 (2012): 130–157, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2435.2010.00623.x. 
20 Teresa Garcia-Muñoz and Shoshana Neuman, “Is Religiosity of Immigrants a Bridge or a Buffer in the Process of 

Integration? A Comparative Study of Europe and the United States” (Germany: Institute for the Study of Labor, 

2012), http://ftp.iza.org/dp6384.pdf. 
21 Ibid. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/yd.64
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2206.2009.00663.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/1473325019848481
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2435.2010.00623.x
http://ftp.iza.org/dp6384.pdf
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regardless of the ethnic, national, racial differences.22 The bridging effect takes place in 

increasing intergroup contact between migrants and the host society.23 

On the other hand, for societies with highly secular values such as Sweden, migrants’ religiosity 

often becomes a challenge for integration. For example, the visibility of certain religious’ 

practices such as wearing hijab in public space magnifies the difference between Muslim women 

and the rest. This difference sometimes is not appreciated as diversity but friction when it is 

(mis)interpreted as a symbol of oppression, which is strongly against the values of the Swedish 

society.24 Similarly, in the paper ”God Can Wait – New Migrants in Germany Between Early 

Adaptation and Religious Reorganization”, the authors suggest Muslims in the host society, 

Germany for example, have an obvious religious boundary. Maintaining their religious practices 

is helpful for them to face against the (potential) experiences of discrimination and exclusion.25 

Another possible challenge is derived from the nature of religion as a community that can 

provide protection, comfort, and a sense of continuity of migrants’ old life, habits, cultures as 

part of their identities. Some people choose to attend the churches that provide the services in 

their mother tongue, practice the similar practices as their home countries, and have the members 

from similar cultural backgrounds.26 Religion in these examples becomes a buffer that slows 

down integration. The consequences include low contact with the majority and possible hostile 

attitude toward the other groups from both sides due to a lack of interaction.27  

Another empirical research refutes the clear-cut division of role between a buffer and bridge. The 

finding shows a positive relationship between the bonding and bridging capitals among various 

                                                           
22 Jonas Ideström and Stig Linde, “Welfare State Supporter and Civil Society Activist: Church of Sweden in the 

‘Refugee Crisis’ 2015,” Social Inclusion 7, no. 2 (June 24, 2019): 3, https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v7i2.1958. 
23 Teresa Garcia-Muñoz and Shoshana Neuman, “Is Religiosity of Immigrants a Bridge or a Buffer in the Process of 

Integration? A Comparative Study of Europe and the United States” (Germany: Institute for the Study of Labor, 

2012), http://ftp.iza.org/dp6384.pdf. 
24 Ibid. 
25 Claudia Diehl and Matthias Koenig, “God Can Wait – New Migrants in Germany Between Early Adaptation and 

Religious Reorganization,” International Migration 51, no. 3 (2013): 11, https://doi.org/10.1111/imig.12093. 
26 Muireann Ní Raghallaigh and Robbie Gilligan, “Active Survival in the Lives of Unaccompanied Minors: Coping 

Strategies, Resilience, and the Relevance of Religion,” Child & Family Social Work 15, no. 2 (2010): 232, 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2206.2009.00663.x. 
27 Teresa Garcia-Muñoz and Shoshana Neuman, “Is Religiosity of Immigrants a Bridge or a Buffer in the Process of 

Integration? A Comparative Study of Europe and the United States” (Germany: Institute for the Study of Labor, 

2012), 14–15, http://ftp.iza.org/dp6384.pdf. 

https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v7i2.1958
http://ftp.iza.org/dp6384.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1111/imig.12093
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2206.2009.00663.x
http://ftp.iza.org/dp6384.pdf
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Christian denominations.28 People who have higher bonding capital in the interactions with their 

religious communities also enjoy higher bridging capital.29 Whether people use bridging capital 

more efficiently lies in their motivation and the amount of human capital30 they possess.31 In 

other words, migrants combine both the buffer and bridge effects of religion to attain integration.  

2.3 Religion, Society, and Social Cohesion 

Social cohesion is a term that has rather vague and wide definition. This phenomenon explains 

its variations depending on contexts. In general, social cohesion pertains to how a society works 

by organizing its material and personnel resources.32 Each society has its own standard to form a 

good society. Therefore, social cohesion is interpretable based on the consensus of residents of 

the particular society. However, due to globalization, collaboration among nations becomes 

normality. The joint power entitled by the cross-national institutions such as the UN, the EU etc. 

in many cases is manifested in national affairs and more or less interferes nations’ decisions to 

follow a common rule shared by the entire global community. Therefore, it is still relevant to 

refer to the studies that attempt to display the elements of social cohesion. Key words found in 

the discussion of social cohesion often include a sense of belonging, mutual understanding, 

recognition, acceptance, and respect, participation, interaction, and cooperation, and social 

justice.33 These words correspond to the core values of religion, which implies that religion in a 

certain way is aiming to enhance social cohesion as well. 

As this study focuses mainly on one religion, Christianity, I put more emphasis on the literature 

that discovers the relation between social cohesion and Christian communities. A study, focusing 

on the churchgoers in Australia, attests that church attendance makes a contribution to higher 

                                                           
28 Rosemary Leonard and John Bellamy, “The Relationship between Bonding and Bridging Social Capital among 

Christian Denominations across Australia,” Nonprofit Management and Leadership 20, no. 4 (2010): 445–460, 

https://doi.org/10.1002/nml.20004. 
29 Ibid. 
30 According to Adam Smith’s definition, human capital refers to “the experience in the specialized activities and 

training under educational arrangements.”  
Joseph J. Spengler, “Adam Smith on Human Capital,” The American Economic Review 67, no. 1 (1977): 33, 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/1815877. 
31 Rosemary Leonard and John Bellamy, “The Relationship between Bonding and Bridging Social Capital among 

Christian Denominations across Australia,” Nonprofit Management and Leadership 20, no. 4 (2010): 445–460, 

https://doi.org/10.1002/nml.20004. 
32 Miriam Pepper, Ruth Powell, and Gary D. Bouma, “Social Cohesion in Australia: Comparing Church and 

Community,” Religions 10, no. 11 (November 1, 2019): 605–626, https://doi.org/10.3390/rel10110605. 
33 Ibid. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/nml.20004
https://doi.org/10.1002/nml.20004
https://doi.org/10.3390/rel10110605
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levels of reported social cohesion across all five domains: belonging, worth, participation, social 

justice/equity and acceptance.34 This finding echoes two other studies based on the Swedish 

context. In Sweden, the level of interpersonal trust among people who affiliate with Christianity 

is higher than those who have no religious affiliation and those who affiliate with other 

religions.35 To explain the relation between religion and trust, scholars differentiate religion as an 

institution that provides networks and association with other people from religion as faith that 

instructs personal moral values and increases social trust. The experiment concludes religious 

moral codes might encourage people to do good things and participate in community activities; 

however, taking part in voluntary work magnifies the practice of a kind of trustworthy behavior, 

which is the base to cultivate interpersonal trust.36 Among all the findings that praise Christianity 

or Christians’ contributions to enhance social cohesion, a critical point questions whether the 

picture of cohesion is constructed by the homogeneous majority. This question leads to a 

discussion of the (re)definition of social cohesion. Is social cohesion developed only in 

homogenous society or also possible in diverse society? 

The change of religious landscape in many European countries in recent decades expands 

people’s imagination that the condition to pursue cohesion in one society, a country for example, 

is no longer limited to the homogeneity of religion. As the religious identity becomes less 

pronounced in many people’s life, and more and more people are accustomed to the diversity of 

religions, they tend to seek for another level of common ground beyond the unity based on a 

shared religion. From traditional understanding, Christianity is closely linked to the European 

cultural identity and shapes the common moral and ethnic consensus to maintain stability and 

security in society.37 Such a cultural homogeneity on the one hand has the intention to make all 

citizens inclusive in the supranational community, generate trust to one another, and manifest 

                                                           
34 Miriam Pepper, Ruth Powell, and Gary D. Bouma, “Social Cohesion in Australia: Comparing Church and 

Community,” Religions 10, no. 11 (November 1, 2019): 615, https://doi.org/10.3390/rel10110605. 
35 Erika Willander, “The Religious Landscape of Sweden Affinity, Affiliation and Diversity in the 21st Century.” 

(Uppsala universitet, Humanistisk-samhällsvetenskapliga vetenskapsområdet, 2019), 77, 

http://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:uu:diva-396351. 
36 Susanne Lundåsen and Lars Trägårdh, “Social Trust and Religion in Sweden: Theological Belief Versus Social 

Organization,” in Religion and Civil Society in Europe, ed. Joep de Hart, Paul Dekker, and Loek Halman (Springer, 

Dordrecht, 2013), 109–122, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-6815-4_6.  
37 Jonas Lindberg, “Religion in Nordic Politics as a Means to Societal Cohesion : An Empirical Study on Party 

Platforms and Parliamentary Debates 1988–2012” (Sweden, Uppsala University, 2015), 47 

http://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:uu:diva-241250. 

https://doi.org/10.3390/rel10110605
http://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:uu:diva-396351
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-6815-4_6
http://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:uu:diva-241250
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cohesion. On the other hand, it could be manipulated as an excuse to exclude “others” who do 

not share the identical values of the mainstream religion and its derived cultural identity.38 The 

division in this case then breaks cohesion.   

The opposite approach from a modern perspective is to appreciate the diversity of religions and 

the derived cultural identities. By giving equal respect to various religions, society sends out a 

signal that a space for different practices and preferences to exist and grow is preserved. 

Immersing in this kind of tolerant atmosphere, believers feel more free to choose the one that 

supplies a similar cultural connection to their identities. They feel secure and supported, and 

gradually build up a sense of belonging to the community.39 In this way, social cohesion is 

maintained.. However, if we look at one of the biggest elements of social cohesion, trust, we find 

a contradiction. The relation between trust and diversity is negative. If trust refers to a "familiar 

world" that future behavior of the citizens is more or less predictable, then it simply is no longer 

there in more diverse and evolving societies unless differences have been normalized.40 This 

realization then supports the statement that social cohesion should be redefined in a diverse 

society. Take Sweden for example. Nowadays, about 20% of the people living in Sweden were 

born abroad.41 Among the entire immigrant populations, the first largest religion is Islam, while 

Christianity (Protestantism and other strands of Christianity) is the first and second largest 

religions practiced by natives.42 Therefore, it is obvious that the definition of social cohesion will 

gradually lean to the second understanding that several religions together contributing to this 

“cohesion development”43 based on “equal based-norms of reciprocity.”44 

                                                           
38 Ibid. 
39 Jan van der Lans et al., “Religion, Social Cohesion and Subjective Well-Being: An Empirical Study among 

Muslim Youngsters in The Netherlands,” Archiv Für Religionspsychologie / Archive for the Psychology of Religion 

23 (2000): 29–40. 
40 Marc Hooghe, “Social Capital and Diversity Generalized Trust, Social Cohesion and Regimes of Diversity,” 

Canadian Journal of Political Science / Revue Canadienne de Science Politique 40, no. 3 (2007): 718. 
41 Erika Willander, “The Religious Landscape of Sweden Affinity, Affiliation and Diversity in the 21st Century.” 

(Uppsala universitet, Humanistisk-samhällsvetenskapliga vetenskapsområdet, 2019), 11, 

http://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:uu:diva-396351. 
42 Teresa Garcia-Muñoz and Shoshana Neuman, “Is Religiosity of Immigrants a Bridge or a Buffer in the Process of 

Integration? A Comparative Study of Europe and the United States” (Germany: Institute for the Study of Labor, 

2012), 8, http://ftp.iza.org/dp6384.pdf. 
43 Erika Willander, “The Religious Landscape of Sweden Affinity, Affiliation and Diversity in the 21st Century.” 

(Uppsala universitet, Humanistisk-samhällsvetenskapliga vetenskapsområdet, 2019), 42, 

http://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:uu:diva-396351. 
44 Marc Hooghe, “Social Capital and Diversity Generalized Trust, Social Cohesion and Regimes of Diversity,” 

Canadian Journal of Political Science / Revue Canadienne de Science Politique 40, no. 3 (2007): 726. 

http://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:uu:diva-396351
http://ftp.iza.org/dp6384.pdf
http://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:uu:diva-396351
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2.4 Christian Organizations’ Contributions to Integration 

In the European context, especially those welfare states, churches have been playing the role as a 

welfare provider and protector particularly for marginalized people.45 With the challenges 

brought by the refugee crisis since the beginning of twenty-one century, the services of churches 

have expanded to those temporary residents as an example of showing global solidarity. 

Churches’ motivation to take this responsibility is related to its moral values and close relation 

with the states. For churches seeking to be the anchor of human being’s soul, awakening 

people’s moral consciousness in the present time is always its priority. Getting involved in 

integration concretizes the reflection of bringing good news (gospel) into desperation 

(displacement). While aiming to achieve its moral goal, its collaboration with the states fulfil its 

duty in partnership. By this way, churches secure its influence in the public sphere. Take Sweden 

for example. Throughout history, partnership between churches and the state has been changing. 

Churches had experienced a full responsibility in social services, withdrew from the 

responsibility, reclaim the responsibility and gradually share it further with other religions.46  

Sharing the responsibility with other religions is quite a new direction; however, research with 

such a topic has been noticed to consider the benefits of cooperation among multiple religions 

for migrants’ integration.47 The shifting of role manifests the change of needs in different eras 

and provides a solution to the question at the time in history.  

To contextualize the period corresponding to the focus of this study, I organized the mentions of 

church’s involvement in integration in response to the challenges of refugee crisis. Between 2015 

and 2016 in Sweden, 32, 631 asylum applications were approved by the Swedish Migration 

Board.48 Since then, local churches have organized wide range of projects. For example, they 

provide urgent help such as the provision of clothes, food, shelter, and the emotional support 

                                                           
45 Charlotte Fridolfsson and Ingemar Elander, “Faith-Based Organizations and Welfare State Retrenchment in 

Sweden: Substitute or Complement?,” Politics and Religion 5, no. 3 (December 2012): 634–654, 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755048312000338. 
46 Ibid. 
47 Majbritt Lyck-Bowen and Mark Owen, “A Multi-Religious Response to the Migrant Crisis in Europe: A 

Preliminary Examination of Potential Benefits of Multi-Religious Cooperation on the Integration of Migrants,” 

Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 45, no. 1 (January 2, 2019): 21–41, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2018.1437344. 
48 Swedish Migration Agency, “Asylum Decisions, Swedish Migration Board, 2015,” January 2016, 

https://www.migrationsverket.se/download/18.7c00d8e6143101d166d1aad/1485556214929/Avgjorda%20asyl%C3

%A4renden%202015%20-%20Asylum%20desicions%202015.pdf. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755048312000338
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2018.1437344
https://www.migrationsverket.se/download/18.7c00d8e6143101d166d1aad/1485556214929/Avgjorda%20asyl%C3%A4renden%202015%20-%20Asylum%20desicions%202015.pdf
https://www.migrationsverket.se/download/18.7c00d8e6143101d166d1aad/1485556214929/Avgjorda%20asyl%C3%A4renden%202015%20-%20Asylum%20desicions%202015.pdf
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through fellowship. They also offer the tools and channels for long-term integration such as 

language training, assistance of legal and employment issues, and meet up events to discuss 

conceptual norms culturally, socially, and politically. Behind these groundworks, small teams 

from cross denominations also devote themselves to drafting joint policy proposals as such to 

influence the government’s decision-making on the topics related to migration.49 These empirical 

records correspond to three forms of faith-based organization’s activities (see figure 1). The 

paper “Faith-based Organizations and Welfare State Retrenchment in Sweden: Substitute or 

Complement” slightly modifies the categories from the original source, the report “FBOs and 

Social Exclusion in the United Kingdom.”  

Service delivery relational as well as infrastructural service provision50 

Capacity building resourcing and networking51 

Political activism advocacy and representation of marginalized groups, consultation, 

lobbying, and protest52 

Figure 1 Three forms of faith-based organizations' activities 

Until this point, I found the gap between what the previous studies have done and what this study 

is trying to contribute. Churches’ involvement in integration is a kaleidoscope. Particularly in the 

dimension of capacity building, which is viewed as the sharing of social capital, work is not 

always done in a structured way. Take the assistance of employment issues for example. Church 

members are aware of the importance of connecting refugees with the job market. A common 

practice is to share job related information organically on the personal level within few networks. 

As a result, the effect is often limited.  

There are some possible reasons why churches have less investment on structured organization 

for employment integration. First, it has to do with the concept that professionalization is 

                                                           
49 The Christian Council of Sweden, “This Is What We Want-The Churches and Migration Issues” (The Christian 

Council of Sweden, 12 2016), https://www.skr.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/SKR_Skrift_22_ENG_.pdf. 
50 Paul Cloke, Andrew Williams, and Samuel Thomas, “Chapter 7, FBOs and Social Exclusion in the United 

Kingdom,” Faith-Based Organisations and Social Exclusion in European Cities. National Context Reports (Leuven, 

Belgium, 2009), 286, https://www.academia.edu/21024325/FBOs_and_social_exclusion_in_Sweden. 
51 Charlotte Fridolfsson and Ingemar Elander, “Faith-Based Organizations and Welfare State Retrenchment in 

Sweden: Substitute or Complement?,” Politics and Religion 5, no. 3 (December 2012): 649, 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755048312000338. 
52 Ibid. 

https://www.skr.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/SKR_Skrift_22_ENG_.pdf
https://www.academia.edu/21024325/FBOs_and_social_exclusion_in_Sweden
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755048312000338
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associated with the material world. However, in people’s impression, more morally acceptable 

motivation to participate in voluntary work in church is based on sacred devotion instead of 

materialist incentives. Following this logic, if churches adopt the method of professionalization 

(e.g. “business-like management structure” 53), they are afraid that the spirit of altruism will 

gradually disappear. This position also mixes with a struggle to compete with other existing non-

religion based organizations, who have actually developed better skills due to their hands on 

experience in the past.54 Another possible reason is the understanding that refugees’ employment 

integration is taken care of by the social services of the state; however, overlooking the control 

function, bureaucracy, could always leave needs unmet even if the governmental employment 

programs are available. To a deeper level, this reason corresponds to the argument that moral 

spectatorship is a threat to solidarity. The paper “What Undermines Solidarity? Four Approaches 

and Their Implications for Contemporary Political Theory” explains, “people fail to see their 

neighbors as the subjects of individual moral responsibility. The culprit according to Emmanuel 

Levinas is a cognitive shift. As participants in large scale systems of law and economic 

redistribution, we always run the risk of adopting for ourselves the perspective of these systems 

themselves.”55 In the current case, people might excuse their indifference by delegating their 

ethical judgment to the state institutions and thinking people who could not get help to integrate 

is inevitable under the big social framework.  

In this session, I reviewed the literature about religion as a coping mechanism and empowerment 

tool for migrants, religion as a bridge and buffer for integration, the relations between religion, 

society, and social cohesion, and finally Christian organizations’ contributions to integration. I 

hope to formulate a holistic understanding about what religion works on the individual and 

collective levels particularly in the contexts of migration and integration. Religion assists its 

believers to cope with life transition issues and feel empowered along the way. Religion provides 

not only security and comfort as a buffer but also relationships with other churchgoers and their 

networks as a bridge. As religion is accredited to enhance social cohesion, the challenge comes 

with the new situation in society, Sweden for example, where more than one religion is available 

                                                           
53 Ibid. 
54 Ibid. 
55 Charles H. T. Lesch, “What Undermines Solidarity? Four Approaches and Their Implications for Contemporary 

Political Theory,” Critical Review of International Social and Political Philosophy 21, no. 5 (September 3, 2018): 

609–610, https://doi.org/10.1080/13698230.2017.1398865. 
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16 

 

to represent the diverse populations. In this case, a homogenous religion and its derived cultural 

identity are not enough to supply the picture of social cohesion and integration. Lastly, though 

Christian organizations are ardently involved in integration to realize their moral objectives and 

fulfil their duty in partnership with the state, employment integration is still an area where rare 

investment is arranged. No matter it is owing to the struggle of balancing altruism values and 

business management, possibility of moral spectatorship, or overlooking of the state’s 

operational limitations, the situation gives the agents of Christian beliefs a room to brainstorm 

any better solution based on their nature and operational advantages. This is what this study will 

try to add into the discussion: how churches or individuals with Christian beliefs conduct an 

efficient project to work on employment integration. 
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3. Theoretic Framework 

In the field of migration studies, scholars have brought up the dilemma that newcomers usually 

have less social capital while at the same time being expected to integrate economically as soon 

as possible. To narrow down the target in the big group of migrants, refugees share this common 

dilemma and could suffer even more from their involuntary movement. On the other side, in the 

relevant literature about migration, recognition has been given to Christian organizations’ 

contributions of creating harmony and solidarity through giving refugees spiritual support, 

enhancing ethnic awareness, and bridging differences. The convergence of these two fields 

directs me to think the interplay of two theories: Bourdieu’s social capital and Durkheim’s 

functionalism of religion. The theory of Bourdieu’s social capital assures a vivid societal picture 

that social capital is exclusively preserved within a certain structure for its members. This 

concept inspires me to make a claim that with the application of Christian beliefs, churches and 

individuals could be involved in employment integration more actively to transcend the 

structural boundary and facilitate the sharing of social capital with refugee job seekers. The 

theory of Durkheim’s functionalism of religion serves as a backdrop that assists me to identify 

the presence of religious beliefs in the chosen cases, understand the rationale of initiating the 

projects, and deduce the analysis about the projects’ implementation to endorse my claim.  

3.1 Introduction to Social Capital  

Pierre Bourdieu, as one of the founding scholars of the social capital theory, defines “social 

capital as the aggregate of the actual potential resources, which are linked to the possession of a 

durable network of more of less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance or 

recognition.”56 However, he thinks social capital is scarce capital that exists within a certain 

structure, so the issue of inequality is foreseen.57  

According to the book “Social Capital Theory: Towards a Methodological Foundation,” 

Bourdieu develops his idea from an economic term, capital, which is “accumulated labor existing 

                                                           
56 Pierre Bourdieu, “The Forms of Capital,” in Handbook of Theory and Research for the Sociology of Education 

(New York: Greenwood Press, 1986), 248–249. 
57 Michael Tzanakis, “Social Capital in Bourdieu’s, Coleman’s and Putnam’s Theory: Empirical Evidence and 

Emergent Measurement Issues,” Education 13, no. 2 (2013): 5. 
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in the material or incorporated form.” 58 The profit of it is not necessarily to be in an economic 

form; however, it can generate support to attain economic benefits.59 For example, a person’s 

network can introduce a job opportunity for him. Once he gets the job, the remuneration is 

economic profit produced by this particular type of capital. The perceived profits attract those 

who enjoy social capital and have interests to maintain the resources inside the structure, where 

they hold the membership of it. However, the membership sets the boundary of solidarity, where 

outsiders are rarely possible to access the profits. The inequality emerges with the division 

between insiders and outsiders without having the same amount of social capital, separating them 

into different social spaces, while they are equally competing with each other for those scarce 

resources.60     

3.2 Argument about Social Capital and Migration 

I found two parts of Bourdieu’s concepts relevant to my claim. The membership of a certain 

structure sets the boundary of solidarity and secures the access to social capital internally. This 

first part supports the reality that refugees have yet to receive the membership of a host society 

before they get employed, it might be hard for them to accumulate social capital if we consider 

the present Lutheran value in the Swedish society, a high emphasis on work in a person’s life to 

give him meaning and satisfaction.61 Since possessing social capital is necessary for integration, 

they are structurally limited. Besides, as Bourdieu looks at social capital from the aspect of the 

profits engendered from the closed structure, he has doubted the possibility of total 

disinterestedness of any members’ actions. This idea could reflect the pattern of collaboration in 

modern society. The civil society groups such as churches might carry the moral interests for 

collaboration, while the government might have political intentions, so as the business groups are 

attracted by the economic interests such as spending less on personnel cost. I think his idea is 

more realistic. When interests and profits are foreseen, actors from all sectors will be more 

willing to partake in collaboration. This second part of concept gives my argument a niche to be 

                                                           
58 Julia Häuberer, “The Founding Concepts of Social Capital - Bourdieu’s Theory of Capital and Coleman’s 

Rational-Choice Approach to Social Capital,” in Social Capital Theory: Towards a Methodological Foundation, ed. 

Julia Häuberer (Wiesbaden: VS Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften, 2011), 35, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-531-

92646-9_2. 
59 Ibid, 38. 
60 Ibid, 46–49.  
61 Frances McKee-Ryan et al., “Psychological and Physical Well-Being During Unemployment: A Meta-Analytic 

Study,” The Journal of Applied Psychology 90 (February 1, 2005): 56, https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.90.1.53. 
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accepted. To improve the structural limitation on refugees to integrate, churches or individual 

believers reach out to other actors in society and initiate joint collaboration to share social capital 

and further improve refugees’ employment opportunities.  

The reasons why churches are good initiators of societal projects and a glue of joint collaboration 

are as follows. First, churches as a whole in Sweden have a wide range of network, whose 

footprint is expanded to cultural, political, and social fields through their active participations in 

various societal issues in flexible forms. Particularly after the separation of church and state, 

churches have been categorized as the biggest civil society organization. Only the Church of 

Sweden still has 6,1 million members, already over half of the total Swedish populations.62 The 

calculation has even yet to include the members of Free Church communities (235,000)63, 

Orthodox and Eastern Churches (95,000)64, the Catholic Church (120,000)65. Regardless the 

activeness of these members, the number itself proves that churches have big networks which 

gathers people from all walks of lives. A common example is people who do not have religious 

beliefs sometimes go to church and participate in the events because it is a social thing. This 

network has rich social capital to transmit information and supply energy of mobilization for 

integration if it is organized properly.  

Second, the networks in churches originally are built based on relationship. Trust is often held as 

an important element in relationships. As the Swedish society is in a transition for more people 

to embrace multiple religious and cultural identities, trust is still a relevant element to connect 

newcomers with or without the similar religious and cultural identities with the locals. In this 

case, with churches as the mediator between the parties of labor supply and demand, the 

guarantee of trust ensures smoother cooperation. Thirdly, churches are community. The 

establishment of local congregations in each region strengthens their connections and 

understanding to local affairs. They are familiar to their respective environments, which becomes 

a niche of their support in response to the particular types of need of members in communities. 

                                                           
62 The Church of Sweden, “English (Engelska),” March 30, 2020, https://www.svenskakyrkan.se/english. 
63 Sveriges kristna råd, “Frikyrkor,” Sveriges kristna råd, accessed April 24, 2020, https://www.skr.org/kristen-

tro/kyrkorna/frikyrkor/. 
64 Sveriges kristna råd, “Ortodoxa kyrkor,” Sveriges kristna råd, accessed April 24, 2020, 

https://www.skr.org/kristen-tro/kyrkorna/ortodoxa-kyrkor/. 
65 Sveriges kristna råd, “Katolska kyrkan,” Sveriges kristna råd, accessed April 24, 2020, 

https://www.skr.org/kristen-tro/kyrkorna/katolska-kyrkan/. 
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Furthermore, the locality of community sets a specific focus of who are supposed to be taken 

care of or given attention to so that each community can better distribute its resources and tailor 

services to individual needs under a manageable workload.  

Until now, one of the criticisms given to Bourdieu has not been solved: the question of how 

social capital can be used to decrease inequality.66 In this paper, the empirical cases demonstrate 

the sharing of social capital with people who have not yet been included in the societal structure 

legally, culturally, and economically saying. This practice aims to practically decrease inequality 

that exists in the current societal structure. 

3.3 Introduction to the Features and Functions of Religion 

Functionalism of religion sheds lights on the contributions that religion makes to society. It is a 

rather neutral standpoint to discuss religion without touching upon the dispute between 

theologians and scientists. Functionalist perspective discusses the visible social phenomena 

caused by religion rather than the spiritual part of religion.67  

Emile Durkheim defines religion as “a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred 

things. The beliefs and practices that unite its adherents in a single moral community called a 

church. Religion is such beliefs and practices in sofar as they forge moral community. Without 

moral community, there is no religion. Religious beliefs and practices are shared by the 

community, and this common faith indicates and promotes unity.”68 In this definition, Durkheim 

has revealed several features of religion. For example, religion is social and collective. It 

becomes complete when it is connected to its adherents, which is in a group configuration and is 

called a moral community (church). At the same time, its adherents are linked together by its 

collectivity in the common beliefs and practices. Its social character is reflected by the social life 

of several individuals that form the moral community. Durkheim applies the sacred-profane 

dichotomy to explain the distinctness and co-existence of individual (sacred) and social (profane) 

                                                           
66 Julia Häuberer, Social Capital Theory, 1st ed. (Prague: VS Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften, 2010), https://doi-

org.ezproxy.its.uu.se/10.1007/978-3-531-92646-9. 
67 William S. F. Pickering, Durkheim’s Sociology of Religion: Themes and Theories (London: Routledge & Kegan 

Paul, 1984), 300. 
68 Émile Durkheim, “Introduction,” in The Elementary Forms of Religious Life (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2001), 21–22. 

https://doi-org.ezproxy.its.uu.se/10.1007/978-3-531-92646-9
https://doi-org.ezproxy.its.uu.se/10.1007/978-3-531-92646-9


21 

 

lives within the same totality of human experience.69 Religion is also symbolic. The common 

beliefs and practices are symbolic as a collective life, which the participants give up their private 

life and self-interests to some degree to purse the common good. The form of authority that 

religion entails facilitates this process and forms the unity of its adherents, every individual in the 

moral community. In our daily life, this moral community is embodied by local congregations 

and groups as such and becomes visible to society.70 

To have an understanding to Durkheim’s idea about the functions of religion, I mostly relied on 

the English explanations and translation of quotes from the secondary literature “Durkheim’s 

Sociology of Religion: Themes and Theories.” From the practical perspective, “religion helps 

man live and adapt to their conditions of existence.”71 When man recognizes himself as a 

believer of religion and is part of the big force, he will be elevated as more capable to face the 

difficulty in his life.72 From the theoretical perspective, religion makes people think and express 

the world by a system of representations.73 This system of representations channel the individual 

nature of religion to the collective nature. The collective representations mean the highest values 

held by its participants. In the domain of religion, it could refers to sacred divinity, while in the 

domain of a society, it could refer to other moral principles that people value and follow such as 

democracy, human rights, rule of law, etc. Coercion and cohesion shape and maintain this system 

of representations, so they are derived as the secondary functions of religion.74 Although I think, 

coercion, is a strong word to describe the regulating function of religion especially in modern 

(secularized) societies, Durkheim’s idea indeed refers to the submission of believers to certain 

conformity in order to ensure stability.75 By integrating individuals to shared beliefs and 

practices, the collective life or values are maintained, so as cohesion happens since cohesion is a 

“spontaneous agreement of wills” and is achieved through “certain intellectual communion.”76 In 

society, the concepts of such a regulating force and cohesion are advocated by the calling for 
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solidarity, which in essence aims to reach certain consensus and pursue the common good. This 

social bond according to Robertson Smith, one of the people that inspired Durkheim, is 

established and strengthened by a community’s public hope and goals.77 In other words, there is 

always a force that “links individuals to each other and to society” in order to “make and remark 

society’s collective existence.”78 According to Durkheim, religion can contribute to this process 

by “animating these individuals’ lives with the sacred.”79 From these examples above, we see 

religion functions both in the individual and social dimensions. 

 

3.4 Application of Functionalism of Religion 

After understanding several features and functions of religion, I assume I could better identify 

religion’s presence and effects in a real case. In the book “Durkheim’s Sociology of Religion: 

Themes and Theories”, the author points out a problem of functionalism of religion. “It is 

extensive without an attempt to organize the theory systematically owing to the multiplicity of 

functions that religion is said to perform.”80 Therefore, one better way is to focus on these core 

functions that I introduced before this paragraph. In my application of this theory, I followed this 

suggestion to examine those who hold Christian beliefs in the cases and their rationale of 

initiating the projects based on the fundamental and secondary functions of religion.
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4. Research Design and Method  

My research is structured as case study research using the qualitative comparison method. Over 

the course of my exploration in relevant literature, I have realized research on this topic has a 

strong tendency to involve people’s diverse perspectives based on their worldviews and 

circumstances. This realization led me to explore qualitative analysis. I decided to collect data by 

narrative and semi-structured interviews and analyze it by narrative and thematic analyses. After 

finishing the preliminary analysis on the first case, the idea to borrow the method of agreement 

of comparative studies came out in order to give more structure and in-depth meaning of 

analysis. This process reflects one possibility of doing qualitative research according to “The 

SAGE Handbook of Qualitative Data Analysis.” “The groups to be compared may have already 

manifested in the research design but they may as well be identified in a later stage and may 

emerge from the collected data only during the analyzing process.[…] The research design was 

comparative in nature but the units to be compared were not determined up front.”81 

4.1 Case Study Research  

Case studies are defined in the book “Intelligent Research Design: A Guide for Beginning 

Researchers in the Social Sciences “ as “composed of singular and sometimes multiple cases that 

can shed light on broader theories or arguments because of how they connect to that theories or 

arguments.”82 By looking into the details of the chosen case(s), researchers are able to engender 

meaningful exploration beyond the case(s) in question.83 For example, in this study, I have 

claimed that with the application of Christian beliefs, churches or individuals can be actively 

involved in employment integration to transcend the structural boundary of social capital and 

facilitate the sharing of social capital to refugee job seekers. To endorse this claim, I assumed it 

is necessary to explain how Christian beliefs function for employment integration and how these 

agents carry out employment integration based on their beliefs. The cases then serve as empirical 
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examples to show to what extent functionalism of religion has been theoretically applied as well 

as other practical implementation details. I have included two cases in my study; if one of the 

cases ends up becoming an experiment to show how well the theory and claim are reflected, its 

application may be limited to the specific conditions and context, whereupon the case is 

juxtaposed. Therefore, the second case was added to the idea to compare both cases with the 

method of agreement of comparative studies. In this way, I expected my analysis results to 

support the claim that it is applicable to both cases on the condition that they have different 

presentations in most aspects, however, share a particular factor and outcome.  

4.2 Qualitative Comparison Method 

The case study design is closely related to the choice of qualitative comparison method regarding 

the aims of comparison studies and qualitative analysis. The paper “What Is Comparative Study” 

provides the following explanations on comparative study. “The purpose of comparative study is 

to demonstrate the ability to examine, compare and contrast subjects or ideas, and shows how 

these subjects are similar or different. The comparative results guide researchers to identify a 

cause effect relationship among the subjects being compared.” 84 Due to globalization, people in 

different contexts share similar problems, which increases people’s curiosity and necessity in one 

context to examine the approaches practiced in another context as their reference. Traditionally, 

comparison on cross-national research is dominant; however, more flexibility is accepted in 

terms of its application into other types of social and cultural entities.85 Despite the fact that my 

comparison is based on two projects, it falls into a wider scope of comparative studies. I bear its 

historical purpose in mind that it is a method to invite a dialogue about the good practices 

between readers from other contexts and the contexts I have presented.  

While facing various angles of research data, comparative studies also supply a structure and 

organization of the subjects.86 This function resolves an early problem that my analysis of each 

case turned out to be too descriptive without displaying enough universal values shared by both 
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cases. After experimenting with different combinations, for example putting similar or 

contrasting data together, new meanings engendered. In addition, “The SAGE Encyclopedia of 

Social Science Research Methods” indicates, “comparative research can reveal the concepts and 

generalizations of the subjects in their characteristic way of thinking and acting, their attitudes, 

values, ideologies, and other hidden elements of their social structure.”87 These focuses match 

the study scope of qualitative analysis as a study to analyze social phenomena mainly through 

three approaches: “subjective experiences of the studied subject(s)”, “the social situation around 

the studied subject(s)”, and “implicit and unconscious aspects of a social phenomenon.”88 Uwe 

Flick has several illustrations on qualitative analysis. The first approach of qualitative analysis 

often focuses on individual or comparative cases to identify the features or differences among 

them.89 In the book “An Introduction to Qualitative Research”, he says, “the study of subjective 

meanings and everyday experience and practice is as essential as the contemplation of narratives 

and discourses.”90 The second approach of qualitative analysis goes a bit deeper to explore the 

explanations of the differences focused by the first approach.91 “The focus turns to studying the 

making and course of interaction and reconstruct the structures of the social field and the latent 

meaning of practices,” Flick comments.92 The third approach of qualitative analysis is “to 

develop a theory of the phenomenon under study.”93  

I borrowed the idea of the method of agreement from the definition appearing in the book 

“Intelligent Research Design: A Guide for Beginning Researchers in the Social Sciences.” 

“Everything between the two cases is different, except for the explanation and the outcome. 

Since all other potentially relevant dimensions vary, however, outcomes of the cases are similar; 
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only the similarities between cases on the explanation can cause the agreement between the cases 

in terms of outcomes.”94 Through analysis, I produced several topics of my interviewees’ 

narratives, which I defined as the potential factors that could influence the implementation 

outcome. I predicted the analysis results of most factors in my chosen cases would be different, 

while there would be one factor that the analysis results converge. Thus, I could imply that this 

single factor is likely to result in the similar outcome of both cases. In addition to proportionally 

comparing the narratives of these two cases, for some comparative factors, I added the narratives 

of the officer working for the introduction program of the Swedish Public Employment Service 

(Arbetsförmedlingen). The purpose of this was to highlight the specific elements included in the 

projects from a third party’s perspective, letting the sets of data communicate information to one 

another, defend for each other, and reach a balance between idealism and reality. 

Even though I borrowed the method of agreement of comparative studies, I was aware of the 

downside of such application. It is impossible to compare every possible characteristic of the 

cases while trying to locate only one cause and dismiss the possibility of multiple causes.95 To 

minimize the level of harm caused by this limitation, I selected the relevant aspects to compare 

based on the narrative data, which means that these aspects are mentioned as important for the 

project teams in terms of their implementation. Besides, as the value of qualitative comparative 

practices is to understand the complexity of compared cases,96 I would not regard my research 

finding as absolute proof to accuse or praise a particular way of doing in the cases. Rather, I hope 

it can open another discussion to think about the possible contributor to positive employment 

integration.        

4.3 Narrative Analysis 
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Under the scope of qualitative analysis, I first chose narrative analysis to extract the significant 

social meanings from the extensive interview data. According to Clandinin and Connelly’s 

definition, “narrative analysis is based on narratives often gathered as data from interviews and 

documents. It is suitable for research with the aim to understand certain experiences not only as 

individuals but also in relation to social contexts through storytelling. Its nature of continuity 

allows the learning of first experience to lead to further understanding of more experiences.”97 

I think narrative analysis is a suitable method for my research as I am a researcher who often 

absorbs information and knowledge through narrative stories. This method allows me to interpret 

and display my learning from the research targets in a manageable way.  Besides, the local cases 

that I chose to study are less visible in the mass media or academic database. The majority of the 

limited information I came across is in Swedish; however, I only have basic knowledge of the 

language. Thus, I had to rely on the narratives of my interviewees to understand their projects. 

After gathering a preliminary understanding of what they have already done, I further inquired 

other follow-up questions to link their experiences and perspectives with the research questions 

and theories. Besides, there was always a double confirmation procedure regarding information I 

heard from them. This manner has been done through cross comparison among various 

narratives gathered from different parties and other relevant documents. Thirdly, my study 

targets are mostly Christian communities. They are used to sharing information while building 

relationships by taking the narrative approach. ”We just sit and talk, and …” 98 I justify narrative 

analysis is the most natural way to permeate my presence into their daily life as a researcher to 

gather information, but also as a participant to share the fellowship and witness their 

achievement. However, the embedded generative narrative questions at the beginning of the 

interviews may not have always been clear enough to encourage my interviewees to pour out 

their experiences by storytelling.99 A one to two hour interview often limits the possibility to 

produce long story telling while I at the same time needed to collect content that is more 

informative. Therefore, I mixed narrative and semi-structured interviews in each conversation. 
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Such flexibility allows me to guide my interviewees to talk freely but also have a focus on the 

topics that I am interested in and are more likely to answer the research questions.  

4.4 Thematic Analysis 

According to scholars Elliot G. Mishler, Donald E. Polkinghorne, Catherine K. Riessman and 

Norman K. Denzin, the data of narrative analysis is often structured as a story with coherence 

from the opening to the closing. Based on this guidance, I found my data is not completely 

qualified. Therefore, I have included thematic analysis to compensate for this incompleteness.   

In the paper “Thematic Analysis: Striving to Meet the Trustworthiness Criteria”, the authors 

illustrate that thematic analysis is “a method for identifying, analyzing, organizing, describing, 

and reporting themes found within a data set. It is useful to summarize key features of the data, 

examine the perspectives of different research participants, highlighting similarities and 

differences, and generating unanticipated insights.” 100 I found the procedures of thematic 

analysis straightforward to follow. As a result, it has assisted me to narrow down the paper to 

just a few core topics. It was a solution because at the early stage of doing research, I had 

difficulties limiting my scope of study.  

4.5 Data Collection and Processing 

The main data of this study is the transcripts of formal and informal interviews, notes and 

reflection journal of field observation, email correspondence with the interviewees, and other 

relevant documents. For these two cases, an online call with the interviewees was arranged 

beforehand to ensure their projects met my selection criteria, followed by interviews through 

skype or face-to-face meetings. Informal interviews refer to those occasions, where I did not 

intend to probe; however, such conversations happened particularly in the visit to Föreningen 

Talenterna. The key information was noted down right after the conversations to serve as my 

background knowledge. Some information was followed up for further clarification or 

elaboration in the formal interviews. Before and after the face-to-face meetings, there were some 

email exchanges with the interviewees in order to acquire background information or 

clarification. I regard this way of inquiry as a part of narrative analysis to get to know more 
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about research participants’ experiences. From this type of conversation, they often advised me 

to refer to some online information or shared contacts with me. Finally, relevant documents and 

cross narrative comparison were used as a way to verify the validity of these collected narratives. 

To proceed the data, I followed the methodological guideline to produce the data (audio 

recording), edit the data (transcription), and construct the data (produced text).101 After 

transcribing all audio data, I selected the data for doing narrative analysis first. Based on a 

common structure of narrative analysis, I divided them into three categories: the beginning, 

middle, and future of project development and rewrote the project introduction chronologically 

from the stage of preparation, implementation, to future plans. The results provide the 

background knowledge of the cases. Later, I did thematic analysis on entire data. The focus was 

to locate small topics embedded in the narratives and examine how my interviewees’ narratives 

make sense from a certain perspective. I used excel to organize small topics in each paragraph 

and gathered the paragraphs that contain similar topics together. Finally, I merged and revised 

the title of similar topics. They are the foundation of my comparison to these cases.   

4.6 Interviewee and Case Selection 

The journey to find suitable local cases that can give insight to research starts with identifying 

the key person. In terms of the use of language, network width, availability to engage in research, 

and core value, I approached the Uniting Church in Sweden (Equmeniakyrkan) which is the 

biggest denomination in the category of the minority church in Sweden.102 According to the 

official website of the Uniting Church in Sweden (Equmeniakyrkan), “approximately one 

hundred congregations work with diversity issues and the integration of new immigrants.”103 In 

addition to having strong participation in national issues, the Uniting Church in Sweden 

(Equmeniakyrkan) “has partnerships with churches and Christian organizations in twenty-seven 

countries on five different continents.”104 Its rationale of getting involved in public affairs 

actively to extend its networks and influence reminds me of one of the conclusions in the report, 

“The Religious Landscape of Sweden.” Those with Christian affiliations express higher levels of 
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103 Uniting Church in Sweden, “The Church,” Uniting Church, Sweden, accessed May 1, 2020, 

https://unitingchurch.se/the-church/. 
104 Ibid. 

https://unitingchurch.se/the-church/


30 

 

trust in people in general, however, lower affinity with others that are not Christians.105 On the 

contrary, those with a minority affiliation that is non-Christian express greater feeling of affinity 

with the perceived “others.” The Uniting Church in Sweden (Equmeniakyrkan) is a Christian 

community and a Christian minority in Sweden at the same time according to the statistics of 

members and registered participants.106 I am interested in seeing how their second identity 

compensates for the incompleteness of their first identity to shape their values in associating with 

and including people who are different from them.  

Inga from the social department, Kyrkan i Samhället, of the Uniting Church in Sweden 

(Equmeniakyrkan) is the key person of my research. She introduced me to their member 

congregations and the congregation from the Church of Sweden. Her working experience as a 

pastor and coordinator on the national level proves that she is suitable to provide an expert 

interview.107 I invited her to comment on the social and economic aspects of employment 

integration projects, the likelihood to see similar projects blossom in Stockholm, and the pattern 

of networking and collaboration within their congregations.  

Some criteria had been set in advance to decide the cases. For example, a project has the aim to 

assist the refugees in relation to residence rights in Sweden so that they in turn can legally seek 

work. This condition does not rule out those who only hold a temporary residence permit 

because I believe the speed and method of how one achieves integration does not always lie in 

the length of the approved legal stay. Someone who has a permanent permit may find it easy to 

stay in the same ethnic cluster and never want to learn Swedish. In contrast, someone else 

holding a temporary permit may be motivated to integrate after his interaction with locals. 

Considering controlling a reasonable number of migrants to Sweden, it is understandable that 

some tend to remain reserved, showing a low level of support for refugees seeking jobs, 

otherwise it becomes an attractive push factor for mass migration. Therefore, it is taken into 

consideration whether or not the projects are initiated based on a request from the local 
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communities. Finally, I considered the geographical variety. The first case is an example of a 

town at the south of Sweden. I imagined the possibility to have another project that shares a 

similar vision and outcome, however, has different presentations in a bigger city. Therefore, I 

have included the second case as an example of a city near Stockholm. Besides, from the 

narratives of the first case, I learned that the organization collaborates with the Swedish Public 

Employment Service (Arbetsförmedlingen), so the narratives from an officer working for the 

introduction program were added. This step was helpful to reflect the collaboration between the 

civil society groups and governmental units.  

The selection of interviewees takes diversity of perspectives into consideration. In the first case, 

Kalle is both the project leader and pastor of Skillinge Missionshus. Ammar is another project 

coordinator who specializes in human resource management. Bertil is the deacon and a board 

member of Skillinge Missionshus. From the aspect of religiosity, Bertil and Kalle represent the 

position of the church about their initiative and continued support for such a project. Kalle 

invited Ammar who is a Muslim with the similar humanitarian vision to join the project. From 

the aspect of job duties, Bertil represents the voluntary support from outside the organization. 

His contacts are the human resources, which are ready to be mobilized whenever the 

organization needs. Likewise, Kalle more explicitly uses these networks to supply the services in 

the organization. He takes care of convincing the employers to discover available job 

opportunities together with Ammar being in charge of preparing and training the newcomers to 

become suitable employees. In the Jobbprepp2019 project, my original plan was to conduct a 

focus group discussion with the three key people of the projects. They represent the main 

sponsor (the Church of Sweden) and the project management team. However, due to different 

time schedules, this arrangement was replaced by a single interview with Anna from Värmdö 

Församling (Värmdö Parish). She is familiar with the values of the other two parties and is able 

to deal with the relations with them in practical work. More details about these two projects will 

be introduced in the next chapter. 
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5. Project Introduction 

In my study, I compared two empirical cases mainly based on the narratives of the project 

coordinators and a supporter to discover their implementation details. To begin with, I present an 

introduction to these two projects as the results of my narrative analysis.  

5.1 Talenterna 

Från SFI till arbete – utbildning, matchning och coachning (From “Swedish for immigrants” to 

job-education, matching, and coaching) is a two-year project (2018-2020) undertaken by a non-

governmental organization, Föreningen Talenterna, majorly funded by the European social fund 

(ESF). The objective is to improve employment opportunities and realize integration of the 

refugees who have the granted residence permits and live in the municipality of Simrishamn. 

5.2 Talenterna/Preparation 

Since 1980s to 1990s, Simrishamn has become a popular destination for the immigrants from 

South Latin American and former Yugoslavia.108 109 Starting from 2013, the increasing number 

of the refugees from Syria and Eritrea were allocated to settle down here.110 Skillinge 

Missionshus was challenged by a local lady with an immigrant background at a Christmas 

celebration. “Now we have to do something for immigrants. The camps are everywhere.”111 Her 

calling to have more engagement from her church in refugee integration foreshadows the birth of 

the Talenterna project several years later.  

Since more and more refugees entered this area, Skillinge Missionshus has turned its eyes toward 

these new populations of its society and gradually realized their various needs. The fundamental 

need to be able to communicate in the same language stimulates the conversation with Hyllie 

Park Folk High School (Hyllie Parks Folkhögskola) to launch the language class, SFI. "Maybe 

you can start SFI here in Skillinge. You have the responsibility of schooling, and we will try our 

                                                           
108 Migrationsverket, “Applications for Asylum Received 1984-1999,” accessed March 15, 2020, 

https://www.migrationsverket.se/download/18.2d998ffc151ac3871598175/1485556079477/Application%20for%20

asylum%20received%201984-1999.pdf.  
109 Bertil Olsson. (Deacon, Skillinge Missionshus), interviewed by Huiyu Chuang, March 03, 2020, Simrishamn. 
110 Ibid. 
111 Ibid. 

https://www.migrationsverket.se/download/18.2d998ffc151ac3871598175/1485556079477/Application%20for%20asylum%20received%201984-1999.pdf
https://www.migrationsverket.se/download/18.2d998ffc151ac3871598175/1485556079477/Application%20for%20asylum%20received%201984-1999.pdf
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best as volunteers to help them integrate into the Swedish society."112 The invitation sounds bold; 

however, the promise to collaborate ensures nobody would ever be alone in this adventure. The 

program started with twelve students. The highest number of participants has been up to almost 

ninety, and now around forty and fifty.113 Even until now, five years after, the class still takes 

place in the premise of Skillinge Missionshus with volunteers’ full support in the language café 

(språkcafé). The project leader and volunteers are often asked by their students before they 

almost finish the studies of SFI, “ ‘Do you know where I can work when I am done here for my 

studies?’ That is like a need for them.” 114 The need to start becoming financially independent 

pushes Skillinge Missionshus to brainstorm a long-term supporting project. They asked 

themselves, “Can we be involved in something that can help these students after they are done 

with their studies? If they get a job, they will have their own money. It is very important for the 

whole life situation, health as a human being, and also for their families.”115 The Talenterna team 

has a good point, relating unemployment to the potential stressor of mental health disruption 

because unemployment often results in high financial strain and downgraded social status.116 The 

mental state is also likely to be affected in a positive way once a family hears of a successful 

case of his neighbor, getting a job owing to the project. Apparently, the mission of doing this 

project is more than giving a material job and livelihood. The project is meant to give hope when 

it often seems so little for this target group at the early stage of integration.  

The goal to connect newcomers with local companies is not a completely new idea. The social 

enterprise, Talentbyrån Österlen owned by Skillinge Missionshus had devoted itself to this kind 

of work since one year before the Talenterna project was created. With consideration of the local 

job market, where labor shortage often comes from the seasonal jobs of tourism and hospitality 

industry and the hourly paid jobs of healthcare industry, introducing newcomers to these 

vacancies sounds to be a possible solution. The reciprocal benefits for both newcomers and local 

people aim to strengthen a close community bond that can take care of its members by satisfying 

their basic needs of survival. However, as social work on the holistic level is often under the 

                                                           
112 Kalle Spetz. (Pastor, Skillinge Missionshus and Project leader, Talenterna), interviewed by Huiyu Chuang, 

March 02, 2020, Skillinge. 
113 Ibid.  
114 Ibid. 
115 Ibid. 
116 Anna Sidorchuk et al., “Employment Status and Psychological Distress in a Population-Based Cross-Sectional 

Study in Sweden: The Impact of Migration,” BMJ Open, 2017, 2, http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2016-014698. 
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responsibility of the government with a stable and remarkable number of financial resources, the 

rigid structure mixed with several political positions behind governmental integration programs 

often end up excluding a certain group of people from getting the exact help they need. This 

limitation pushes Skillinge Missionshus to intervene. The representatives from Skillinge 

Missionshus established Föreningen Talenterna as a non-profit organization so that their 

application met the regulation about the grant beneficiary of Leader Sydöstra Skåne117, the local 

partner of the European Commission in the framework of ESF, European Structural and 

Investment Funds (ESIF).  

5.3 Talenterna/Implementation 

Networking as an activity or a method plays a big part in this project. The original idea is derived 

from a sense of empathy that newcomers usually do not have enough or the right networks that 

are essential to find a job in Sweden, where they are under pressure to attain employment 

integration. Therefore, the Talenterna project commits to become the links to share the local 

networks with their refugee participants. The journey includes several steps: to map out the 

networks, use the networks, maintain and enlarge the networks.  

The networks of the Talenterna project are composed of three main categories: newcomers, 

employers, and supporters from the church and society. Newcomers are linked through the SFI 

class and personal contacts with the team and other newcomers. Employers and supporters are 

mostly linked through the personal contacts of the project leader and other active actors in the 

church. The networks of employers and supporters from the church often overlap.118 

“My networks are coming with the church. Sometimes, it is because of my job as a 

pastor, I have those networks. It is a little bit (laugh)…… They go together.” 

(Interviewee, Kalle.) 

Within the church system, the networks accumulated by the informal relationship building at 

least in a weekly basis connect people with different backgrounds, ages, genders, social classes, 

education levels, etc. The networks are a big personnel database, which is possible to be 

mobilized and used to reach a common goal from different aspects. In addition to creating job 

                                                           
117 Leader Sydöstra Skåne, “Slutredovisning,” accessed May 29, 2020, http://www.leadersydostraskane.se/driva-

projekt/slutredovisning/. 
118 Kalle Spetz. (Pastor, Skillinge Missionshus and Project leader, Talenterna), interviewed by Huiyu Chuang, 

March 02, 2020, Skillinge. 
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opportunities, people in these networks supply knowledge (e.g. translation help, language 

training, and services related to their professions) and automatically form a support system. The 

value of solidarity glues all members of the church system to share information and employment 

opportunities with these newcomers. It is important to note that Skillinge Missionhus continues 

reaching out to actors outside the existing networks and begins new collaborations with other 

private and governmental employers to increase wider job supply and financial support.  

5.4 Talenterna/Future Plans 

This project will end in August this year. However, the work will continue in another advanced 

form. According to the dialogue with the project leader in March, they were waiting for an 

approval from the Swedish Public Employment Service (Arbetsförmedlingen) to have a closer 

collaboration financially and contentwise. Talentbyrån, the company who was active before the 

creation of Föreningen Talenterna will take over the business covered by the Talenterna project. 

The management team and the network size might be enlarged to provide better services that can 

continue walking with their participants. 

5.5 Jobbprepp 2019 

Jebbprepp 2019 is a project funded by the Stockholm diocese of the Church of Sweden as a part 

of diaconal work in one of its local congregations in Värmdö, Värmdö Församling (Värmdö 

Parish), in collaboration with an NGO, Frivilliga familjehem (Volunteer Family Homes). The 

aim of this project is to maximize the employment opportunities of the unaccompanied minors 

covered by the new law on upper secondary level studies (Nya Gymnasielagen). According to 

the law, a young refugee who came to Sweden before 24 November 2015 for asylum as a child, 

however, turned to eighteen years old before he gets the decision on his asylum application has 

the rights to stay in Sweden on the ground of continuing his upper secondary level studies. He is 

also granted six extra months besides the period of legal stay stated on the temporary permit to 

seek a proper two-year job after his graduation from the upper secondary high school. 119 The 

project team’s calling is to assist these young newcomers to start preparation with early 

                                                           
119 Migrationsverket, “Uppehållstillstånd för studier på gymnasial nivå för dig som har sökt asyl,” July 28, 2020, 

https://www.migrationsverket.se/Privatpersoner/Skydd-och-asyl-i-Sverige/Uppehallstillstand-for-

gymnasiestudier.html#Nyagymnasielagen. 
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networking and self-empowerment training so that the change to get a permanent job within a 

short time increases.  

5.6 Jobbprepp 2019/Preparation 

In 2015, among 32,631 refugees who were granted the Swedish residence permits by the 

Swedish Migration Board, 3,076 were unaccompanied minors.120 In the integration journey, the 

local municipalities often take the first responsibility to offer social services to them. As 

churches have a holistic attention to all people in the communities in which they are located, 

Värmdö Församling (Värmdö Parish) has been aware of this new societal change. They have 

identified the needs of this new group of habitants and included them as a part of their diaconal 

work. Värmdö Församling (Värmdö Parish) views this new dimension as a practice of global 

thinking to show care and share resources to these temporary residents among locals. This simple 

principle is embedded in this project, which is gradually formed in collaboration with other 

organization.  

In the meeting organized by the local municipality, Anna, the representative of the integration 

ministry of Värmdö Församling (Värmdö Parish), met the representatives of Frivilliga 

Familjehem (Volunteer Family Homes). They had the same vision to assist these unaccompanied 

minors to settle down in terms of their housing and schooling issues. In addition to handling 

these practical issues, they had a bigger wish to take care of the personal development of these 

young newcomers and tried to provide the same parenting function that is missing in the life of 

these young newcomers. At the same time, the link with the Stockholm diocese of the Church of 

Sweden informed its local congregation of the possibility to get a grant for refugee integration. 

The grant was meant to support the activities for this target group such as summer excursion, 

summer holiday, sleepover in Värmdö.  

When some kids turned eighteen, they faced the first challenge. According to the Swedish law, 

they are not children anymore, so the accommodation will not be covered by the social services 

anymore. They could either find their houses in the same area where they have stayed before 

they turned eighteen years old or wait for a room in the Migration Agency’s accommodation 

                                                           
120 Swedish Migration Agency, “Asylum Decisions, Swedish Migration Board, 2015,” January 2016, 

https://www.migrationsverket.se/download/18.7c00d8e6143101d166d1aad/1485556214929/Avgjorda%20asyl%C3

%A4renden%202015%20-%20Asylum%20desicions%202015.pdf. 
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centers at anywhere of Sweden.121 The housing issue affected negatively their education. Thus, 

the project team gave their priority to handle this need. Until the summertime of 2018, the 

second challenge occurred. The new law on upper secondary level studies (Nya Gymnasielagen) 

entered into force. In one way, these young people are allowed to extend the residence permit to 

continue their studies; however, once they finish the exam at school, they have only six months 

to look for a proper two-year job in order to stay in Sweden legally.122 Compared to the 

regulation for people who finish higher education and plan to remain in Sweden for the purpose 

of seeking for jobs or starting their own business, these young newcomers have less 

competiveness; however, they are given six months less during the job- hunting period.123 Facing 

this difficulty, the team came up with the idea to provide these young newcomers with the 

training about networking and job related skills at the early stage. To empower these young 

newcomers in preparation of the perceivable challenges that they will encounter after their 

graduation, the project jobprepp2019 was launched officially.  

5.7 Jobbprepp 2019/Implementation 

The project is developed based on long-term relationships among the participants and team. The 

team started building relationships with these children even before the project was initiated. 

Though the project targets unaccompanied kids who are covered by the new law on upper 

secondary level studies (Nya Gymnasielagen), other young newcomers from the resettlement of 

UNHCR are welcome to join. The program is designed as the advanced version of the original 

work at the “open house”, where young newcomers gather and receive homework assistance, 

fellowship, and parenting care. The team sets a new goal for their services, from providing 

support for the practical and emotional needs to showing these young newcomers reality and 

assisting them to face that with the use of proper tools.  

                                                           
121 Migrationsverket, “How to Apply for Asylum. For Children Who Are Applying for Asylum without a Parent or 

Other Guardian,” 2017, 
https://www.migrationsverket.se/download/18.4a5a58d51602d141cf4194a/1516357864308/Barnbroschyr_utan_fora

lder_eng.pdf. 
122 Migrationsverket, “Uppehållstillstånd för studier på gymnasial nivå för dig som har sökt asyl,” July 28, 2020, 

https://www.migrationsverket.se/Privatpersoner/Skydd-och-asyl-i-Sverige/Uppehallstillstand-for-

gymnasiestudier.html#Nyagymnasielagen. 
123 Migrationsverket, “Residence Permit for Looking for Work after Studies,” May 19, 2020, 

https://www.migrationsverket.se/English/Private-individuals/Studying-and-researching-in-Sweden/Higher-

education/Looking-for-work-after-studies.html. 
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The project has the goal to improve these young newcomers’ soft competences and hard skills. 

The cultivation of self-confidence and inner strength is mixed with the training of getting to 

know about the Swedish working culture (including the rights and the obligations) and the 

practice of getting ready for the job market. The process prepares them to be able to take 

initiatives for themselves, find methods to proceed their goals, and cope with obstacles and 

failures if there will be any in the near future. Participants’ personal development have been 

constantly evaluated through frequent contacts with the external actors outside the classroom. 

The team brings these young newcomers to business fairs, connects them with summer or 

weekend jobs to practice Swedish and experience the Swedish working culture, and hosts 

seminars or discussions between these young newcomers and potential business employers to 

know more about the capacities and requirements from both sides.  

Right before their graduation this year, the COVID 19 outbreak changes the situation 

completely. As many native Swedes also suffer from looking for new income, the precariousness 

overshadows the employment possibility of these young people. However, the team 

demonstrates how to cope with obstacles by linking their participants to the storage sector that 

has increased the labor demand since more reliance on e-commerce occurs during the pandemic 

period.   

5.8 Jobbprepp 2019/Future Plans 

The first version of the Jobbprepp 2019 project will end as the focused ten participants graduate 

this year. In the same network, other junior students who share the migration profile as 

unaccompanied kids in this region will become the future focused group. To continue supporting 

these young newcomers, the project will continue. Next year, funding will not come from the 

Church of Sweden. The team applied for extra collaboration with the County Administrative 

Board in Stockholm County (Länsstyrelsen Stockholm).  

In this chapter, I briefly mapped out the past, presence, and future of the projects so that we 

know what they stand for and how their ongoing progress proceeds. Beyond descriptive 

information, a deeper analysis that links these empirical examples to the theories of social capital 

and functionalism of religion can elevate our understanding about their rationale of initiating the 

projects. Bourdieu attests that the amount of social capital a person possesses affects the level of 

interaction he has with other people in society. However, because of the fact that social capital is 
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often preserved within a certain structure for its members, a newcomer has to experience a 

certain period of time wandering outside the structure while trying to infiltrate into it. While 

society explicitly expects integration from a newcomer, however, overlooking his lacking of 

social capital as a big factor to hinder his integration, sort of disharmony occurs. Such 

disharmony can cause a person to question his meaning of life, form a negative perspective on 

society, decrease the willingness and possibility to follow the general values, and end up 

isolating himself. These aspects are exactly handled by religion when it comes to the functions 

that religion contributes to society. The empirical cases I chose show the possibility of sharing 

social capital even to non-members before the permanent residence permit is granted. The 

purpose to do so from the perspective of sociology of religion has a lot to do with what religion 

is for in society. The next two sessions underneath are the results of thematic analysis. First, I 

will identify the functions of religion in the projects. Second, I will withdraw myself a little bit 

from the theories and display the practical implementation details of these two projects to explain 

how the agents of Christian beliefs realize the idea of employment integration. 
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6. Conceptual Identification of the Functions of Religion in the Projects 

These two projects were initiated to respond to the same challenge regarding refugees’ 

employment integration but due to different reasons. The Talenterna project deals with demands 

to fasten integration directly from the local community, while the Jobbprepp2019 project 

attempts to cope with structural injustice entailed in the migration law. To identify the functions 

of religion in the projects, the theory, functionalism of religion, is set as a standard. My focus is 

mainly on the fundamental and secondary functions of religion as the secondary literature 

“Durkheim’s Sociology of Religion: Themes and Theories” defines. Religion inspires its 

believers to speculatively think, understand, and express the world.124 Religion also stimulates its 

believers to take practical actions to help men live and adapt to their conditions of existence.125 

As an agent for integrating collective representations, religion’s regulating power makes people 

willingly agree and follow certain common concepts and ways of doing things.126 In this case to 

enhance social cohesion.127  

Talking about the vision of initiating the project, the Talenterna team framed it as taking social 

responsibility in a way to meet societal needs.128 This idea corresponds to Durkheim’s argument 

that a basic need and a mental state give rise to religion.129 In a society, where Skillinge 

Missionhus is located, societal needs come from the new situation. After many refugees joined 

this community, the local society has struggled with the question of how to live together 

sustainably. People in Skillinge Missionhus started forming speculative thoughts and reflected on 

their roles in this circumstance. For example, they asked themselves, “Can we be involved in 

something that can help these students after they are done with their [language] studies?”130 “We 

were trying [to think] how we can help them.” These questions sound so ordinary that reasonably 

                                                           
124 William S. F. Pickering, Durkheim’s Sociology of Religion: Themes and Theories (London: Routledge & Kegan 

Paul, 1984), 302.   
125 Ibid. 
126 William S. F. Pickering, Durkheim’s Sociology of Religion: Themes and Theories (London: Routledge & Kegan 

Paul, 1984), 307–308.   
127 Ibid. 
128 Kalle Spetz. (Pastor, Skillinge Missionshus and Project leader, Talenterna), interviewed by Huiyu Chuang, 

March 02, 2020, Skillinge. 
129 William S. F. Pickering, Durkheim’s Sociology of Religion: Themes and Theories (London: Routledge & Kegan 

Paul, 1984), 306. 
130 Kalle Spetz. (Pastor, Skillinge Missionshus and Project leader, Talenterna), interviewed by Huiyu Chuang, 

March 02, 2020, Skillinge. 
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people who do not have religious beliefs could also pose them; however, the current question 

under consideration is in what conditions people think of these questions, and whether their 

thoughts are influenced by religious beliefs, educational backgrounds, or other socially 

constructed values.      

A process similar to this occurred to the Jobbprepp2019 project. Värmdö Församling (Värmdö 

Parish) and the local community thought the rules related to the new law on upper secondary 

level studies (Nya Gymnasielagen) contradict their moral values. This external factor negatively 

effects the current living condition of young refugee residents. It seems that they have almost the 

same daily routine as other people who are of their age; however, in fact they do not enjoy the 

same ease to live their everyday life because continual uncertainties around their residency. 

Under this circumstance, some can turn to be pessimistic or worried about the future and unable 

to proceed with what they are supposed to do, while some might become more motivated to 

make good use of the little time they still have. This challenge is not different in general from the 

situation any human being is facing; however, the intensity in their case is higher if we look at 

their age, the possession of social capital, and life experience. The team noticed this situation and 

started questioning, “What is/are the new need(s)? We have to follow our time and society and 

be part of that.” 131  

In addition to just thinking about these issues, both teams responded and the following practical 

actions emerged. They decided to initiate an employment integration project, being a link 

between employers and newcomers. Functionalism of religion only mentions the big picture of 

the second function is to help men live and adapt to their condition of existence.132 It depends on 

how believers interpret and develop their actions. In the Talenterna project, providing 

newcomers with the knowledge and skills related to a certain job or industry increases their 

employment opportunities. With a job and remuneration, they can manage to make ends meet 

and meet basic survival needs. Derived from these material assets, work of the project supplies 

newcomers with a sense of hope and participation, meaning of life, self-esteem, trust, etc. They 

feel they belong to society while contributing themselves as a useful person that can support 

                                                           
131 Anna Sidorchuk et al., “Employment Status and Psychological Distress in a Population-Based Cross-Sectional 

Study in Sweden: The Impact of Migration,” BMJ Open, 2017, 2, http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2016-014698. 
132 William S. F. Pickering, Durkheim’s Sociology of Religion: Themes and Theories (London: Routledge & Kegan 
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himself and his family in the new environment. Such self-confidence begins from oneself, his 

family, and grows gradually as his employer, neighbors, and the rest of the people in the same 

community start trusting him. In the Jobbprepp2019 project, I find the same pattern. The 

coordinator said, “The project is not very complicated. The core is to strengthen the inner self 

and confidence. As a person that you can achieve things, that you are a good person, that you’re 

worth something, that you have rights, that we want you to be here.”133 This kind of inner power 

is viewed as significant even by the officer in the Swedish Public Employment Service 

(Arbetsförmedlingen); however, it is often missing in their programs.134 From her observation, it 

is necessary to have this source of self-belief in participants so that they can continue facing 

predictable failures in the job-hunting journey.  

I would say what is lacking within the programs of the Swedish Public Employment 

Service (Arbetsförmedlingen) is motivation. We do not have motivation courses or 

activities. Of course, there is some influence from some projects like that. I can feel the 

authority looks at people as exactly the same as a resource, which they are, but when you 

make a program or an activity, you look at people as resources, and you forget about the 

private and personal feeling of… starting over and over again and failing to participate in 

society. It does not matter if it is a refugee or a Swede who has been unemployed for a 

long time. Your feeling and your view of yourself. I do not think we have enough 

possibilities to build up a person to be able to be a resource. (Interviewee-Caroline)  

As for the secondary functions of religion, regulation and cohesion, I found the concept extended 

from the aspect of sociability, which is explained above when a believer takes practical actions to 

communicate his thought with other people. A process to integrate his proposal into the collective 

representations is necessary. Religion’s regulating power is exerted by showing its moral standard 

that could influence people’s response. In my empirical cases, the new proposal is about 

encouraging employers to open job opportunities to newcomers and persuading newcomers to take 

the available job opportunities. The coordinator of the Talenterna project mentions their challenge 

to change people’s mind. Those women who were not used to working in their home countries 

now have to learn the reasons why in Sweden both men and women work. Those people who 

prefer staying in the same ethnic groups to delay learning of a new language and networking now 

                                                           
133 Anna Björnström. (Project leader, Jobbprepp 2019 and Diakonal samordnare, Värmdö församling) interviewed 

by Huiyu Chuang by ZOOM. April 14, 2020. 
134 Caroline Dahlström, (Arbetsförmedlare, Arbetsförmedlingen| Etableringen), interviewed by Huiyu Chuang by 

ZOOM. April 24, 2020. 
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have to think why the Swedish society expects them to do the opposite. These examples point out 

three layers of thought (of the team, employers, and newcomers) waiting to be integrated.  

The proposal at the same time incorporates a demand from society to promote consistent behavior 

toward employment. The most urgent demand is to replace dependency on the welfare system with 

the self-sufficiency options so that the likelihood of segregation, distrust, antisocial behaviors, etc. 

in society to happen lowers. For both projects, they all mentioned the limitations of state’s 

programs. Due to different reasons (e.g. budget cut of the program135, digitalization of service, 

closure of several branches, availability of the specific program, etc.), their participants could not 

reach employment integration just by relying on the introduction program. In other words, the 

projects try to provide the services that can fill in the gap of what refugee job seekers require for 

support and what the official integration programs cannot offer to them. By doing so, they hope to 

realize the concept that everyone should work and can work if newcomers can actually have a 

chance to practice the same working life as the rest of residents. On the other hand, to reach such 

a specific consistent behavior, increasing employment opportunities no matter from the public or 

private employers is not enough. It also requires newcomers to be aware of and internalize the 

concept. Becoming self-sufficient, however, not even necessarily in the best condition, is 

important for integration. Religion’s regulating influence functions in the communications among 

the team, volunteers, and refugee participants. This example corresponds to the theory that 

intellectual communion is required to reach a “spontaneous agreement of wills” to follow certain 

beliefs (concepts) and practices (ways of doing).136 

In the projects, we see embedded religious beliefs function in the individual and social 

dimensions. For the project teams, after reflecting on the circumstances around them, they 

realized their moral values and worldviews are in a conflict with the practices in reality. They 

were motivated to think about their role in the given context and respond. Their following 

actions aim to improve the living situation of the target groups so that these newcomers can 

adapt to new living conditions in the host society. While giving practical and emotional forms of 

                                                           
135 Björn Lindahl, “Severe Cuts to the Swedish Public Employment Service — Nordic Labour Journal,” Nordic 

Labour Journal, February 15, 2019, http://www.nordiclabourjournal.org/nyheter/news-2019/article.2019-02-
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136 William S. F. Pickering, Durkheim’s Sociology of Religion: Themes and Theories (London: Routledge & Kegan 
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support, the project teams invite both the employers and their refugee participants to a close 

communion beyond the consideration of religion, culture, and ethnic differences. By doing so, 

the communications about agreeing upon a common rule continue, and to a certain extent such a 

process increases interpersonal trust, sense of participation, belonging and acceptance, so as to 

enhance cohesion. After I used functionalism of religion to examine the narratives about the 

purposes of initiating the projects, I gained a better understanding of the presence of religious 

beliefs and their influence on the rationale of those Christian believers involved in the projects. If 

the role of religious beliefs in the projects were not identified through a lens of the theory first, 

readers could easily mix up these projects with other non-religious belief based projects while 

examining the practical aspects, implementation, of the projects in the next chapter. Then the 

consequences are we might neglect the role of religion and miss the chance to restore a 

fundamental element that causes the difference of practice in various employment integration 

work.   
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7. Implementation of the Projects 

In my interviews, the narratives about the aspect of implementation center around the topics of 

the target group, development of the situated area, funding, contents of the program, 

methodologies and execution progress. Below each small topic, I display the differences or 

similarities of these projects. 

7.1 Target group 

During the prior interviews with the project teams, I made sure their projects focus on refugees 

who have a Swedish temporary or permanent residence permit as their project participants. 

Under the big category of refugees, their services target different small groups. The participants 

of the Talenterna project are almost all newcomers who have a demand to look for a job, men 

and women from twenty to sixty-five years old. The number of total participants until this year is 

about one hundred twenty to one hundred thirty.137 They know the project mostly through the SFI 

class of Hyllie Park Folk High School (Hyllie Parks Folkhögskola) and the language café 

supported by the volunteers of Skillinge Missionhus. There are also people introduced through 

word of mouth from other personal contacts. On the other hand, the Jobbprepp2019 project has a 

rather specific target group, unaccompanied minors who came to Sweden during the 2015 

refugee crisis and have been studying in the upper secondary schools (Gymnasium). They follow 

respective school programs, ranging from one to three years. There are fifty to sixty students in 

their project, and they are mostly male students.  

7.2 Development of the Situated Area 

The projects of Talenterna and Jobbprepp2019 are based in two different regions with different 

social and economic conditions. Another important difference is that the Talenterna project takes 

the responsibility to build a bridge between the participants and job vacancies from local 

companies, while Jobbprepp2019 project focuses on both the local companies when it comes to 

part-time jobs and the companies all over Sweden when it comes to two-year jobs. A part-time 

job is a chance to let their participants practice Swedish and experience the Swedish working 

culture besides their studies, so local companies are the best option. Once they graduate from the 

                                                           
137 Ammar Zakaria. (Project assistant, Talenterna), interviewed by Huiyu Chuang, March 02, 2020, Skillinge. 
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upper secondary schools (Gymnasium), they have to consider a two-year job, which is not 

limited to Värmdö or other Stockholm regions but everywhere in Sweden. 

The Talenterna project covers the main area of the municipality of Simrishamn. According to 

Statistics Swedish,. in 2019, about nineteen thousand people (19,174) live there.138 The total 

population has grown very little between 2015 and 2019 (+109).139 The percentage of the 

residents who were born outside Sweden has grown to 13% since 2017.140 The statistics of the 

establishment program from the Swedish Public Employment Service (Arbetsförmedlingen) 

show that from 2016 to 2019, there were three hundred twenty-four new cases, and until 

December of 2019, in total fifty-one people remained in the program.141 (The eligible participants 

of the establishment program are a refugee or a person with subsidiary protection status or a 

family member who are at the age of twenty to sixty five.) 

As for business development, about three thousand companies registered in the municipality, and 

the most common industries are green industry such as agriculture and fruit cultivation (566), 

construction industry (332), trading (329), retail (183), manufacturing (175), and hotel and 

restaurant (162).142 This data mostly corresponds to the data about the top six industries that had 

employed the most people from 2016 to 2018. These are healthcare and social care, social 

services (18%), manufacturing and production (13.8%), business (11.8%), education (9.2%), 

construction (8.0%), agriculture, forestry and fishing (6.9%).143 About 77% of the population at 

the age of twenty to sixty-four are employed.144 Skillinge is famous as a shipping and fishing 

                                                           
138 “Population in the Country, Counties and Municipalities on 31 December 2019 and Population Change in 2019,” 

Statistiska Centralbyrån, December 31, 2019, http://www.scb.se/en/finding-statistics/statistics-by-subject-

area/population/population-composition/population-statistics/pong/tables-and-graphs/yearly-statistics--

municipalities-counties-and-the-whole-country/population-in-the-country-counties-and-municipalities-on-31-

december-2019-and-population-change-in-2019/. 
139 Statistikdatabasen, “Population by Region, Sex and Year-Simrishamn,” February 20, 2020, 

https://www.statistikdatabasen.scb.se/pxweb/en/ssd/START__BE__BE0101__BE0101A/BefolkningNy/table/table

ViewLayout1/#. 
140 Statistikdatabasen, “Number of Persons by Region, Foreign/Swedish Background, Sex and Year-Simrishamn,” 

March 19, 2020, 

http://www.statistikdatabasen.scb.se/pxweb/en/ssd/START__BE__BE0101__BE0101Q/UtlSvBakgFin/table/tableVi

ewLayout1/. 
141 Arbetsförmedlingen, “Establish Monthly Statistics March 2020,” March 2020, https://arbetsformedlingen.se/om-

oss/statistik-och-analyser/statistik. 
142 Simrishamns kommun, “Om näringslivet i Simrishamns kommun | Simrishamns kommun,” April 23, 2018, 

https://www.simrishamn.se/naringsliv-och-arbete/naringsliv. 
143 Kolada, “Business,” 2015-2018, http://www.kolada.se/. 
144 Ibid. 

http://www.scb.se/en/finding-statistics/statistics-by-subject-area/population/population-composition/population-statistics/pong/tables-and-graphs/yearly-statistics--municipalities-counties-and-the-whole-country/population-in-the-country-counties-and-municipalities-on-31-december-2019-and-population-change-in-2019/
http://www.scb.se/en/finding-statistics/statistics-by-subject-area/population/population-composition/population-statistics/pong/tables-and-graphs/yearly-statistics--municipalities-counties-and-the-whole-country/population-in-the-country-counties-and-municipalities-on-31-december-2019-and-population-change-in-2019/
http://www.scb.se/en/finding-statistics/statistics-by-subject-area/population/population-composition/population-statistics/pong/tables-and-graphs/yearly-statistics--municipalities-counties-and-the-whole-country/population-in-the-country-counties-and-municipalities-on-31-december-2019-and-population-change-in-2019/
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town, the tourism and hospitality industry is very prosperous in summer. There is a strong labor 

demand from hotels, restaurants, Bed and Breakfasts, this kind of service work; however this is 

rather seasonal. From the perspective of local people, these jobs could be a good start for 

newcomers.145 In addition, the Talenterna project leader observed the sectors such as horticulture, 

land field, and animal husbandry might also increase job demand.146 While the team is trying to 

convince more employers in their networks to create new job opportunities, the fact that local 

companies are quite satisfied with their current production capacity is another challenge. 

Moreover, it is uncertain whether there is the qualified specialty from the labor supply if the 

local companies want to expand the capacity.147  

Employed people by industry (Förvärvsarbetande per 

näringsgren) % 

 
2016 2017 2018 

Healthcare and socail services (vård och omsorg, sociala 

tjänster) 21.4 19.2 18.0 

Manufacturing and production (tillverkning och utvinning) 12.7 12.9 13.8 

Business (handel) 11.5 11.3 11.8 

Education (utbildning) 9.0 9.0 9.2 

Construction (byggverksamhet) 8.5 8.6 8.0 

Agriculture, forestry, fishing (jordbruk, skogsbruk och fiske) 7.1 7.3 6.9 

Figure 2 Employed people by industry in the municipality of Simrishamn 

Jobbprepp2019 is tailored to the community in Värmdö, a suburban area in Stockholm. 

According to Statistics Swedish, in 2019, forty-five thousand people (45,000) live in the 

municipality of Värmdö, which is about two to three times as many as in the municipality of 

                                                           
145 Kalle Spetz. (Pastor, Skillinge Missionshus and Project leader, Talenterna), interviewed by Huiyu Chuang, 

March 02, 2020, Skillinge. 
146 Ibid. 
147 Ibid. 
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Simrishamn.148 The total population grew slightly between 2015 and 2019 (+3893).149 

Comparable to Simrishamn, since 2016, the percentage of the residents who were born outside 

Sweden has reached 13%.150 According to the project team, most of their participants do not 

participate in the programs of the Swedish Public Employment Service (Arbetsförmedlingen). 

The participants aim at a proper two-year job within six months of the job-hunting period, while 

the labor office often offers longer programs that combine the contents of learning activities and 

working opportunities with partial financial support from the government.151  

As for the development of this area, historically, Värmdö had been an industrial town of 

porcelain, where manufacturing and trade businesses were very prosperous. Nowadays the 

business scenery looks a bit different. The manufacturing sector does not have a dominant 

position, compared to the top five industries that employ the most people such as education (16.9 

%), construction (14.2 %), healthcare and social care, social services (12.5 %), and two sub-types 

of business services (12.9 %) and (10.1 %).152 These significant industries look not that much 

different from Simrishamn’s. The employment rate of the people at the age of twenty to sixty-

four is 10% higher than in Simrishamn. 86% of people here are employed.153 This difference 

more or less reflects the benefit that Värmdö gets from its proximity to the capital city. This 

geographical advantage also makes Värmdö a popular tourist destination. According to the 

Stockholm hotel report 2018, the Airbnb occupancy rate in Värmdö is 75 %, above the average 

occupancy rate of 55 %, for hotels in other areas of Stockholm county.154 Another indicator is the 

high number of commuters. According to the open statistics database, Kolada, about 60% of the 

                                                           
148 “Population in the Country, Counties and Municipalities on 31 December 2019 and Population Change in 2019,” 

Statistiska Centralbyrån, December 31, 2019, http://www.scb.se/en/finding-statistics/statistics-by-subject-

area/population/population-composition/population-statistics/pong/tables-and-graphs/yearly-statistics--

municipalities-counties-and-the-whole-country/population-in-the-country-counties-and-municipalities-on-31-

december-2019-and-population-change-in-2019/ 
149 Statistikdatabasen, “Population by Region, Sex and Year-Värmdö,” February 20, 2020, 

https://www.statistikdatabasen.scb.se/pxweb/en/ssd/START__BE__BE0101__BE0101A/BefolkningNy/table/table

ViewLayout1/. 
150 Statistikdatabasen, “Number of Persons by Region, Foreign/Swedish Background, Sex and Year-Värmdö,” 

March 19, 2020, 

http://www.statistikdatabasen.scb.se/pxweb/en/ssd/START__BE__BE0101__BE0101Q/UtlSvBakgFin/table/tableVi

ewLayout1/.  
151 For example, the period for establishment is 24 months.  
152 Kolada, “Business,” 2015-2018, http://www.kolada.se/. 
153 Ibid. 
154 Invest Stockholm, “Stockholm Hotel Report 2018” (Invest Stockholm, 2018), 

https://www.investstockholm.com/globalassets/2.-understartsidor-investment-opportunities/7.-

hospitality/stockholm_hotel_report2018.pdf. 
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population commute out for work.155 This data matches the comment from the project leader 

about the common phenomenon that many people there commute to work in Stockholm.156  

Employed people by industry (Förvärvsarbetande per 

näringsgren) % 

 
2016 2017 2018 

Education (utbildning) 16.4 16.8 16.9 

Construction (byggverksamhet) 13.8 14.5 14.2 

Business in shops (handel) 12.8 13.0 12.9 

Healthcare and socail services (vård och omsorg, sociala 

tjänster) 13.6 12.3 12.5 

Business and enterprise service (företagstjänster) 9.8 10.2 10.1 

Figure 3 Employed people by industry in the municipality of Värmdö 

  Total population    

Immigrant 

population157   

             

  2015 2016 2017 2018 2019  2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 

0120 

Värmdö men 

  

20,771  

  

21,245  

  

21,946  

  

22,451  

  

22,750   

    

2,335  

    

2,465  

    

2,740  

    

2,963  

    

3,056  

 women 

  

20,336  

  

20,755  

  

21,498  

  

21,946  

  

22,250   

    

2,537  

    

2,670  

    

2,943  

    

3,110  

    

3,202  

 total 

  

41,107  

  

42,000  

  

43,444  

  

44,397  

  

45,000   

    

4,872  

    

5,135  

    

5,683  

    

6,073  

    

6,258  

             0.1185 0.1223 0.1308 0.1368 0.1391 

1291 

Simrishamn men 

    

9,358  

    

9,615  

    

9,560  

    

9,508  

    

9,463   

    

1,078  

    

1,343  

    

1,318  

    

1,299  

    

1,284  

 women 

    

9,707  

    

9,870  

    

9,816  

    

9,770  

    

9,711   

    

1,052  

    

1,209  

    

1,225  

    

1,240  

    

1,240  

 total 

  

19,065  

  

19,485  

  

19,376  

  

19,278  

  

19,174   

    

2,130  

    

2,552  

    

2,543  

    

2,539  

    

2,524  

        0.1117 0.131 0.1312 0.1317 0.1316 
Figure 4 The total and immigrant populations of Värmdö and Simrishamn 

Interviewees from both sides all mentioned as a common phenomenon in the entire aging 

Swedish society that the demand for labor in the local health care sector increases. Another 

synergistic factor is the presence of negative working conditions in the health care sector (e.g. 

                                                           
155 Kolada, “Business,” 2015-2018, http://www.kolada.se/. 
156 Anna Björnström. (Project leader, Jobbprepp 2019 and Diakonal samordnare, Värmdö församling) interviewed 

by Huiyu Chuang by ZOOM. April 14, 2020. 
157 The term here, immigrant, refers to people who are born outside Sweden. I do not include those who are born in 

Sweden with one or both foreign born parents. 

http://www.kolada.se/


50 

 

heavy workload, hourly pay contract, unproportioned low pay, low appreciation towards nurses) 

that reduces the willingness of native people to supply their labor to this sector.158 159 This labor 

shortage has often been filled up in an economical way by newcomers especially during their 

early career stage.160 

We are very old populations here. The average age is seventy years. We need young 

people to be educated to take care of us. When I am twenty years older, I need more help. 

In the health care sector, there is a big need to have people getting educated. In society, 

you hear this a lot, but I mean it is false. Even in the big city. They do not come to take 

our jobs. They come to take the jobs in the future when the Swedish populations become 

too old. We need all of them to take the jobs. (Interviewee-Bertil) 

When it comes to improving newcomers’ employment opportunities, the understanding in the 

economic development of a specific region is necessary to be taken into consideration. As an 

ideal way of integration is a two-way approach, the responsibility would not only be on the 

shoulders of the local community, where employment opportunities need to be provided, while 

newcomers who are fighting for an employment chance are required to recognize the limitation 

of the local economy and be willing to improve specific qualifications. Ammar who works in 

human resources in the Talenterna project commented that one of his important tasks is to make 

sure that their participants have good understanding of the Swedish society. For example, to 

understand why they are encouraged to work, what kind of demand there is in the job market, 

what supporting resources they can get, and how the new society looks at different levels of jobs. 

In the first case, where the society is smaller than in the second case, the interpersonal distance is 

shorter. The existing networks in the community are well connected and constantly used on a 

daily basis. People know each other. Even just sitting in a café, the guest at the next seat could be 

someone well-known and has many contacts. This society reminds me of Bourdieu’s discovery 

about the pattern of social capital preserved within a certain structure. Then the willingness to 

share the networks and working chances with newcomers should be very low. In this context, it 

could explain why the involvement of Skillinge Missionhus in integration is necessary and 

significant. Through the matching from the church in their area as a common link, a new 

                                                           
158 Sveriges Radio, “Health Care Costs Soar as Hospitals Battle Staff Shortages,” Sveriges Radio, July 12, 2016, 

https://sverigesradio.se/sida/artikel.aspx?programid=2054&artikel=6472140. 
159 Sveriges Radio, “Replacement Nurse Costs Keep Soaring,” Sveriges Radio, June 16, 2015, 

https://sverigesradio.se/sida/artikel.aspx?programid=2054&artikel=6191519. 
160 Sveriges Radio, “New ‘care Assistant’ Job Created with Immigrants in Mind,” Sveriges Radio, May 4, 2017, 

https://sverigesradio.se/sida/artikel.aspx?programid=2054&artikel=6667519. 

https://sverigesradio.se/sida/artikel.aspx?programid=2054&artikel=6472140
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https://sverigesradio.se/sida/artikel.aspx?programid=2054&artikel=6667519
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relationship might be built more easily and that turns out to be an available employment 

opportunity for newcomers. This empirical discovery does not deny other organizations or 

individuals the possibility to be a bridge for newcomers. After all, the common good that the 

church wants to promote will be optimized only when more people share and practice this 

collective goal. When looking into the strategy adopted by the Talenterna project, the other side 

of the edge might imply its less variety and vacancy of jobs attached to its size of society. In the 

second case, Jobbprepp2019 is based in the bigger city, Värmdö, and links to the capital city, the 

strategy that the team uses is obviously different. The program is designed as an extension of the 

vocational training that the young participants already have at school. Starting with the skills 

they have, the team invites relevant companies and matches them with their young participants. 

The participation in the matching events increases young newcomers’ employment opportunities; 

however, the hidden and long-term purposes are to demonstrate the reality and encourage them 

to start networking. Though the team often coordinates the matchings and seminars in the local 

context, the ambition is never only about the job market in Värmdö. 

It can be any area. It is not only Värmdö. They can live here and work in the whole 

Stockholm area. We also want our kids to be flexible to move to other parts. The main 

issue besides the job availability is to get somewhere to live. It is almost impossible to 

live in Stockholm. Too expensive to have your own place to live in. That is another 

reason why we want them to be flexible. Do not think Stockholm, Gothenburg, Värmdö 

are the only places. They need to look for the whole country. (Interviewee-Anna)  

The coordinator of the society department in Uniting Church in Sweden (Ecumeniakyrkan) 

commented on the same need to integrate newcomers economically by taking different 

approaches. It is not the matter of which approach is better but which approach can work the best 

in the specific context. 

No, I think it is the same problem everywhere. Maybe it is easier in Stockholm in one 

way. Here you have so many opportunities. You can find anything to do here, but you 

need to be also very classified. You have to have the right competence and good contacts 

to find a job. In another way, it could be much more difficult. Out in the countryside, 

maybe the diversity of possibility (is fewer), but you are closer to one another. My 

neighbor might know something, and I know my neighbor. Here in Stockholm you do not 

know your neighbor. It is much more depending on relation. To build up a relationship 

with a Swede in Stockholm is more difficult because we are so busy doing other things.” 

(Interviewee-Inga) 

7.3 Funding Support 
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Both projects received stable funding, however, from different sources. The Talenterna project is 

majorly funded by the ESF for two years with about two million seven hundred thousand kronor 

(2,700,000 SEK)161, while Jobbprepp2019 in the single year of 2019 received two hundred 

eighty-five thousand kronor (285,000 SEK) from the Church of Sweden.162 The choice of 

financial collaboration with different units reflects the purposes practically and ideologically at 

different stages. The Talenterna project prefers to receive financial support from the 

governmental level since the required amount is not affordable by a single church. Besides, as 

employment integration is the goal of the entire society, with funding from the state and 

organization from the people, responsibility is shared according to their strengths. This way of 

job division creates a picture of solidarity and co-working. Continuing with this belief, even 

though funding from the ESF will end soon, the Talenterna team has been negotiating with the 

Swedish Public Employment Service (Arbetsförmedlingen) to have a new cooperation for the 

advanced version of its services. On the other hand, before Jobbprepp 2019 was launched, the 

Church of Sweden had sponsored the Värmdö Församling (Värmdö Parish) since 2017. Because 

the original purpose was not related to employment integration but more about social care for the 

target group of integration, this collaboration sounds logical. Because from next year, funding 

from the Church of Sweden will end, the team applied for support from the County 

Administrative Board in Stockholm County (Länsstyrelsen Stockholm). From their experience, 

the consideration of the funding source is not only about the sufficiency of the offer, it is actually 

more about the main purpose of the services. As unemployment and integration are social issues, 

churches have no single responsibility to undertake them. 

7.4 Contents  

The contents of the projects refer to the services and activities or programs that the teams provide 

to their participants. I found three main categories: orientation, education and networking. In 

their projects, their services start with an orientation meeting, including the first interview and 

the discussion of an action plan. The purposes are to give a sort of formality of participation and 

create a dialogue that allows both sides to navigate the current situation and future blueprint. 

                                                           
161 Kalle Spetz. (Pastor, Skillinge Missionshus and Project leader, Talenterna), interviewed by Huiyu Chuang, 

March 02, 2020, Skillinge. 
162 Anna Björnström. (Project leader, Jobbprepp 2019 and Diakonal samordnare, Värmdö församling) interviewed 

by Huiyu Chuang by ZOOM. April 14, 2020. 
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Next, education is added in different kinds of forms such as training, guiding, and empowerment. 

This part has a variety of presentations in these two projects. Training is meant to offer practical 

skills and tools to improve participants’ learning and understanding of the Swedish language, 

working culture and norms, rights and obligations, and specific industry knowledge. In addition 

to giving hard skills, the elements of empowerment (e.g. motivation, confidence, and resilience)  

to the participants are emphasized and supplied. Both training and empowerment require guiding 

from experienced volunteers and the project teams in terms of applying the skills, navigating and 

interpreting the given circumstances, and making proper decisions. Besides the educational 

contents, networking is heavily encouraged and purposefully arranged for the participants. The 

project teams view themselves as the common links for the participants, sharing the valuable 

social capital with them in order to fasten their integration. These projects have a quite similar 

action pattern in this part.    

I start the analysis of contents by looking at different educational contents from these projects. 

The Talenterna project has a wider scope of participants in terms of their different Swedish 

language levels, educational and professional experiences, age and gender. Their educational 

contents have the emphasis on training and guiding. The SFI class and the language café are 

taking care of participants’ Swedish skills, while job related skills are passed on often through 

internships, suggestions to further vocational or theoretical studies, company visits, and specific 

courses arranged by the team. In the entire process, guiding is present in the interaction between 

the participants and the team. There is no clear-cut division of the beginning and ending of 

consultancy. It is continuously conducted often by applying the methods of mentorship and 

mediation, during which the understanding of their participants and the reality of the job market 

is important in order to provide valuable guiding. The following example shows one way of 

guiding. With the understanding of cultural differences between the participants and Sweden, the 

team has an attempt to change participants’ mindset to bridge them to the job vacancies. 

This integration (employment integration) sometimes takes a long time for some women 

and a short time for some women. It depends on their traditions, where the women are 

from, and what kind of education they have. For example, I am from Syria. Women there 

are not mandatory to work. It is like helping. It is a kind of social thing. In Sweden, the 

story is totally different. If both do not work together, they cannot manage to live.  There 

are two main challenges. First, women are not used to working in their countries. Second, 

[they might think,] “why do I have to work?” Also in some countries, Syria for example, 

people think too much what kind of jobs they will get. In Syria, people think work such 
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as cleaning is low profile. People will look down on this person. Here in Sweden, there is 

no difference between a doctor or [a cleaning worker]. It depends on women [themselves] 

to integrate. Sometimes it takes years. I know some women. They have come to Sweden 

for five years, but they could not integrate. They did not get the help to integrate. 

(Interviewee-Ammar) 

Although his comment might mix the ideal and reality about Sweden in terms of how people 

actually view different kinds of job, the fact is that the team is trying to advise their participants 

to take different perspectives, a way of self-transcendence to attain the practical aspect at the 

early stage of integration. In the introduction program of the Swedish Public Employment 

Service (Arbetsförmedlingen), I find a similar guiding. The officer attested the importance of 

guiding in order to meet the ultimate goal of the Swedish Public Employment Service 

(Arbetsförmedlingen): to balance the labor demand and supply in the job market.  

We have to persuade people to find a job that they do not want because that is also our 

job to make sure that [employers in the] labor market [get] what they need. Our job is to 

help people who do not have a job to find a job that they want, but also to help employers 

find the people that they need. What we can do in the guiding area is to talk about which 

jobs are available. You do not have to get a job that you want right now. You can take the 

job that you do not want. They are really good of course to make money [and let you] be 

able to take the steps that you need to become what you dream about. (Interviewee-

Caroline) 

By contrast, in the case of Jobbprepp 2019, though I also see the training and guiding elements in 

their program, the project has laid more focus on the aspect of empowerment of its participants. 

This difference occurs because the target group is specifically young people. Most of them learn 

and improve their Swedish already through their formal education in the secondary upper 

schools and informal summer or weekend jobs. It is also because young people have more 

possibilities to develop their life. In the regular meetings as an after-school activity, the applied 

methods such as drama (role play in the interview setting) and the goal setting exercise (they call 

it “drömlab”) are useful directly for practical goals such as acing the interview and getting a job. 

They can also be applied to wider life situations such as hosting a dinner for friends or marrying 

someone. The design implies the profound goal of cultivating the participants’ fortitude and 

training their ability to respond to different life situations as a sustainable competence.  

This (“drömlab”) is the method about setting up goals and achieving them. […..] If you 

do not accomplish the goal, why, and how you can adjust to make it happen in another 

way. It is like a project planning system, but also to work on one’s own expectation and 

stopper, analyzing yourself and your surroundings in the perspective of your goal. It can 
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be used to situations such as a dinner you arrange for your friends, you want to marry 

someone, or you want to get a job in social caring in Värmdö. It is like a way of thinking. 

A system that can help you think. […..] Another thing is to work on your inner-self. How 

do you react in different situations and why? That is why we use role play […..].It is a 

good thing to see yourself, hear yourself, and know, “Oh no, it is not good. I should say 

like this.” To be aware of yourself while presenting and keep practicing. (Interviewee-

Anna) 

It is really the matter of self-empowerment. That is the focus of the project. They grow 

within themselves to become a person that has the power to act and think by himself. We 

do not serve them too much. We give them tools to act. All by themselves. (Interviewee-

Anna) 

As for the networking contents, I find similar patterns in both projects. They match the labor 

supply and demand by transmitting information between both sides and arranging meet-up 

events. Another common practice is to encourage the participants to immerse themselves in 

relevant networking occasions and increase the visibility at an early stage. However, an obvious 

difference between these two projects is the level of the project’s involvement in their 

participants’ job-hunting journey. The job demand in the Talenterna project is often more present 

than it is in the Jobbprepp 2019 project. The needs of the participants in the Talenterna project 

are often immediate. They (almost) finished the SFI class, so they need to start working. 

However, the participants of the Jobbprepp 2019 project join the project when they are still 

studying at school. They have some buffer before having to face the employment issue. 

Additionally, the job offers suggested by the Talenterna project are tailored to the specific region 

where their participants settle down, whereas the Jobbprepp 2019 project expects its participants 

to aim at the entire Swedish job market. Because of these differences, the involvement of the 

Talenterna project becomes more urgent and visible in the process of participants’ job seeking 

than in the case of the Jobbprepp 2019 project.  

7.5 Methodologies 

Except for the element of motivation, other educational and networking contents are available 

also in the introduction program of the Swedish Employment Public Service 

(Arbetsförmedlingen). When criticism about the performance of the labor office is heard, the 

question that follows is: Are there any differences of the methodologies between the introduction 

program and other programs such as these two projects, and will those different methodologies 

be the factor that can respond to the key message of criticism? If methodologies matter, this 
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factor would be the spirit that other future projects could take into consideration. In my analysis 

of the methodologies applied by the projects of Talenterna and Jobbprepp 2019, I categorize 

three significant approaches: collaboration, relationship building, and individualization. Cross-

sectoral collaboration in these two projects is conducted to ensure the availability of diverse 

resources in order to provide the right services in accordance with participants’ needs. In these 

two projects, their ability to adopt relationship building and individualization give them a bigger 

possibility to understand their participants’ needs. From the narratives of the interviewees and 

my observation in the field, I define relationship building as the way the project teams reach their 

participants, including the interactions with the participants at different stages of their 

participation in the projects. That includes the elements of trust and open communication, 

mentorship, and mediation. As for individualization, I define it as a sensibility and the ability of 

the project teams to show that they can understand, recognize, and respond to individual 

differences through the possession of empathy, cross-cultural understanding, and professionalism 

in giving advice and matching. This definition of individualization deviates from merely 

referring to a procedure that handles participants’ applications and meetings individually.  

Individualization is visible in the working procedure of the projects of Talenterna and 

Jobbprepp 2019. The programs start with the steps of application and interview to get to know 

their participants regarding their strengths, weaknesses, educational backgrounds, any job 

preferences, working experience, and health condition. During this process, the project team’s 

possession of empathy, cross-cultural understanding, and professionalism in giving advice and 

matching gives a deeper meaning of individualization. That is why after that, the team can often 

organize the training programs and the networking events corresponding to their participants’ 

needs. In the Talenterna project, Ammar, working in human resources, has gone through the 

same path as a newcomer from Syria. He had worked as a director of human resources in the 

international context before his migration. These elements foster his application of 

individualization in their program. Together with Kalle, as the representative from the church, 

these three dimensions (empathy, cross-cultural understanding, and professionalism in giving 

advice and matching) have been elevated to the level of meeting people as a human being.  

I think God gives me the gift to help people. I have high education. I have worked with 

forty to fifty nationalities. I have a better understanding than the most newcomers. I feel I 

have to do something. I am doing this without asking for an income. I used to be a 
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director of human resources. We organized the personnel department in every company. 

Coaching and recruitment are small parts [of my past duty]. For me, I am happy to do 

something, which I can do. It is part of my duty before and something I would love to do. 

When we provide a job to a newcomer, it is not a job. It is a hope. It is new life. 

(Interviewee-Ammar) 

I think the important thing is to meet our talents with a good will, humanity, to meet 

people eye to eye. When they come here, it is important I meet them as a human being 

not thinking them as inferior than us. (Interviewee-Kalle) 

 

Discussing the way of meeting people displaying a balance of empathy and professionalism 

while adapting to cultural differences, the officer of the Swedish Employment Public Service 

(Arbetsförmedlingen) recalled her early working experiences with the refugee applicants who 

cannot read and write. For her, she always holds the principle to meet people in the way she 

wants to be met. However, when a new situation became her reality, which she was not used to 

at all, it took her some time to set back and think what her daily practice actually means. 

Especially with refugees, a lot of them have completely different backgrounds from us. 

There is no Swede that cannot read and write, but there are a lot of refugees that cannot 

read and write. I meet these people every day and it is still difficult to get my head around 

it. I remember in my first two years, I met people that cannot read and write. “How do I 

handle it? I need to talk in a different way. I need to use easy words. What do I do? Yes, I 

write a list. We do this a b c d…”, and I just kept doing [like this] for two years and 

someday I realized, “Wait a minute, you are writing for somebody who cannot read. 

What is the point?” (Interviewee-Caroline) 

This kind of personal conflict leads her to conclude with a critical reflection on the integration 

policy. The purpose behind the integration policy is to give these newcomers a concept that 

every Swedish person has, which is to be self-responsible and own their process of doing things, 

starting from job seeking. However, for people who cannot read and write or still have a way to 

go, this good intention cannot be reflected just by the imposition of the procedure itself, and it is 

an example of a one-way integration approach.  

The Swedish way, the authority way of looking at people is they should own their own 

process. [….] Our clients should own their own process, which is probably a part of 

making everything digitally. [….] But, if I write a list for a person that cannot write and 

read, and somebody writes and reads for him, he does not own the process. If we 

digitalize everything, the people that cannot read and write need to get a mobile bank ID 

to log in their webpage, they are gonna need help to get this electronic ID. They also need 

help to log in and read what it is said. Then they do not own the process. [….] I have 

worked with this method for two years, then I realized I work with these people that can’t 

read, and it is I who meet people every day still do not get it. […]It is so different from 
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my reality. I always need to step back to know what that means. When a person says 

something to me that is from different cultures might mean completely different from 

what I mean. […] I struggle with this because I meet these people every day. Somebody 

above me, above above above makes the decision about how this is supposed to be done. 

When it comes down to my level, it does not work. The intention of owning the process 

is perfect. They should feel that they do not go to Arbetsförmedlingen to get told what to 

do. They are a part of this process, but the solution is not based on the same group of 

people, so I do not know…. (Interviewee-Caroline) 

As for the case of Jobbprepp 2019, individualization is easier to be adopted because their target 

group is quite homogeneous regarding the trigger to initiate this project. It is based on empathy 

with the Afghanistan unaccompanied kids, who face the challenge of the new law on upper 

secondary level studies (Nya Gymnasielagen). Thinking about the worst consequence of not 

getting a two-year full-time job, the team senses that their participants would be deported back to 

Afghanistan. With the cultural understanding that the conflicts between the anti-government and 

pro-government forces in Afghanistan cause insecurity and malfunction in many areas of the 

country, which is exactly the push factor of their participants’ emigration, the team thinks they 

have to do something against the violations of human rights regulated in the international legal 

principle of non-refoulement.163 On top of that, some of them have never lived in Afghanistan or 

have just stayed there shortly before their family fled to other neighbor countries such as Iran and 

Pakistan. Another aspect to explain the presence of empathy and understanding of cultural 

differences in the project is embodied in the participation of the church representative. Anna has 

a profound understanding of human suffering in the given conditions of existence from her life 

experience as a person who is hired to take care of the deacon work in Värmdö parish (Värmdö 

Församling) and volunteered to build up the food bag system (matkasse) in Gustavsberg Church 

(Gustavsberg kyrkan). This extra personal talent inspired through the nurturing of Christian 

beliefs has always been guiding her to optimize the method of individualization in the 

Jobbprepp2019 project. Take the case of participants’ absence in the activities for example. Anna 

mentioned her struggle to see less commitment of some participants; however, she explains the 

occasional absence might be caused by participants’ heavy schedule, school during daytime, 

part-time job in the evening, and distraction caused by other things as it is common for the young 

generation. This understanding supports her to patiently continue her coordination work in the 

                                                           
163 Amnesty International, “Forced Back to Danger Asylum-Seekers Returned from Europe to Afghanistan” 

(Amnesty International Ltd., 2017), 

https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/ASA1168662017ENGLISH.PDF. 
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hope that the participants can understand how important the project is for their benefit from a 

long-term perspective. The same situation occurred in the introduction program of the Swedish 

Employment Public Service (Arbetsförmedlingen); however, the result was completely different. 

In the paper “Making Refugees Work? Individualized Work Strategies in the Swedish Refugee 

Settlement Program”, several interviewees talked about their negative experience of inevitable 

absence from the full-time activities.164 The compulsory activation strategy ties participation to 

the subsidy. If the participants do not show up for the agreed activities, the allowance that they 

are entitled to will be reduced to a certain amount. Beyond the regulation, judgement in practice 

of a person’s absence in activities is often criticized as it does not look into the individual 

reasons, and in this case is interpreted as a lack of empathy.  

Different levels of individualization might cause participants’ different interpretations about 

whether their energy and effort are well invested in something helpful for them. As the examples 

above show, the individual services are appreciated, but due to different natures of the service 

providers, the implementation in some program can only fulfill individualization to a certain 

degree. All of them have done individual interviews and drafted an activity plan with their 

participants. However, once we look into the implementation process, the piece of memory of 

the early stage in the career of the officer in the Swedish Employment Public Service 

(Arbetsförmedlingen) about her struggle to carry out the policy shows that individualization is 

more feasible for organizations like the two projects than the government agency.  

Relationship building is embedded in the interaction among the project team, the participants, 

and sometimes even the volunteers. Prior relationships between the team and the participants is a 

common pattern, which means that they more or less had known each other already before they 

joined the projects. For example, the participants of the Talenterna project heard about the 

project when they met the team in the SFI class and language café, or they are the acquaintances 

of the team. The team described the way they build and maintain the relationships as based on 

trust and open communication. It starts from the team with anybody, and later it gradually 

                                                           
164 Eva Wikström and Petra Ahnlund, “Making Refugees Work? Individualized Work Strategies in the Swedish 

Refugee Settlement Program,” Nordic Journal of Working Life Studies 8 (November 27, 2018): 47–48, 
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becomes a basis between the participants and employers even without the project team’s 

intervention. 

It was only in the beginning that there was a doubt whether they (the employers) shall 

join Talenterna project. Now they have positive attitude toward the collaboration because 

they heard some positive stories that people get jobs through our project and we have 

help them (refugee participants) with different things. There is kind of trust between the 

talents and us. (Interviewee-Kalle) 

Trust is not only about a good feeling in interrelationships but also becomes a crucial part that 

can solve a problem that is deeply rooted, however, not easily located and tackled. With trust 

between the team and the participants, the team was able to understand their participants’ real 

attitude toward working and tried to resolve their worries by giving them new concepts.   

We manage to change the thinking of many of our participants. This is the main role, 

which we are doing. The labor office will never know about this because the participants 

never open their hearts to them. I do not think somebody will go to the labor office and 

tell them, “Listen, I do not want to work. I just want to sit and have an allowance.” They 

will go to the labor office and say, “Yes, we want to work, whatever job is there.” The 

fact is it is not true. They feel ashamed to work as a cleaner. They feel ashamed to work 

for low (paid) jobs from their perception. They think, “I am working as a cleaner? No, I 

will never.” They will not say this to the labor office at all. (Interviewee-Ammar) 

This kind of mediation is also applied on the employers’ side if they have doubts to hire refugees 

or if there is a misunderstanding with their newly hired newcomers during the early try-out 

period. Both the participants and employers are well connected to the team. Even after the work 

contract was signed, the team continued to walk with their refugee participants, which embodies 

a stronger mentorship. This after-service is rarely seen in other formal institution.  

Our role did not end here. When he started working, he always had many questions about 

many things. “What I have to do here and there?” His questions are not about the job. He 

can do the job. They are about the work system in Sweden. I had always advised him to 

do this and that. Sometimes, the employer had some difficulties contacting Isaam, then he 

contacted us. In the first six months, the employer and Issam contacted us, but now since 

they have gotten along together for a while, both of them are happy….He got a 

permanent job. There is no more difficulty between them. They know each other. 

Everything is fine. (Interviewee-Ammar) 

The same pattern is seen in the Jobbprepp 2019 project. The participants were first connected to 

the team in another occasion, where housing and parenting care were the focuses. The 

relationships built in the open house involve mixed patterns, for example, teachers and students, 

mentors and mentees, parents and children, and friends and friends, etc. In this process, trust 
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builds up and open communication follows. These are important elements to get participants 

more quickly engaged with the solid contents in the project, where youth empowerment and 

employment integration become their new focuses. When their participants have any needs, they 

would naturally turn to the project team. Even after the start of the project, the open house 

continues. The continuality of the service in the open house is an investment for the potential 

participants. It is also a parallel support for the current participants in the Jobbprepp2019 project 

that echoes the empowerment contents of the program. When tools were taught in class to 

strengthen motivation, self-confidence, and inner power to face all challenges in life, an 

emotional support behind them outside the classroom could increase the positive effect.  

Every Wednesday, there is an open house for this group (the participants of their project) 

also for other youths if they want to come. Some people from Frivilliga Familjehem 

come to help with homework, test, the things parents do for kids. They have fika and 

talks. Every week, every week, Christmas, or summer time, all the time they meet. 

Sometimes I am there or my colleagues Camilla. Eva, Cecilia, and other people have the 

closet contact with these kids. It has been a long time, so I know a lot of youths there too. 

(Interviewee-Anna) 

By contrast, it is difficult to adopt the method of relationship building in the integration program 

of the Swedish Employment Public Service (Arbetsförmedlingen). The officer explained their 

limitations in terms of the operational capacity and their role between the authority and the 

clients. At the end of 2010 and 2018, the number of people involved in the establishment 

program was around one hundred sixty thousand and twenty-five thousand (159,980-24,767).165 

The high number of participants made it difficult for my interviewee, the officer in the program 

for example, to build relationships with her clients and know all of them like the back of her 

hand. Under the pressure from the supervision level, even though she had good intention to meet 

people in the way she herself wants to be met, she could not always make that happen because it 

would be interpreted as inappropriate in the professional context. Then the consequence is that 

the participants might receive decisions or arrangements not that much different from one 

another. It was also a clash for her.  

At the end of the day, it is the government that decides what we are gonna focus on. Of 

course, the government will disagree with me. They would say that they think about 

people, but basically what they do is they look at figures and percentages. How do we fill 
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this gap? How do we move the unemployed people into that (job vacancies)? If we look 

at Arbetsförmedlingen, we work with people, but what we are supposed to follow, the 

goals that set for every office and program, are based on statistics, and then we have to 

redo the people into the statistics. Of course it is not… like we are supposed to match 

people that cannot take the jobs. My boss for example, she will never say I should do 

something just for the sake of doing it, but they (the supervision level) still want us to 

[arrange] different activities [in participants’ action plan] if that is prioritized, but 

activities do not always connect [with participants’ needs.] (Interviewee-Caroline) 

Collaboration is a practical method used by these two projects. There are two types of 

collaboration involved. The first type is the collaboration that will directly provide either the 

educational or networking contents in the projects. The second type of collaboration is in form of 

support that is not shown as project contents such as financial support. Both projects collaborate 

with heterogeneous actors who often come from multiple sectors, while the national introduction 

program tends to work with units under the same governmental system to ensure that the control 

function for the use of public funding works well.166   

The Talenterna project was born from the collaboration between Föreningen Talenterna, Hyllie 

Park Folkhögskola, and Skillinge Missionhus. The school and church provide language 

education and fellowship in the SFI class, language café, and small groups as the first step of 

integration. Once the participants have attained enough language competence, the job related 

training is added, which requires a lot of collaborations with the local companies. Most of the 

time the project leader approaches them since he has served as a pastor for almost twenty years 

in the region and is quite active in the networks attached to his church. From this moment, the 

educational contents mix with the networking contents. To move the entire project, secure and 

stable funding is necessary, and that is the reason why collaboration in the form of sponsorship is 

developed. In the Talenterna’s case, it refers to the application to the ESF and the one with the 

Swedish Employment Public Service (Arbetsförmedlingen). Especially collaboration with the 

state increases the credibility of the project because in practice still a lot of employers would be 

more interested in hiring refugees if a part of the salary is subsidized by the state.  

The example of how the team members of the Jobbprepp2019 project met in the cross-sectoral 

meeting organized by the municipality explains that the method of collaboration is deeply rooted 

in the project’s identity. Together with Frivilliga Familjehem (Volunteer Family Homes), 

                                                           
166 Caroline Dahlström, (Arbetsförmedlare, Arbetsförmedlingen| Etableringen), interviewed by Huiyu Chuang by 
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63 

 

specializing in organizing housing availability and volunteers, their collaboration builds up a 

foundation to take care of young refugees’ resettlement issues while building relationships with 

them. Extending from this basis, the project team organizes their personal and organizational 

contacts and shares them with the participants strategically. Furthermore, the team continuously 

spreads information among the whole local community in order to inform the residents about the 

law and situation. This action sends out a signal that people who want to help or receive help are 

invited no matter whether that is on the level of directly getting involved in the project or 

indirectly supporting the project. Same as the Talenterna project, the Jobbprepp2019 project also 

engages in collaborations with the funding sources such as the Swedish Church and the potential 

future partner, County Administrative Board in Stockholm County (Länsstyrelsen Stockholm).  

In addition to actively reaching out to different governmental units to seek collaboration, it is 

necessary to understand what concerns the partners might have. The officer of the Swedish 

Public Employment Service pointed out that the challenge of collaboration is the different 

natures of the public employment office and the civil society groups. One is an authority with 

necessary bureaucracy to control the spending of the public budget and to ensure the 

implementation of the policies. The other one is people with bigger flexibility to address 

individual interests. A concrete example is the voluntary language training from the civil society 

groups offered to refugees. Though the Swedish Public Employment Service welcomes this 

initiative, their attitude is rather indifferent. Since the official language courses are covered by 

the activities of the introduction program, the extra practice then is often regarded as 

participants’ leisure activity, which is rarely accepted as legitimate activities that can be included 

in the activity plan. Less flexibility at another level reflects the issue of trust between the two 

parties, which is the main concern why the public office hesitates to collaborate. Civil society 

groups’ operational capacity is usually less organized, so the objectives can easily get blurred 

once different personal interests of the members appear.  

Before I started, there was something called etableringslots (Establishment Pilots), which 

was a company that Arbetsförmedlingen had an agreement with. They can guide a person 

to society. Go with them to Försäkringskassan, [assist him] whatever him needs help 

with. But that did not work for some reasons. More or less like corruption, and people 

taking black money. So they (the supervision level) canceled that. (Interviewee-Caroline) 

Once the civil society groups accept the commission, however, fail to fulfill their promise, it is 

inevitable that their malfunction can be viewed as corruption and causes the decrease of trust 
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between each other. In other words, if civil society groups cannot overcome these challenges, the 

chance of collaboration will remain small. However, this comment somehow explains why the 

Talenterna project works in terms of collaborating with the public employment office because of 

its integrity and commitment.  

Unfortunately, the municipality and the labor office are not always open to collaborate. 

We would like to collaborate with them. Sometimes I feel it is right from their side. Who 

are you to come to do this? In the beginning, we had challenges with them. We had many 

problems actually, but when we got some results, and when there were some personal 

contacts, we managed to get what we want. (Interviewee-Ammar) 

Collaboration among different actors in society such as churches, schools, other volunteers, 

private companies, and the governmental agencies for a common societal issue embodies the 

general ideology of Sweden as a country that appreciates group cooperation and the principle of 

“Lagom” (balance)167. Aiming at the same goal, employment integration, society requires 

expertise from multiple sectors to tackle different aspects of the issue. While responsibility is 

shared, the power structure is split so that every actor enjoys the equal say and commits in a 

manageable and sustainable proportion. This way of doing corresponds to the Swedish working 

culture that everyone should do their bit and contribute to society. In this pattern, there is a 

significant key: who shall take the first step and how does this initiator convince other partners to 

join? The two cases I compared here converge in this point again that churches have paid 

attention to societal issues for a long time and is therefore in a position to fight for those in need 

regarding structural injustice and inequality. Though the subject of employment integration 

might sound old, the principle is the same as the application of early action for refugees.168 At the 

second level of integration, to assist refugees to get employed can give them a leg up in reaching 

self-sufficiency and long-term integration. The work requires time, energy, and courage to start 

mostly without holding an ensured road map to success. Considering Durkheim’s description 

about the nature of religion as a force that is able to “move people into action especially when 

the way to proceed is not entirely clear,”169 churches would be good candidates to start sharing 

                                                           
167 Linnea Dunne, Lagom: The Swedish Art of Balanced Living (USA: Running Press Adult, 2017). 
168 Global Compact on Refugees, “Early Contribution for Asylum Seekers TIA Project,” April 11, 2019, 

https://globalcompactrefugees.org/article/early-contribution-asylum-seekers-tia-project. 
169 Émile Durkheim, “Introduction,” in The Elementary Forms of Religious Life (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2001), 30. 

https://globalcompactrefugees.org/article/early-contribution-asylum-seekers-tia-project
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their networks and bridging the employers and newcomers in collaboration with other actors in 

society.   

I think church is involved in the negotiation in society in many ways. The society has 

been seeing that it cannot do all by itself. It needs many civil society organizations, a mix 

by professional and voluntary. In Sweden CSO is a very big resource for integration and 

many other things as well. For integration, CSO is better many times [than the authority]. 

(Interviewee- Bertil) 

We (churches and the labor office) could work together. It is always easier for an 

organization to give support than it is an authority because you (organization) have 

volunteers, you know people. In a way, we should work more closely together. 

(Interviewee-Inga) 

7.6 Execution progress 

This study has a limitation to retrieve the exact number of successful cases from both projects. 

The difficulty lies in the definition of “a successful case”. In the Talenterna project, not all 

participants are matched with jobs. Further studies and internships are included in their advice. 

This phenomenon is the same as the open data of the establishment program in the Swedish 

Employment Public Service (Arbetsförmedlingen). The ongoing cases are displayed by 

categories such as working (arbete), receiving regular education (Reguljär utbildning), taking the 

SFI class or the social orientation class (Samhällsorientering), and other (Övrigt).170 In the phone 

call with the Talenterna team in mid-July, they informed that they got the approval of the new 

collaboration with the Swedish Public Employment Service (Arbetsförmedlingen). The services 

covered by the Talenterna project are passed to the company, Talentbyrån. Thirty-five candidates 

are already on the participant list. As for the Jobprepp2019 project, those participants, who are 

their focused group for this year, will only finish the graduation exam in June and December 

followed by the six-month job-hunting period afterwards. According to the coordinator, six 

regular participants from the summer session all passed their exams and will start probation of 

their new jobs right away. Despite of this positive update, my analysis tends to emphasize that 

the success of job seeking does not follow a mathematic formula. The participants could get a 

job thanks to the training from the project, but also they might not get a job because of other 

reasons. Even if they fail, the result does not lead to the conclusion that the training from the 

                                                           
170 Arbetsförmedlingen, “Establish Monthly Statistics March 2020,” March 2020, https://arbetsformedlingen.se/om-

oss/statistik-och-analyser/statistik. 
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project is completely useless. In these two cases, statistics either are not available or 

representable. Therefore, I think statistics are not a good indicator to prove the execution 

progress and impact that these projects have on their participants.  

The manageable alternatives based on the scale of this study are to look into the project 

development in the next step and to locate any phenomenon changes in the communities which 

the projects target. Both projects have a plan to continue their services in the new season. The 

Talenterna project was created based on the timeframe of the ESF. As the fund will end soon, so 

does the project. However, the team has started integrating the old services to the new 

collaboration with the Swedish Public Employment Service (Arbetsförmedlingen) through 

Talentbyrån Österlen. A similar development is also seen in the Jobprepp2019 project. In late 

June, Värmdö Municipality announced a news on their website that the County Administrative 

Board in Stockholm County (Länsstyrelsen Stockholm) approved the grant application for this 

project and will support1.3 million kronor from the second half of this year to the end of 2022.171 

If their projects to some extent are not necessary or workable, then why do they continue 

offering their services and why do the public units start the dialogue with them about 

collaboration. Particularly the Jobprepp2019 project defines itself more as an educational 

program. The team prioritizes the effect of empowerment of their young participants and the 

entire community. Though the practical goal is to help the participants to get a job after training, 

the focus is rather giving the participants the tools to develop themselves and to be able to make 

decisions for themselves in their future life. In addition to the focused group, because of this 

project, their friends also benefit from the spillover effect. People believe that even though the 

law is regulated so strictly, there is still a chance and hope to overcome it. Even though there is 

no guarantee to succeed in finding the right job, because of the spread of information, more 

employers smell the possibility of cooperation. A similar phenomenon is also observed by the 

leader of the Talenterna project. The potential employers feel more positive about taking on their 

participants. The concept has been passed on to the newcomers and other local residents that the 

fear of others could be reduced by initiating the first approach to get to know more about each 

other. These positive effects then benefit the entire group of the big integration goal. 

                                                           
171 Värmdö Kommun, “Värmdö får 1,3 miljoner för arbetsmarknadsprojekt för ensamkommande,” Värmdö 

Kommun, June 23, 2020, https://via.tt.se/pressmeddelande/varmdo-far-13-miljoner-for-arbetsmarknadsprojekt-for-
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Bertil: “In this small area, where we know each other very well, it is easier for us to 

change the mind of people. When they meet the immigrants, get the name of him or her, 

[and they realize] she is nice. She maybe can help me. When I am sitting in the language 

café as a volunteer, I often help students by asking, “Do you know your neighbors?”  

Student A: “……I see them. I try to say hello, but they are not so interested…” 

Bertil: “I tell them. Knock the door of your neighbors and say, ‘Would you like to come 

and have a coffee or tea, talk a little more?’ Or, if you have a letter that you do not 

understand, knock the door of your neighbors and ask, ‘Please, would you help me to 

understand what it is?’ That is one way to get friends if you ask for help.” 

Huiyu: “and also give them some sort of importance in your life.” 

Bertil: “Yes. That is a very good expression.”
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 Talenterna  Jobbprepp 2019  

The trigger of 

initiation 

In their region, newcomers ask them for 

help to find a job due to the lack of local 

networks and difficulties to use the 

governmental job-seeking channel in terms 

of digitalization, language barrier, and the 

uncertainty of the labor office's ownership. 

To cope with structural injustice in the 

migration law 

Target group 

Refugees, 20-65 years old, with a residence 

permit 

Unaccompanied minors covered by the new 

law on upper secondary level studies. They 

study in the upper secondary schools and 

hold a residence permit. 

Development of 

the situated area 

Skillinge, the municipality of Simrishamn 

(population:19,174 ) 

Värmdö, a suburban area in Stockholm 

(population: 45, 000) 

Funding support 

Two year funding majorly from the ESF 

(2018-2020) 

Four year funding from the Stockholm 

diocese of the Church of Sweden (2017-

2020) 

Project contents-

educational focus 

Emphasize training and guiding 

 

 

Training: the improvement of practical 

skills (e.g. Swedish language, specific 

industry knowledge) and knowhow (the 

Swedish working culture and norms, rights 

and obligations)  

 

Guiding: the application of skills,  

navigation and interpretation of the given 

circumstances, and making of proper 

decisions 

Emphasize empowerment but also provide 

training and guiding   

 

Empowerment: the strengthening of 

motivation, confidence, and resilience 

Project contents-

networking focus 

Match labor supply and demand: transmit 

information and arrange meet-up events 

 

Increase visibility: bring participants to 

relevant networking occasions  

 

Be present in the job-hunting process 

Match labor supply and demand: transmit 

information and arrange meet-up events 

 

Increase visibility: bring participants to 

relevant networking occasions  

 

Not necessarily be present in the job-

hunting process 

Methodologies 

Individualization: empathy, cross-cultural understanding, and professionalism in giving 

advice and matching 

Relationship building: trust and open communication, mentorship, and mediation 

Collaboration with heterogeneous and cross-sectoral actors 

Execution 

progress 

The project ends this August. The Swedish 

Public Employment Office approved a new 

collaboration with the project team through 

Talentbyrån Österlen. 

 

The community has been more positive to 

hire the participants from the project. 

All participants of the summer session 

graduated and will start probation of their 

new jobs soon. 

 

 

The County Administrative Board in 

Stockholm County approved the budget 

application. 

 

The community has been more aware of the 

law and situation.  

Figure 5 The comparison results of the projects, Talenterna and Jobbprepp 2019
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8. Limitations 

There is a tendency that this study brings up several interdisciplinary topics to enrich the 

diversity of concerns in relation to an employment integration project. This manner also reflects 

the common practice that churches are often involved in multiple societal topics and try to find 

out the relations and effects on one another. However, considering my prior knowledge of 

various subjects, my ambition could run the risk of not having enough in-depth analysis on each 

sub-theme. I spent most of time and efforts understanding the projects and the relations between 

them and relevant theories under the scope of sociology. Following this limitation, I 

acknowledge my data to explain the execution progress might not be complete. As I decided not 

to use statistical success rate of getting a job as the indicator to measure how much progress the 

projects have made, observation of the future development of the projects and the phenomenon 

changes in their communities become the alternatives. However, in practice, I only went to the 

field of the first project once and never to the second project due to the COVID 19 travel ban, 

and probably a lack of relationship building with the project teams in advance also matters, 

concerning to what extent they are comfortable to share more information and participate in 

follow-up inquiries. My data are all from the interview narratives of the project teams, as a self-

reflection and evaluation about their impact on the participants and the situated communities. 

Last but not least, although this study is limited to the particular cases, I contend that my analysis 

tries to discuss them from a holistic angle and retrieve some good aspects of them as a reference 

for any future employment integration project. 
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9. Conclusion 

In this study, I analyzed two existing employment integration projects by identifying the 

functions of religion in the projects and comparing the implementation of the projects. I 

conclude that through the contributions of individuals with religious beliefs and support from 

the respective churches, these efforts shape the integration projects in terms of the initiation of 

the projects and applied methodologies thereby differentiating their services from the 

governmental employment integration program.  

The rationale of initiating these projects corresponds to the functionalist perspective that 

religion helps man think, understand, and express the world;172 religion helps man live and 

adapt to their conditions of existence; 173 religion imposes moral standards and increases 

cohesion.174 For the project teams, particularly the church representatives, their belief started 

functioning inside themselves on the individual level, while they were reflecting on the 

relations between their roles and the situations around them. They noticed the oddity of the 

migration law. They heard more and more requests for help from the refugee residents to find 

a job. They linked these requests to the expectation from the host society to improve 

integration under the circumstances that some needs are unmet even if quite a few programs as 

such are available. Finally, they decided to take actions to express their positions by initiating 

an employment integration project in collaboration with other parties in society. Throughout 

the entire implementation process, with the relationship building in the shared space, time, and 

activities, the project teams are able to introduce conformity in a manner that could be 

accepted and followed by their participants. It is an invitation for both the refugee participants 

and employer participants to enter a collective communion, discuss different needs, get 

practical help, and be tuned in to the common values. 

In addition, the comparative results display the details of implementation from the aspects of 

the target group, development of the situated area, funding support, contents of the programs 

and working methodologies. The similar working methodologies are embodied by the practice 

                                                           
172 William S. F. Pickering, Durkheim’s Sociology of Religion: Themes and Theories (London: Routledge & 

Kegan Paul, 1984), 302. 
173 Ibid. 
174 Ibid, 307–308.  
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of individualization, relationship building, and cross-sectoral collaboration. This finding 

implies that these working methodologies have a big share in contributing to the positive 

execution progress of the projects. Due to the limitation of statistics (e.g. being unavailable or 

unrepresentative), the execution progress is presented by identifying phenomenon changes in 

the communities where the projects are based according to the project teams’ observation 

provided in their narratives. While different and similar perspectives speak into each other, 

defend for each other, and reach a balance between idealism and reality, the narratives from 

the officer of the Swedish Public Employment Service (Arbetsförmedlingen) highlight the 

uniqueness of these working methodologies. They value the concepts behind these 

methodologies and more or less try to apply them into their programs. However, the real 

difference is shown only when I start looking into how these working methodologies are 

actually practiced in the interaction between the participants and the service providers. 

Individualization is more than taking the individual procedure to handle every single case, but 

rather recognizing and understanding individual differences and responding in a manner 

through which the respective needs are met by showing empathy, cross-culture understanding, 

and professionalism in giving advice and matching. Relationship building deals with the 

approach that the service providers reach, include, and interact with the participants. Prior 

relationships established before participants’ participation in the employment integration 

programs enhance trust and open communication between the participants and the project 

teams. Together with mentorship and mediation that are available almost without clear-cut 

division of the beginning and ending, the participants have been integrated into a life-changing 

journey. The goals to improve refugees’ employment opportunities and empower them are 

pursued in a collective communion, an aggregate of multiple effects such as the building of 

mutual understanding, the support of hard skills, and harmonization of thought and code of 

conduct. This collective work requires collaboration among cross-sectoral organizations and 

individual actors. Based on the strengths and weaknesses or opportunities and limitations of 

each party, the roles in collaboration are defined with constant adjustment in the specific 

contexts in order to maximize the common good. After doing an in-depth analysis on the 

meaning of individualization, relationship building, and cross-sectoral collaboration, the 

difference of adoption between the two projects and the program of the Swedish Public 
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Employment Service (Arbetsförmedlingen) emerges. This finding, however, is neither meant 

to strengthen the position of criticisms toward the governmental introduction program nor 

simply to appreciate the manner in which the two projects operate that I have described in this 

paper. Instead, I prefer to regard this finding as the other side of the story that pierces the 

bubble of moral spectatorship once people have seen the limitations of one among many 

governmental institutions. My intention with this change of perspective is to bring about an 

understanding that is reflected by Alasdair MacIntyre. In essence, politics is not designed and 

does not function to provide individuals conditions to pursue personal ends; otherwise, the 

political communities cannot survive.175 The limitation of governmental institutions makes 

clear the usefulness of participatory politics, waking up members of the communities to 

redefine their roles as a partner together with the state, other individuals, organizations, 

companies, actors as such to face a common societal challenge.  

 “If religion generated everything that is essential in society, this is because the idea of society 

is the soul of religion.”176 Durkheim discovers society is the source of religion because society 

is the field where collectivity happens. People, who compose a society, gather and form an 

assembly that initiates actions to aspire to their ideals and influence on another. If religion is 

not juxtaposed in society, it will not exist, the same way as a person’s faith will subdue if he 

remains alone.177 In the Swedish society, though religion has often been categorized as private 

life, the voice to emphasize the ethical and social issues from the faith-based organizations or 

communities is still present in public discussions.178 My confusion of defining religion’s role 

in a person’s personal life and society at large is the starting point of doing this study followed 

by the questions of why religion as an invisible force intervenes in societal issues and how it is 

made visible through actions taken by its agents such as churches or individuals. This study 

improved my understanding of the relation between religion and society. Religion exists in the 

individual life of a believer to influence his thoughts on himself and his surroundings. Its 

                                                           
175 Maximilian Jaede, “The Concept of the Common Good” (University of Edinburgh, 2017), 

https://www.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/documents/1851/Jaede.pdf. 
176 Émile Durkheim, “Conclusion,” in The Elementary Forms of Religious Life (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2001), 314. 
177 Émile Durkheim, “Conclusion,” in The Elementary Forms of Religious Life (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2001), 320. 
178 Anders Bäckström, “Religion in the Nordic Countries: Between Private and Public,” Journal of Contemporary 

Religion 29, no. 1 (January 2, 2014): 61–74, https://doi.org/10.1080/13537903.2014.864804. 
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social power takes effect when the believers’ desire to express his reflection on the given 

condition is too strong to not respond, and his following action connects himself with other 

individuals. This understanding also explains the operational pattern of these two projects in 

which Christian beliefs are carried by the church representatives to the organizations and 

influence their daily work. While considering how to maximize this force of influence, it is 

important that these individuals have a support system behind them such as a church in their 

cases, and they continue extending collaborations with other actors in society. 
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Huiyu Chuang, March 15, 2020, Stockholm. 

Olsson, Bertil. (Deacon, Skillinge Missionshus), interviewed by Huiyu Chuang, March 03, 

2020, Simrishamn. 

https://www.statistikdatabasen.scb.se/pxweb/en/ssd/START__BE__BE0101__BE0101A/BefolkningNy/table/tableViewLayout1/
https://www.statistikdatabasen.scb.se/pxweb/en/ssd/START__BE__BE0101__BE0101A/BefolkningNy/table/tableViewLayout1/
http://www.scb.se/en/finding-statistics/statistics-by-subject-area/population/population-composition/population-statistics/pong/tables-and-graphs/yearly-statistics--municipalities-counties-and-the-whole-country/population-in-the-country-counties-and-municipalities-on-31-december-2019-and-population-change-in-2019/
http://www.scb.se/en/finding-statistics/statistics-by-subject-area/population/population-composition/population-statistics/pong/tables-and-graphs/yearly-statistics--municipalities-counties-and-the-whole-country/population-in-the-country-counties-and-municipalities-on-31-december-2019-and-population-change-in-2019/
http://www.scb.se/en/finding-statistics/statistics-by-subject-area/population/population-composition/population-statistics/pong/tables-and-graphs/yearly-statistics--municipalities-counties-and-the-whole-country/population-in-the-country-counties-and-municipalities-on-31-december-2019-and-population-change-in-2019/
http://www.scb.se/en/finding-statistics/statistics-by-subject-area/population/population-composition/population-statistics/pong/tables-and-graphs/yearly-statistics--municipalities-counties-and-the-whole-country/population-in-the-country-counties-and-municipalities-on-31-december-2019-and-population-change-in-2019/
https://www.migrationsverket.se/English/About-the-Migration-Agency/Statistics/Asylum.html
https://www.migrationsverket.se/English/About-the-Migration-Agency/Statistics/Asylum.html
https://via.tt.se/pressmeddelande/varmdo-far-13-miljoner-for-arbetsmarknadsprojekt-for-ensamkommande?publisherId=3235382&releaseId=3279120
https://via.tt.se/pressmeddelande/varmdo-far-13-miljoner-for-arbetsmarknadsprojekt-for-ensamkommande?publisherId=3235382&releaseId=3279120
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Spetz, Kalle. (Pastor, Skillinge Missionshus and Project leader, Talenterna), interviewed by 

Huiyu Chuang, March 02, 2020, Skillinge. 

Zakaria, Ammar. (Project assistant, Talenterna), interviewed by Huiyu Chuang, March 02, 

2020, Skillinge. 
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List of Abbreviations/Acronyms 

CSO: Civil Society Organization 

ESIF: The European Structural and Investment Funds  

ESF: The European Social Fund 

EU: The European Union 

NGO: Non-Governmental Organization 

SFI: Swedish for Immigrants (Svenska för invandrare) 

UN: The United Nations 

UNHCR: The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 

 

 

 

 

 


