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Abstract 
 

The Swedish Migration Agency has, through the years, received criticism regarding its 

management and assessments of different cases. One of these critiques has been towards the 

Agency’s management of asylum seekers claiming to have converted as a refugee claim. 

Therefore, this thesis aims to strengthen the Agency’s management of these cases. Using the 

critisism made against the Swedish Migration Agency, I suggested recommendation and 

amendments to the Agency’s established guidelines. The findings in this thesis showed 

extensive criticism towards the Agency’s usage of religious knowledge tests to assess the 

genuineness of a conversion. The critic also argues that the Agency lacks religious 

understanding and that the Agency should focus on identity, community, and faith in a higher 

power. The analysis presented a need to address religion, the conversion process, and the 

role of the Agency’s personnel in the guideline. 

 

Keywords: the Swedish Migration Agency, conversion, conversion cases, and the conversion 

process. 
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Introduction  

 

Religion has a long history as a ground of persecution. It is still to this day a source of 

discrimination, harassment, and threat to life and freedom. The right to religious freedom is a 

fundamental human right and established in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 

amongst other treaties and declarations (Thornburn Stern & Wikström, 2016). 

 

“Article 1  

Definition of the term “refugee”  

A. For the purposes of the present Convention, the term “refugee” shall apply to any 

person who: 

[…] 

(2) As a result of events occurring before 1 January 1951 and owing to well-founded fear 

of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular 

social group or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable or, 

owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country; or who, 

not having a nationality and being outside the country of his former habitual residence as 

a result of such events, is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it” (United 

Nations High Commissioner for Refugees [UNHCR], 2010). 

 

“Article 18: 

Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion; this right includes 

freedom to change his religion or belief, and freedom, either alone or in community with 

others and in public or private, to manifest his religion or belief in teaching, practice, 

worship and observance” (United Nations [UN], 1948). 

 

In 2015, Europe was in turmoil, overflowing with refugees fleeing war and other hardships. 

Since then, the migration debate in Sweden, like the rest of Europe, has been ongoing. In 

Sweden, the Swedish Migration Agency has been getting repeated criticism on its management 

and assessments of asylum seekers claiming to have converted as a refugee claim [In this thesis, 

I will use the term conversion cases] (Atallah, 2017; Haspe, 2019a, 2019b; Ljungkvist, 2019; 

Wernersson, 2017). 

 

The Swedish Migration Agency got criticism from the Christian Council of Sweden in 2012 

and then again in 2017. The Council criticized how the Agency conducts its asylum interviews 

in conversion cases (Sveriges kristna råd, 2017).  

 

In March of 2019 a report, Konvertitutredningen, was published. The report, carried out by 76 

Free Church Parish in Sweden on the subject of conversion cases within the Swedish asylum 

system, was based on 619 asylum seekers processed by the Swedish Migration Agency. The 

objective was to analyse the Swedish Migration Agency’s management of conversion cases and 

present recommendations. It was found that 68 percent of the conversion cases were rejected, 
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and if the conversion claim was brought up late in the process, the rejection rate was 81 

percent (Gustin Bergtröm, et al., 2019). 

 

The report concluded that the Swedish Migration Agency has a low understanding of religion 

and religious conversion, and their management is not based on scientific knowledge. The 

report argued that the Agency lacked reliable methodology for their assessments and led to 

arbitrary assessments. The report found that the outcome of conversion cases was also 

dependent on the geographic location of the department conducting the assessment. Lastly, 

the report claimed that the Agency does not comply with international law or conventions on 

human rights (Gustin Bergtröm, et al., 2019).  

 

The report suggested that an inquiry of the Swedish Migration Agency conversion cases should 

be carried out and that the Agency’s legal department appoint a group of experts on religion 

and conversion. Likewise, the Agency needs to apply the right expertise in all conversion cases 

and upvalue the written evidence, certificates from priests and pastors. Lastly, the report 

stated that until these recommendations are in place, the Agency should stop all deportations 

in conversion cases. Once this new policy is in place, all cases with conversion claims should 

be re-examined, and Swedish Embassies should be given the assignment to contact deported 

asylum seekers with conversion claims and reassess their threat scenario (Gustin Bergtröm, 

et al., 2019). 

 

In 2019, the Swedish Migration Agency carried out a survey of conversion cases and cases 

where atheism was referred to as grounds for asylum. Out of 57 134 decisions from the 

Swedish Migration Agency and the Swedish Migration Court’s, 10 percent had referred to 

conversion or atheism as grounds for asylum. In summary, the survey showed that the Swedish 

Migration Agency probably has shortcomings in its uniformity regarding conversion cases. 

Otherwise, no concrete shortcomings emerged. After the survey, in March 2021, the Agency 

published a revised legal guideline (Migrationsverket, 2019; 2021). 

 

A follow-up report, Konvertituredningen och dess följdverkningar [Konvertitutredningen 2.0], was 

published in April of 2021 reviewing the effects of the first report, Konvertituredningen. The 

new report concludes that the legal process in conversion cases was still not in compliance 

with the rule of law, and expert knowledge on religion and religious conversion were still 

lacking (Atallah, 2017; Haspe, 2019a, 2019b; Ljungkvist, 2019; Migrationsverket, 2021; 

Scandinavian Human Rights Lawyers, 2021; Sveriges kristna råd, 2017; Wernersson, 2017).  

Research problem  

 

In Sweden, the Swedish Migration Agency is the authority that considers applications from 

people who seek protection from persecution. The Swedish Parliament and Government 

commission the Agency. The Agency has internal guidelines along with UNHCR’s guidelines 

to work from in conversion cases. Additionally, it has rulings from the Court of Justice of the 

European Union and the Swedish Migration Court of Appeal as established practice 
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(Migrationsverket, n.d.-a; n.d.-b). Based on the criticism directed towards the Agency, there is 

complexity when managing and assessing conversion cases. 

 

“Which factors influence a religious conversion, and what specific patterns emerge when 

we consider conversions to different religious groups? This is not an easy question to 

answer, especially given the multitude of religions, personalities and causes of 

conversions” (Jindra, 2014, p. 1).  

 

The concept of religious conversion has been researched upon since the late 19th century 

(Jindra, 2014). However, in her study, Nora Stene (2020) states that little research has been 

done on religious conversion amongst asylum seekers. Therefore, due to its complexity and 

the lack of research, there is a need for examining religious conversion within the asylum 

process.   

Aim  

 

The Swedish Migration Agency already has a guideline for the management and assessment of 

conversion cases. However, it appears that this guideline does not function properly. Whether 

it be because it is hard to understand, interpreted the wrong way, or not implemented are 

not apparent. Instead of analysing the reason behind this, a new constructive method to 

managing conversion cases presented in an amended guideline will be explored. The aim of 

this thesis is to strengthen the management in conversion cases. 

 

This thesis will focus on the investigation part of the asylum process in conversion cases. More 

specifically, the management of asylum cases before and during the asylum interview. The 

reason for this is because oral testimony is the central part of the assessment in asylum cases 

(UNHCR, 2019).   

Research questions 

 

To facilitate a more comprehensive understanding of this thesis, I have broken it down into a 

series of primary and secondary questions as follows:  

 

• How should a guideline for conversion cases within the asylum process be 

constructed?  

o According to the critics, what are the problematic aspects of 

the interviews? 

o How would a deeper understanding of religion lead to a 

better asylum interview? 

o How would a deeper understanding of religious conversion 

lead to a better asylum interview? 

o How would a deeper understanding of Swedish secularisation 

lead to a better asylum interview?  
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Previous research  

 

The general disposition of a thesis is that the chapter with theory is presented before previous 

research and literary review. However, in my study to find relevant theories I started to review 

previous research and therefore I will present these findings first.  

 

There is little research on the topic of religious conversion within the asylum processes. 

However, in Handbook of Leaving Religion (Enstedt, et al., 2020) there are several studies which 

describe everything from geographical and demographical approaches, to sociological and 

psychological approaches in leaving religion. One study, presented in the handbook, done by 

Nora Stene (2020) Leaving Islam for Christianity: Asylum Seeker Convert, researched on the topic 

on religious conversion within the asylum process. In her study, Stene also stated that little 

research has been done on religious conversions amongst asylum seekers.  

 

Stene’s research aim was to study why and how asylum seekers convert. In her research, Stene 

found that conversion may be part of the migration and an integration strategy. Conversion is 

seen as a solution to life in crisis. For some, conversion is essential for blending into the new 

local society, and others adopt an ethnoreligious identity. Stene further found that converts 

have both critical and moderate views on the religion left behind. Converts did not dwell on 

the religion left behind, instead, they focused on the religion they were joining. Stene argues 

that because these converts are asylum seekers, they cannot use ambiguous boundaries. They 

need to show a clear break to be granted asylum. It can explain the clear-cut presentation of 

their new religious identity Stene observed in her study. 

 

Due to the complexity of finding research specific to religious conversion within the asylum 

process, the review of previous research took the direction of reviewing different approaches 

to religious conversion. From the conventional approach to conversion described by John 

Lofland and Rodney Stark (1965), to a more contemporary approach by Lewis R. Rambo 

(1993), and finally to a more recent study done by Ines W. Jindra (2014). 

 

Lofland and Stark (1965) developed a conversion model in seven steps to explain the 

conversion process, which they presented in their article Becoming a World-Saver: A Theory of 

Conversion to a Deviant Perspective. They meant that the obvious evidence that someone had 

converted, verbally stating that they have, is easy to falsify. Lofland and Stark distinguished two 

classes of converts: verbal converts, converts who profess their belief but did not take an 

active role, and total converts, converts that displayed faith through both word and action. 

They also categorised the seven steps into two conditions or factors for converting, 

predisposing conditions and situational contingencies. Predisposing conditions are the 

background factors, the converts attitudes prior to covering. They constitute the first three 

steps in the model. Situational contingencies consist of the conditions that lead up to a 

successful conversion and are the next four steps. These conditions develop for the convert 

from confrontation and interaction with members of the new potential religious group. If the 
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proper situational conditions are not met people do not convert. The seven steps of the 

Lofland and Stark model are: 

 

“For conversion a person must:  

1. Experience enduring, acutely felt tensions  

2. Within a religious problem-solving perspective,  

3. Which leads him to define himself as a religious seeker;  

4. Encountering the D.P. [the cult] at a turning point in his life,  

5. Wherein an affective bond is formed (or pre-exists) with one or more converts;  

6. Where extra-cult attachments are absent or neutralized  

7. And, where, if he is to become a deployable agent, he is exposed to intensive 

interaction” (Lofland & Stark, 1965, p. 874). 

 

They describe step one as a feeling of a discrepancy between some imaginary, ideal worldview 

and the situation the convert is in, a feeling of discontent. Step two is analysing what else the 

convert could have done, besides converting, to solve their problem with tension and figuring 

out why they did not. In step three, the convert then sees themselves as a person searching 

for a religious meaning, an explanation for their discontent. Step four is the moment when the 

old ways had failed or were about to, or had been disrupted and the convert was faced with 

doing something different. Turning points are generally derived from different types of changes. 

After going through the first four steps, to reach complete conversion, an emotional bond 

with the new religious group needs to mature, step five. Step six is “ […] the conditions under 

which extra-cult controls are activated through emotional attachments, and how they restrain 

or fail to restrain persons from […] conversion” (Lofland & Stark, 1965, p. 872). Step seven is 

the last step, the step to become a total convert. This step is the total commitment to the 

new religious group through intense interaction with the group and support of its beliefs 

(Lofland & Stark, 1965).  

 

James A. Beckford describes his approach to conversion in his article Accounting for conversion 

(1978). He divides the conversion process into four categories: progressive enlightenment, by 

truth alone, conversion as achievement, and conversion as organisational work. Progressive 

enlightenment is when the conversion process has been gradually, a progression of subtle and 

sequential qualitative changes. By truth alone, Beckford refers to individual responsibility to 

acquire religious knowledge. Next, he describes conversion as achievement where the convert 

has worked for their conversion through methodical confrontation and a deliberate self-

reform program. Conversion and organisational work is the religious practice process that 

highlights the importance to involve novices in practical work alongside more mature 

members. 

 

In his book Understanding Religious Conversion, Lewis R. Rambo (1993) describes conversion as: 

 

“[…] a process of religious change that takes place in a dynamic force field of people, 

events, ideologies, institutions, expectations, and orientations. […] (a) conversion is a 

process over time, not a single event; (b) conversion is contextual and thereby influences 
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and is influenced by a matrix of relationships, expectations, and situations; and (c) factors 

in the conversion process are multiple, interactive, and cumulative. There is no one cause 

of conversion, no one process, and no one simple consequence of that process” (Rambo, 

1993, p. 5). 

 

Rambo’s Stage Model is a heuristic construction designed to integrate the perspectives of 

anthropology, psychology, sociology, and religious studies. The model comprises of seven 

stages: Context, Crisis, Quest, Encounter, Interaction, Commitment, and Consequences.  

 

He argues that conversion always takes place within a Context, which is the first stage. Through 

the socialisation process people are influenced and shaped. Relationships, education, training, 

and institutional structures all influence people and for some, these influences lead to 

conversion. The next stage, Crisis, may sometimes trigger a search of new options and may be 

the major force for conversion, or at least the catalyst for a change that leads to conversion. 

The Quest is the stage where the convert actively seeks to find meaning, purpose, and 

transcendence. Then comes the Encounter stage where the convert meets the members of a 

new religious orientation. Not all encounters amount to conversion, but the ones that do lead 

to the next stage, Interaction. If interest is established or created, it is succeeded by intense 

learning. Through relationships and interactions within the new religious group, a new way of 

life emerges for the convert. The consummation of the conversion process is Commitment, 

which is the next stage in Rambo’s model. Through commitment, the convert feels a sense of 

connection with God and the community, and through rituals of incorporation the convert 

becomes a full member of the community. By committing, the convert learns how to think, 

act, and feel within the new community. The final stage is Consequences. Throughout the 

process, the convert is exploring, experimenting, and “negotiating”, which can lead to 

consequences. For some, it can be a radically transformed life, and for others it can be gaining 

a sense of purpose. “[…] conversion is precarious; it must be defended, nurtured, supported, 

affirmed. It needs community, confirmation, and concurrence” (Rambo, 1993, p. 170). 

 

A more recent study on the topic was done by Le Pape (2013). In his article Converts at Work: 

Confessing a Conversion, Le Pape describes how religious conversion must be professed and 

presented to be understood and accepted in society. The convert must respect socially 

accepted rules, ‘grammar of conversion’ as Le Pape calls it. The principle of the grammar of 

conversion is transparency. A convert needs to explain their spiritual evolution and their 

feelings to justify their conversion. “They must be transparent in their stories, detailing all the 

stages of their conversion and the evolution of their faiths and personal situation” (Le Pape, 

2013, p. 102). Le Pape describes that a conversion follows a linear form that follows stages, 

adventures, and tests: 

 

“[..] conversion falls under three constraints: firstly, the convert must “justify” his 

decision in front of an institution in order to be accepted. Secondly, he must explain 

himself to his entourage, his friends and relatives, so as to be recognised as a convert. 

Thirdly, he must present his conversion as a banal action in a secular age” (Le Pape, 2013, 

p. 103). 
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Le Pape continues that for their justification towards the religious institution, the convert must 

describe their journey and faith to achieve a narrative of their conversion. Likewise, the 

convert must explain the acceptable reasons for conversion, legitimate motivations, and show 

their will to integrate into the new community. Towards their friends and relatives, the convert 

must show the human dimension of their conversion. Contrary to what Le Pape described 

about the form of conversion story, the process of conversion does not follow a linear form. 

The classic narrative for conversion is filled with doubts, hesitations, distrust, and uncertainty 

(Le Pape, 2013). 

 

“[…] doubts are part of the process of conversion. Recalling these hesitations is a way of 

proving oneself to be sincere and transparent. It reinforces the choice of the religion and 

makes the engagement definitive” (Le Pape, 2013, p. 106).  

 

Ines W. Jindra (2014) interviewed 52 people to study their background history to find different 

patterns in their conversion stories, which she presented in her book A new model of religious 

conversion. She discovered that most conversion biographies share some similarities. However, 

certain background patterns correlated with conversions to a specific religious group. She 

divided these patterns into three categories: 

 

“Category 1: If one’s familial and/or socio-cultural milieu was experienced as disorganized, 

more “closed” milieus were attractive.  

Category 2: If the familial, religious and/or socio-cultural milieu was experienced as too 

narrow and closed, the person was generally attracted by more “open” conditions.  

Category 3: Those who felt comfortable in a milieu that was neither too enclosed nor too 

wide open, tended to convert within their own religious tradition” (Jindra, 2014, p. 69). 

 

People in Category 1 are attracted to religious groups that provide them with a stable network 

and a rigid belief system, in contrast to their previous group. This is because of the new group’s 

clear structure and its clear understanding of “truth”. The new religion gives the converts a 

way of dealing with the experience of familial, social, or cultural disorganisation. People in 

Category 2 leave their previous religious group behind because of a too structured and strict 

background. They are attracted to religious groups that provide them with a way to deal with 

the ambivalence toward their environment. Category 3 consists of people with lives that overall 

are relatively stable. They feel at home in their families, milieu, and religion of origin. They 

have positive relationships and do not experience their milieu of origin as too disorienting or 

too restricting. Most convert within the faith they were raised up in (Jindra, 2014). 

 

The results of her research indicate: 

 

“[…] that there is a significant connection first between experiences of disorganization 

and move towards a relatively closed group, and secondly between experiences with too 

much structure and a move towards a morally and theologically open group. More 

specifically, a correlation also exists between the contrasting background experiences and 

religion converted to, though it is by no means a complete one” (Jindra, 2014, p. 80). 
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She also found that religious content matters for religious emotions. Characteristics of a 

specific religious group can attract converts. Specific emotions, cognitions, and beliefs are 

correlated to a person’s trajectory, consequently influencing overall biography. The specific 

factors that attract converts, and should therefore be examined, are the sense of 

“unconditional love,” “forgiveness,” and “belonging” (Jindra, 2014).   

 

Jindra applied “Network Theory” and “Strong and Weak Social Constructivism” to explain 

why people convert. She found that network influence plays a role for those sharing a 

background of religious meaninglessness, cultural, social, or familial disorganisation. Converts 

seem to structure their life story according to meta-narrative and belief elements of the new 

religious group. However, she also found weaknesses using the theories. She stated that the 

true converts, their biographies, and “problematic trajectories” cannot be ignored and that 

conversion differs between religious groups and is not universal (Jindra, 2014). 

 

Another aspect of conversion within the migration field was researched by Şebnem Köşer 

Akçapar and is presented in her article, Conversion as a Migration Strategy in a Transit Country: 

Iranian Shiites Becoming Christians in Turkey (2006). The study examined how conversion is used 

as a tool for migration, or migration strategy. 

 

“[…] the use of religion, conversion, and “spiritual capital,” such as getting support from 

religious institutions and finding peace of mind and hope for a better future by common 

prayers, can be quite important in a migrant’s life, especially when we consider the negative 

psychological impact and difficulties to be encountered” (Akçapar, 2006, p. 818). 

 

She argued that there are a variety of social conditions as to why people convert. Amongst 

asylum seekers, refugees, and immigrants, religion plays an essential role in forming personal 

and social identity and is considered an agent for integration. However, it raises doubts when 

asylum seekers convert their reservations of authenticity or sincerity, especially when some 

rejected asylum seekers find ways to abuse the system to stay in the new country. Akçapar 

found that conversion as a migration strategy is usually used at a later stage in the migrations 

process, after the initial rejection. She further argued that conversion is a way for asylum 

seekers to break away from the past and that migrants convert because they might feel that 

they should belong to their new country through shared religion. Religion also helps illegal 

migrants cope with their profound uncertainties and helps them establish trust. Akçapar ends 

her article by expressing the need for research on how converts continue to exercise their 

new religion once they reach the West. 
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Theory 

 

Based on the criticism made against the Swedish Migration Agency’s management of 

conversion cases, I considered three aspects to be essential when analysing and constructing 

a guideline for conversion cases. This is religion, religious conversion, and secularisation. I have 

therefore selected three theories, one for each aspect, to use as an analytical tool for 

constructing my guidelines. I will now present the theoretical framework for this thesis. 

Ninian Smart – Seven Dimensions of Religion  

 

I have selected Ninian Smart (1998) theory of seven dimensions of religion for my thesis. I 

know it is an older theory that is rather wide-ranging. However, Smart takes into account 

many different dimensions of religion. Like Jindra (2014) stated, it is hard to understand 

conversion because of the multitude of religions, personalities and causes of conversions. 

Using a theory like Smart’s, with these multiple dimensions of religion, it takes these different 

aspects into account. Knowing that Sweden is a secularised country (Thurfjell, 2019, 2020) I 

view it as essential to have a theory on religion when conducting this study. This gives the user 

of the guideline knowledge and an understanding of religion to improve their overall 

management of conversion cases.  

 

In his book The World’s Religions, Smart (1998) argued that it is crucial to understand the 

world’s religions. He claimed that it is a vital ingredient to understand people’s experience of 

living along with understanding the meanings and values of cultures. It is essential when creating 

our picture of reality. When trying to understand religion, we should not define religion too 

narrowly, and we need to consider secular ideologies as a part of the story of the human 

worldview. Likewise, it is essential to understand that, within a religion, there are various 

religious traditions. Traditions that are shaped by the region and the culture where it is 

practiced. There is not just one tradition, but many subtraditions, and the meeting of these 

different traditions and cultures often produces new religious movements. The dimensions 

help to characterise religions as they exist in the world. We need to understand that one or 

more of the dimensions are weak and virtually absent in some. 

 

To understand the world’s religions, Smart created seven different dimensions of religion. The 

first is the Practical and Ritual Dimension. Every religion has some practices to which it follows, 

such as worship, prayers, and preaching. This dimension is significant within religions of a 

strongly sacramental kind. Nevertheless, other patterns of behavior that may not strictly count 

as rituals are likewise crucial in developing spiritual awareness or ethical insight. These 

practices can be combined with rituals of worship and overlap with the more formal rites of 

religion (Smart, 1998).  

 

Smart stated that emotion and experience are the food on which other dimensions of religion 

feed. The next dimension is, therefore, the Experiential and Emotional Dimension. Experience is 
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crucial to the formation and development of religious traditions. “[R]itual without feeling is 

cold, doctrines without awe or compassion are dry, and myths which do not move hearers 

are feeble” (Smart, 1998, p. 14). Hence, it is essential to enter the feelings a tradition generates 

to understand it.  

 

The Narrative or Mythic Dimension is the story side of religion. Stories are handed down in 

every religion, some historical, some mysterious, and some about heroes, saints, and founders. 

Important stories about religion may or may not be rooted in history. Stories of creation are 

before history, and others are about historical events. One detail we need to understand is 

that the truth in these historical stories is secondary to the meaning and function of the myth. 

The story side of religion is often closely integrated with the ritual dimension. The two, ritual 

and story, are bound together (Smart, 1998).  

 

Next is the Doctrinal and Philosophical Dimension. It is the intellectual statements of the basis of 

the faith. Doctrines play a significant part in all major religions. Religion must adapt to social 

reality and educated leadership will seek some intellectual statement of the basis of the faith 

(Smart, 1998).  

 

The Ethical and Legal Dimension is a combination of law and ethics and is formed by myths and 

religious doctrine. The law in which a religion integrates into its fabric is the ethical dimension 

of the religion. It is a framework that prescribes how one should live in accordance with 

religion. It shapes the moral life of its followers and, in some cases, whole societies (Smart, 

1998).  

 

Following is the Social and Institutional Dimension. Every religion is embodied in a group of 

people and, to understand a religion, we need to see how the religion works amongst people. 

Often the social aspect of a worldview within a religious tradition is not identical with society 

at large. There might be an official religion, or there may be many, and within one religion 

there may be many models (Smart, 1998).  

 

The last and seventh of the dimensions is the Material Dimension, which is the material 

expression of religion in the forms of buildings, works of art, and likewise natural features, 

sacred landmarks, and other creations. It is often significant for believers in their approach to 

the divine. To understand religion, we need to see which icons are essential and how they are 

regarded (Smart, 1998).   

 

Within this thesis, Smart’s dimensions will help to clarify what religion is. For instance, an 

interviewer might have the doctrine and philosophical dimension of religion as reference, 

which is significant in the protestant tradition. Whereas, an asylum seeker brought up as 

Muslim might have the ethical and legal dimension as reference because the practicing aspect 

of Islam. Therefore, these dimensions will be ideal to use as an analytical tool when 

constructing and strengthening the guidelines for conversion cases. 
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Henri Gooren’s Approach to Conversion 

 

In order to construct a valuable guideline in conversion cases, I equally need to have an 

understanding of religious conversion. I started to read Lofland and Stark’s (1965) approach 

on conversion and continued reading Beckford’s (1978) approach, and then Rambo’s (1993) 

approach. I did not think these theories were up to date or adapted to today’s world. I then 

found Henri Gooren’s (2007, 2010, 2014) interdisciplinary approach, Conversion Career 

Approach, which he presents in the articles and book; Reassessing Conventional Approaches to 

Conversion: Toward a New Synthesis, Religious, Anthropology of Religious Conversion, and Conversion 

and Disaffiliation. He had questioned previous approaches to convention in similar ways as I 

did. He states that older conversion models are difficult to use in the contemporary situation 

of growing religious pluralism in the developing world. He argued that patterns of conversion 

are much more complex and heterogeneous. Using Gooren’s interdisciplinary approach will, 

therefore, provide the analysis with a more comprehensive understanding of religious 

conversion. Likewise, it will serve as a baseline when constructing recommendation and 

amendment to the Agency’s guidelines.   

 

In his article, Reassessing Conventional Approaches to Conversion: Toward a New Synthesis, Gooren 

gave an overview of several vital analytic elements of the conventional approaches to 

conversion before he presented his criticisms. He then utilised his critique as the basis for his 

new theoretical synthesis. The approaches he addressed were Lofland and Stark, Straus, Greil, 

Heirich, Long and Hadden, Gartrell and Shannon, Stark and Finke, Bromley and Shupe, Snow 

and Machalek, and Rambo (Gooren, 2007).  

 

Before describing Gooren’s theory, I am summarizing the critique he based his approach on 

to give a better understanding, while providing an explanation as to why I am using Gooren’s 

approach. Gooren criticized some approaches to be too voluntaristic, while others are too 

deterministic. He argued that a more holistic approach, like Rambo, recognises that conversion 

includes active and passive elements. Next, he argued that a change in religious activity seemed 

to imply a conversion experience, and that none tried to explain both conversion and 

disaffiliation in one model. The approaches seemed to imply that crisis and tensions are at the 

heart of conversion. However, Gooren referred to other studies that have presented 

convincing data questioning the importance of stress and crisis, in that they are not necessary 

conditions of the conversion. He then stated that the construct of general and universal 

conversion models failed. The approaches are limited because they were based on research in 

Christian churches or New Religious Movement and conducted in the United States or 

Europe. They are, therefore, difficult to use in present-day situations. Gooren argued that the 

approaches, except Rambo’s, suffered from disciplinary biases. They did not try to synthesise 

approaches from various disciplines. The approaches also suffered from young adult and 

gender bias. They only studied conversion among adolescents and young adults and hardly 

explored possible differences in the conversion experiences between genders. Gooren ended 

by stating that almost all conversion approaches reduce religion to social-economic or 

psychological factors. “Most approaches ignore what people believe in (i.e., beliefs and 
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doctrines), why this is so important to people, and how they express their religious feelings in 

rituals, emotions, or phenomena like speaking in tongues” (Gooren, 2007, p. 348). 

 

Gooren then constructed his new theoretical synthesis, Conversion Career Approach, from these 

approaches. However, he moves beyond simple mono-causal explanations. The central 

question in Henri Gooren’s study is “What are the crucial factors that may cause people to 

become religiously active at a certain stage of their lives?” (Gooren, 2007, p. 337).   

 

His approach is constructed with five levels of individual religious involvement: Preaffiliation, 

Affiliation, Conversion, Confession, and Disaffiliation. The Preaffiliation level refers to the worldview 

and social context before affiliation or conversion. The Affiliation level refers to becoming a 

formal member of a religious group. Though, it is not necessarily a central aspect of one’s 

identity. The Conversion level refers to a (radical) personal change of worldview and identity. 

Followed by a commitment to the new religious group. The Confession level refers to a core 

member identity, with a high level of participation and a strong “missionary attitude”. The 

Disaffiliation level refers to the disillusionment, the lack of involvement in an organised religious 

group, for instance, an apostate rejecting a former membership. The difference between 

affiliation and disaffiliation can be very small. He emphasises the importance of having a life-

cycle approach when analysing, since religious activity changes throughout the lifespan, and 

that these levels do not necessarily follow any chronological order (Gooren, 2007, 2010, 

2014). I believe that these different levels will be an ideal analytical tool when analysing what 

aspects should be focused on during the asylum investigation, as they can then be applied to 

the guidelines. 

 

“Conversion can be viewed as a way to break out of old social roles and embrace new 

ones. As this never happens in a social or cultural vacuum, every individual conversion is 

unique” (Gooren, 2010, p. 52). 

 

He argues that a new approach should have factors of the conversion process, indicators that 

show that an actual conversion has taken place, and indicators that demonstrate ongoing 

church commitment after conversion and can be empirically observed and investigated at 

different locations worldwide (Gooren, 2007, 2010, 2014).  

 

The dissatisfaction with the converts current religious affiliation is a primary factor for religious 

change. Dissatisfaction may take three forms. First, people may go from disaffiliation to 

reaffiliation with their former religious tradition. Secondly, people may go from disaffiliation to 

affiliation with a religious organisation in the same religious tradition as their childhood 

religion. Thirdly, people may go from disaffiliation to affiliation with an organisation 

representing an entirely different religious tradition.  

 

“1. Factors in conversion. The main factors in conversion are contingency factors, 

individual factors, cultural factors, institutional factors (for example, the church position 

toward cultural practices, evangelization activities, the charisma of the leaders, the appeal 
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of the church organization and doctrine), and social factors (especially the role of social 

networks). 

2. The indicators to show that an actual conversion has taken place. The most promising 

indicator of conversion is related to changes in converts’ speech and reasoning. Converts 

supposedly engage in “biographical reconstruction: reconstructing their past life in 

accordance with the new universe of discourse and its attendant grammar and vocabulary 

of motives.” 

3. The indicators that demonstrate an ongoing church commitment after conversion” 

(Gooren, 2010, p. 44). 

 

Gooren explains five main groups of factors: Social factors, Institutional factors, Cultural and 

Political factors, Individual factors, and Contingency factors. Social factors can, among other things, 

be the influences of relatives, friends, or religious group members. Institutional factors can be 

dissatisfaction with the current religious group, the appeal to a religious leader, an organisation, 

or a specific practice. Cultural and Political factors can be the appeal of the cultural politics of a 

religious group. Individual factors can be the worldview of a religious group, a personal need to 

feel meaning, the need to change one’s life situation or the appeal of certain characteristic 

traits of a religious group. Contingency factors can be a turning point because of illness, alcohol 

problems, divorce or migration, a religion-based solution to a crisis (Gooren, 2010).  

 

I believe that these factors may provide the analysis with a baseline. By analysing and comparing 

the factors, the Swedish Migration Agency may use them as focus points in their investigation. 

In doing so, the analysis may be able to arrive at suggestions for improvements. “The 

conversion career approach offers a systematic heuristic tool for understanding conversion 

processes all over the world” (Gooren, 2014, p. 21). By using these five levels of religious 

participation, the approach enables for critical review of conversion stories and 

disillusionment. To do this, a systematic combination of methods is necessary. For example, a 

survey of the literature, informal interviews, and participant-observation (Gooren, 2010).  

David Thurfjell’s Approach to Secularisation in Sweden 

 

Sweden is described as one of, if not the most, secularised country in the world. Therefore, 

this is an essential aspect to consider when constructing this guideline for conversion cases. I 

will use David Thurfjell’s (2019, 2020) approach on secularisation within the Swedish context 

to analyse the Swedish Migration Agency self-image and the interviewer’s position in regard 

to religion. Neither the asylum process nor the personnel at the Agency is unaffected by how 

religion is portrayed, perceived or experienced in Sweden. To highlight this, the concept of 

secularisation within Swedish society needs to be addressed. By using Thurfjell’s approach 

when constructing the guideline, I will make the investigator aware of the effect secularisation 

has on their management of conversion cases.  

 

In his books Granskogsfolk: Hur naturen blev svenskarnas religion, and Det gudlösa folket: de 

postkristna svenskarna och religionen, Thurfjell describes that religion and religiosity are not 

disappearing in Sweden. Instead, the traditional faith in God and the organised religion is. 



14 

 

Ida Isaksson 

Religion is becoming more connected to self-realisation, health, and prosperity that people 

can combine and use how they wish. To understand secularisation in Sweden, we need to 

contextualise other developments in Sweden. I will summarise them before moving on to 

Thurfjell’s approach (Thurfjell, 2019, 2020). 

 

The past 150 years in Sweden have amounted to the differentiation between the church and 

state. However, Thurfjell goes as far back as the 16th century to explain the secularisation in 

Sweden. When the Reformation took place in Sweden during the 16th century, it shifted place 

from where the Swedish population had received salvation. From outer collective acts to the 

inner life of the individual. With the Enlightenment, this new perspective started to gain 

political impact and spread within Sweden (Thurfjell, 2019, 2020).  

 

Later, after the war with Russia in 1809, a democratic rule began in Sweden. During this time, 

steps away from the central monarch rule were taken, and the Swedish population was no 

longer seen as subjects but as citizens. With the industrialisation in Sweden came a new 

function at the job market, the professional man. It meant a demand for a different type of 

knowledge established in intellectual and empirical science and not from the old rustic society. 

Two changes within the Swedish legal system were made in 1863 and 1873, the abolishment 

of the Swedish Conventicle Act and the ban of “husaga”, meaning domestic disciplinary action. 

It amounted to the population resigning to attend catechetical meetings and refusing to accept 

decree from the church. People could furthermore leave the state church without the risk of 

being exiled. The Swedish national identity was starting to stir away from the state church. 

This, combined with industrialisation, made people choose other life choices than the 

traditional ones (Thurfjell, 2019, 2020).    

 

In 1900, Sweden adopted Greenwich Mean Time and people’s way of thinking, and how they 

conducted their everyday life adapted to a modern monolithic and intellectual system. The 

rational principles of modernisation spread through Sweden, even to the agrarian society. 

When the working hours’ regulations were adopted in 1919, a separation between work and 

spare time arose, leading to a separation between the public and the private. The public is a 

place for modern and rational thought, and the private being a place for personal reflection, 

as faith and spirality. Through modernisation, the duality of public and private spread to a 

broader part of the Swedish population (Thurfjell, 2020).  

 

The fundamental social upheaval Sweden underwent with the modernisation, consequently 

changed the human consciousness and self-understanding. It gave the individual the 

opportunity to make their own choices in almost every stage of life, from micro-choice to 

macro-choice. With social democracy in Sweden, came the individualistic state with 

individualistic values. A strong state with autonomous citizens where other collectives than 

the state was opposed. The individualism in Sweden altered the conditions for organised 

Christianity. Religion became valued after its ability to affect people and their emotions, to be 

intellectually stimulating, or existentially meaningful. Religion was an inner experience, and the 
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church was no longer about collectivity or traditions, but people’s own inner life. For many, 

this meant that Christianity started to be emotionally uninteresting (Thurfjell, 2020).   

 

The shift of religion in Sweden was because its function as cohesion no longer applied. Instead 

of being the overall framework for life and society, religion was assigned a more constricted 

role of revolving around the inner religious experiences of people. Religiousness came to have 

another part in people's lives and thus another meaning and understanding (Thurfjell, 2020).  

 

Thurfjell (2019) describes that culture evolves when old habits are reinterpreted, while new 

ideas and behavior are introduced. All cultures, including religious ones, are composed of 

layers and layers of value and meaning. It is no wonder that Sweden’s religious self-image and 

concept use have undergone a semantic shift. A semantic shift can be described as when a 

broad and inclusive concept shifts to a narrower meaning.  

 

Thurfjell (2020) describes that the Swedish people are uncomfortable using religious concepts. 

He explains this in three categories: Secular and Semantic Silence, Apophatic Silence, and Cultural 

Silence.  

 

Secular and Semantic Silence occurs when people are no longer comfortable with the religious 

language. In Sweden, this was due to Sweden’s dechristianization and semantic shift within the 

language. The dechristianization resulted in Christian concepts losing their significance, central 

concepts such as: graciousness, sin, and justification. Many people in Sweden have limited 

knowledge of Christian theology, and fewer have a personal relationship to Christian concepts. 

Most do not feel the need for those concepts. The explanation is the changing worldview in 

Sweden. The language we use to describe reality guides our way of perceiving reality. When 

Christian concepts fade away, the dimensions of religious experiences that they described lose 

their meaning. Thus, the Christian language feels strained or foreign (Thurfjell, 2020).  

 

Before modernisation took place in Sweden, the country’s population was socialised into the 

Christian language through catechetical meetings, preaching, church services, confirmation, 

and the schools' Christian classes. Christian concepts were a part of the Swedish standard 

language, and by discontinuing the state church in Sweden, the Christian concepts were no 

longer a part of the standard language (Thurfjell, 2020).  

 

Apophatic silence refers to the difficulty to capture and express existential experience. It is seen 

as something beyond language and human comprehension. To master a language means that 

reality is categorised and named to enable analytic thinking and communication with others. 

However, it also means that the world is narrowing and disconnects from the amodal 

perception. Cultural silence refers to the silence that has been culturally conditioned (Thurfjell, 

2020).  

 

I believe that applying Thurfjell’s approach to secularisation in Sweden will help clarify the role 

of the Swedish Migration Agency during the management and assessment in conversion cases. 

https://tyda.se/search/apophatic?lang%5B0%5D=en&lang%5B1%5D=sv
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It will provide the analysis with another layer to the understanding of conversion cases in 

Sweden and may explain why these cases are so complex. 

Summarise 

 

These three approaches will be applied as analytical tools in this thesis when strengthening the 

guidelines in conversion cases. Smart’s (1998) seven dimensions of religion will provide the 

analysis and guidelines with the knowledge and understanding of religion. Gooren’s approach 

(2007, 2010, 2014) will explain religious conversion and be applied as a baseline for the analysis 

and construction of the recommendation and amendment to the Agency’s guidelines. 

Thurfjell’s (2019, 2020) approach will clarify the investigator’s position in conversion cases and 

make religious normativity and the usage of unconscious understanding of religion visible.    
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Method 

Grounded Theory 

 

Given the aim of this thesis, strengthening the Swedish Migration Agency guidelines, I will 

conduct a literature study with a grounded theory approach (Creswell, 2014). Engler (2011) 

describes grounded theory as a practical methodological choice when existing 

concepts/theories seem inadequate for aspects of the material at hand. “Grounded theory is 

a method that can link the dead ends or seemingly disparate lines of inquiry through 

conceptualizing and linking concepts” (Martin, 2019, p. 227). Grounded theory is an excellent 

way to use qualitative data and inductively generate functional theory from it (Belgrave & 

Kapriskie 2019). Therefore, grounded theory is a fitting choice as my method, when the aim 

of this thesis is to construct a new guideline for conversion cases. 

Material  

 

I first considered conducting interviews with experts. However, I did not see these interviews 

generating new knowledge which is essential when carrying out a study. I then contemplated 

conducting interviews with asylum seekers but concluded that due to the ethical aspects it 

would not be possible to conducting such a study. I finally decided to use the critique made 

against the Swedish Migration Agency as my data. Utilizing the criticism would generate data 

to use as the baseline for the construction of my recommendation and amendments to the 

Agency’s guideline.  

  

I selected news articles from Dagens Nyheter, Dagen, Världen idag, Kyrkans Tidning, Svenska 

Dagbladet, and Dagens Samhälle. In total, the material consists of 36 articles. However, I 

excluded three articles that did not touch upon the subject of this thesis. I also decided to 

include the two reports on conversion cases, Konvertitutredningen and Konvertitutredningen 2.0. 

Finally, I included an open letter from the Christian Council of Sweden addressed to the Swedish 

Migration Agency. The bibliography from the material used in this thesis can be found in 

Appendix A.    

 

The material addresses the Swedish Migration Agency management and assessment of 

conversion cases. Some report on specific cases handled by the Agency, while others report 

on the subject in general. Nonetheless, they all address the same kind of problems. I was, 

therefore, satisfied with the selection. I will use the critique as a foundation for my analysis. 

Although the focus is not on analysing whether the criticism shows an accurate picture of the 

Agency’s management of conversion cases, there is a considerable amount of identical 

criticism. Therefore, I see value in listening to the critique, compiling it, and analysing it. Due 

to the fact that the criticism is descriptive, it is an excellent opportunity to analyse it in relation 

to the Agency’s guidelines and come up with suggestions on how to strengthen it. However, 

the majority of the material reports on young Muslim men from Afghanistan that have 
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converted to Christianity. The analysis of this thesis will therefore be based on these premises. 

Nevertheless, I do not see this limiting the analysis because it is the conversion and the process 

surrounding it that is the aim of this thesis. The result will therefore apply to conversion cases 

in general. 

Operationalisation 

 

I started by coding a small part of my material, six articles in total. I simultaneously kept 

memorandums, writing down themes, issues, concerns, problems, and perceptions that recur 

in the articles in order to find the concepts and categories to build a theoretical framework 

for my analysis (Engler, 2011). Some of the recurring keywords that I found were knowledge 

test, religious knowledge, certificates, theological expertise, and education. I used these keywords as 

primary concepts connecting them to other keywords and concepts presented in the material. 

I then proceeded to structure these memorandums into more general categories. Then I 

continued with the remainder of my material, doing the same process, coding the new material 

based on my primary coding. However, I add new categories and concepts that arose and 

conduct theoretical sampling, examining relationships between existing codes and new 

additional concepts, categories, and properties. Some of the new recurring keywords I found 

were catechetical meetings, litmus test, intellectual and linguistic ability, ability to reason, religious 

doctrine, religious illiterates, and secularisation. I continued coding until I believed that theoretical 

saturation was met, the point where all theoretical questions and connections have been 

addressed, and no other concepts or categories of significance emerged through the analysis. 

To ensure that saturation was met, I re-examined the data to find all available information 

regarding the central focused codes (Engler, 2011; Glaser, 1978; Martin, 2019). 

Ethical and Normative Considerations 

 

There are no ethical considerations to undertake in the sense of participants within this thesis. 

Nonetheless, the study was structured based on the All European Academies’ (2017) ethical 

code and the fundamental principles of research integrity: reliability, honesty, respect, and 

accountability. However, I need to address and consider my background in relation to this 

thesis to be as transparent as possible. I have four years of previous work experience at the 

Swedish Migration Agency, and for the past three years I have been working at one of the 

Swedish Migration Courts. Throughout these seven years, I have had numerous conversion 

cases. Since the primary aim of this study is not to analyse the work of the Swedish Migration 

Agency and consequently if the criticism toward the Agency is valid, but instead to come up 

with a suggestion for improvements I do not see that my background would be a problem. 

Due to the aim being to strengthen the asylum interview in conversion cases, a positive 

perspective, I believe I can be intersubjective. That this thesis would be assessed equally 

regardless of who examines its accuracy.  
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The Swedish Asylum Process in Short 

 

I think it is important that before I continue, I describe the role of the Swedish Migration 

Agency, and the role of the asylum seeker. This in order to get an understanding and a 

background of the management and assessment of asylum cases in Sweden. 

The role of the Swedish Migration Agency  

 

The Swedish Migration Agency is the authority that considers applications from people who 

seek protection from persecution. However, it is also its role to regulate immigration. It is not 

a right to choose where in the world you want to live. States are generally considered to have 

a right to regulate immigration and thus have the right to reject or deport foreign citizens, or 

to deny them access to the state. This right is however not absolute. In regard to the asylum 

process, the Agency’s role is to ensure that asylum seekers who meet the requirements for 

protection in accordance with international and national law are granted refuge. However, its 

role is also to prevent the asylum process from being misused as a means of obtaining a 

residence permit without meeting the requirements (Migrationsverket, n.d.-b; Thornburn 

Stern & Wikström, 2016). 

The Burden of Proof 

 

Article 195-205 in United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees [UNHCR] Handbook on 

Procedures and Criteria for Determining Refugee Status and Guidelines on International Protection 

[UNHCR’s Handbook] (2019) are principals and methods on establishing facts.  

 

“195. The relevant facts of the individual case will have to be furnished in the first place 

by the applicant himself. It will then be up to the person charged with determining his 

status (the examiner) to assess the validity of any evidence and the credibility of the 

applicant’s statements. 

 

196. It is a general legal principle that the burden of proof lies on the person submitting a 

claim. Often, however, an applicant may not be able to support his statements by 

documentary or other proof, and cases in which an applicant can provide evidence of all 

his statements will be the exception rather than the rule. In most cases a person fleeing 

from persecution will have arrived with the barest necessities and very frequently even 

without personal documents. Thus, while the burden of proof in principle rests on the 

applicant, the duty to ascertain and evaluate all the relevant facts is shared between the 

applicant and the examiner. Indeed, in some cases, it may be for the examiner to use all 

the means at his disposal to produce the necessary evidence in support of the application. 

Even such independent research may not, however, always be successful and there may 

also be statements that are not susceptible of proof. In such cases, if the applicant’s 

account appears credible, he should, unless there are good reasons to the contrary, be 

given the benefit of the doubt” (UNHCR, 2019, p. 43). 
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The burden of proof is an accepted principle of evidentiary law in Swedish administrative law 

as well as International Law. The person applying for a benefit has the burden of proof to meet 

the requirements set out in the law for the benefit to be granted. Thus, the person applying 

for asylum has the burden to prove that they need international protection 

(Migrationsöverdomstolen case number UM 122-06 ruling 2006-09-18 [MIG 2006:1]). 

Credibility and Reliability  

  

The credibility and reliability of an oral statement is an important element of the asylum 

assessment and guidance can be found mainly in the UNHCR’s handbook (2019). The 

handbook states that an oral statement is credible if it is coherent, reasonable, and not 

contrary to public knowledge facts. 

  

Credibility refers to how a person is perceived; a person can be attributed to a certain degree 

of credibility, often a high or a low. Reliability refers to how correct a statement is in relation 

to a real factual situation. According to research, a reliable statement tends to be more 

detailed than an unreliable statement. Statements about the self-experience differ, both in 

terms of quantity and quality, from fabricated statements (Granhag et al., 2017). 

 

The UNHCR’s handbook summarises ascertaining and evaluating the facts as follows: 

 

“(a) The applicant should:  

(i) Tell the truth and assist the examiner to the full in establishing the facts of his case.  

(ii) Make an effort to support his statements by any available evidence and give a 

satisfactory explanation for any lack of evidence. If necessary he must make an effort to 

procure additional evidence.  

(iii) Supply all pertinent information concerning himself and his past experience in as much 

detail as is necessary to enable the examiner to establish the relevant facts. He should be 

asked to give a coherent explanation of all the reasons invoked in support of his application 

for refugee status and he should answer any questions put to him.  

(b) The examiner should:  

(i) Ensure that the applicant presents his case as fully as possible and with all available 

evidence.  

(ii) Assess the applicant’s credibility and evaluate the evidence (if necessary giving the 

applicant the benefit of the doubt), in order to establish the objective and the subjective 

elements of the case.  

(iii) Relate these elements to the relevant criteria of the 1951 Convention, in order to 

arrive at a correct conclusion as to the applicant’s refugee status” (UNHCR, 2019, p. 45). 
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Established Guidelines 

UNHCR’s Guidelines 

 

According to UNHCR’s guidelines on International Protection: Religion-Based Refugee Claims 

(2004), when examining these conversion claims, there is a need for reliable, accurate, up-to-

date, and country- or region-specific, as well as a branch- or sect-specific information. The 

guidelines further state that extensive examination or testing of doctrines or knowledge of the 

asylum seeker’s religion may not be necessary or even useful. An asylum seeker’s detailed 

knowledge of their religion does not necessarily correlate with sincerity of belief. Interviews 

should instead use a narrative form of questioning. The asylum seeker should be allowed to 

explain the personal significance of the religion for them, the practices they have engaged in, 

or any other factors relevant to the reasons for their fear of being persecuted. The questions 

should focus on the asylum seeker’ individual religious experiences. Questions such as asking 

them to describe in detail how they adopted the new religion, the place and manner of worship 

for them, or the rituals they engaged in, the significance of the religion to them, or the values 

they believe the religion follows. Decision-makers need to be objective and not arrive at 

conclusions based solely upon their own experiences. Decision-makers need to appreciate the 

frequent interplay between religion and gender, race, ethnicity, cultural norms, identity, way 

of life and other factors. There should be sensitivity regarding hindrance to open 

communication and the interviewers should also be aware of the potential for hostile biases 

toward the claimant by an interpreter. These assessments could benefit from the assistance 

of independent experts with particularised knowledge of the country, region, and religious 

conversion (UNHCR, 2004). 

The Swedish Migration Agency’s Guidelines 

 

The Swedish Migration Agency’s guidelines aim to account for current regulations and provide 

a method for examining religion, including conversion, as reason for asylum. Based on the aim 

of my thesis I will only account for the part related to conversion (Migrationsverket, 2021). 

  

The guidelines state that conversion or membership of a religious group is not enough grounds 

for asylum. A meticulous and individual assessment is therefore necessary. The investigation 

should focus on how genuine the conversion is. To do so, the investigation should review the 

process leading up to the decision to convert. The guideline then makes it clear that written 

evidence does not have conclusive significance to the assessment. It is the oral testimony that 

is curtailed when assessing the genuineness of a conversion. The guidelines refer to UNHCR’s 

guidelines that state that conversion cases are a question about credibility and genuineness 

(Migrationsverket, 2021). 

  

The first step in the Agency’s guideline is to collect relevant and current country of origin 

information (COI). The COI should contain information about religious practices, traditions, 
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and customs. After that, the guidelines point out that it is important to individualise the 

investigation because these cases are primarily based on the asylum seekers’ statements. One 

needs to regard the asylum seekers’ social and economic status, education level, if they are 

from the city or rural areas, and if they are from a religiously homogeneous or multicultural 

society. The guidelines also state that one must have in mind that the transition from one 

religion to another may be a significant change in a person’s life and refers to the Swedish 

established practice, MIG 2011:29. The guideline states that for some, it is an intellectual 

process, while for others, it is a more emotional process. Then the guidelines specify what 

details the asylum interview should concentrate on: 

  

•  “If the applicant has been religious and if so, how they have lived, practiced and 

expressed their religion in their home country, 

• how the applicant has encounter Christianity in Sweden and what attracted them, 

• a description of the intellectual process leading up to the conversion, 

• how the applicant’s religious beliefs are expressed in Sweden, including any 

position/function in a religious community in Sweden, 

• the importance of the new religion in everyday life, 

• what significance the religious identity has for the person and how important or central 

the religious belief and expression are for the applicant, 

• how the applicant experienced leaving traditions from the past religion, 

• how the applicant will manifest his new faith upon a return and why it will be manifested 

in this way, 

• what the applicant risks in the event of a return” (Migrationsverket, 2021, p. 11, my 

translation). 

  

The guidelines also point out that after living in Sweden an asylum seeker can have adapted to 

Swedish conditions and the secular ideals. This can, but does not necessarily mean, that the 

asylum seeker has genuine religious conviction. The guidelines then end by stating that if a 

conversion claim is referred late in the asylum process, for example, after  rejection on a 

previous asylum application, there is a need to pay extra attention to the credibility of the 

conversion (Migrationsverket, 2021).  
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Findings 

 

In this chapter, I will present the findings of my study and answer one of my research questions: 

According to the critics, what are the problematic aspects of the interviews? The answer to 

this question will be found in the categories I compiled from my material and I will highlight 

the most recurring critique in the material. 

According to the critics, what are the problematic aspects of the 

interviews? 

 

I started to put together all of the memorandums and made rough categories from similar 

concepts and properties I could find in my memorandums. Then I roughly compiled all the 

memorandums and restructured the categories. After going through the memorandums three 

more times, I found my core categories following this study’s aim, strengthening the Swedish 

Migration Agency’s guidelines. I found five core categories that I summed up as: 

 

• How the Swedish Migration Agency Conduct Their Asylum Interviews 

• The Swedish Migration Agency Shortcomings 

• What the Swedish Migration Agency Should Focus On 

• Improvements 

• What the Swedish Migration Agency Needs to Consider 

 

When reading this chapter, one needs to have in mind that these categories and the findings 

do not represent how the Swedish Migration Agency is managing their conversion cases, 

rather it is how the Swedish Migration Agency is perceived to handle its cases. Even though 

the Konvertitutredningen and Konvertitutredningen 2.0 are based on actual cases, the reset of the 

material is not. Therefore, these findings are not a representative picture of the Swedish 

Migration Agency management or assessments of conversion cases. However, by analysing the 

criticism I believe there is potential to find improvements to the established guidelines. 

 

How the Swedish Migration Agency Conduct Their Asylum Interviews 

 

The main category is titled How the Swedish Migration Agency Conduct Their Asylum Interviews. In 

almost all of my material, the Swedish Migration Agency was criticized for using religious 

knowledge tests to measure religiousness. 

  

The asylum seekers’ religious knowledge is the main component when deciding if they have a 

genuine religious belief. It was described that it seems as if they are using these tests to check 

off a list to see whether or not someone is religious enough. These tests were compared to 

the old catechetical meetings to assess the asylum seekers’ conversion claim. The Agency got 
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criticized for conducting interrogations on Bible knowledge, and in a few of the articles, these 

knowledge tests were compared to a litmus test. 

  

The criticism states that it is an inadequate way to demonstrate if someone belongs to a 

specific religion, is misleading, and that the Swedish Migration Agency is testing knowledge, 

not faith. The critics state that one’s faith is about one’s relationship to God and cannot be 

measured with a test. These religious knowledge questions are not helpful when assessing if 

someone has converted and is genuine in their faith. In some of the material, they 

demonstrated their view of these knowledge tests by giving examples of questions used in 

some of the asylum interviews. 

 

“– How many parts does the New Testament consist of?  

– Do you know the sacraments?  

– What is the difference between the Protestant and Orthodox Church?  

– What does the Bible say about the position of women in relation to men and in the 

church? 

[…] 

– Can you tell us about the contents of the Letter to the Romans?  

– How does Christianity view same-sex relationships?  

– Can you tell us about the trinity?  

– What does Christianity say about purgatory?  

– How does Christianity view marriage?” (Wernersson, 2017, my translation). 

 

Pastor Micael Grenholm similarly compiled a test out of questions frequently asked by the 

Swedish Migration Agency. You can find the test on this website https://www.arjagkristen.nu. 

  

The general critique was toward the usage of these tests. Nevertheless, the design of the 

questions in itself was similarly criticized. The questions were seen as preposterous, 

inadequately formulated, and difficult for even a schooled theologian. The critics also stated 

that the test requires advanced complex theologian knowledge, and some questions do not 

even have a specific answer and therefore, are hard to answer and assess. The critics described 

the questions as tendentious and unanswerable. The primary perception is that to get it right, 

to be seen as religious enough, it seems that one needs convincing religious knowledge. 

Questions were raised as to how one would be seen as Christian according to these tests. 

  

A consequence of these religious knowledge tests that the critics pointed out, is that the 

Swedish Migration Agency is placing unreasonable demands on the asylum seekers’ intellectual 

and linguistic ability. Unreasonable demands on their ability to reason and articulate about the 

new religion, as well as their thoughts and feelings about it. The asylum seeker also needs to 

be able to reason about religious doctrine. These tests rather test the asylum seekers’ 

intellectual ability than their faith. The asylum seeker needs to be literate and have Bible 

knowledge to answer these questions. The critics made remarks on the injustice this is, 

towards the low-educated and the low-resourced asylum seeker. 

 

https://www.arjagkristen.nu/
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The Swedish Migration Agency Shortcomings 

 

Next is The Swedish Migration Agency Shortcomings category. I made this a separate category 

from the previous one because of the amount of criticism towards the religious knowledge 

test and the attention it has contracted in the news media. One criticism that stood out in my 

material was the critique made against the assessment and evaluation of certificates and 

witness statements from priests, pastors, and parishioners, who have had contact with the 

asylum seeker. The criticism states that the Swedish Migration Agency assigns a low evidential 

value to certificates issued by priests and pastors. Even though they are religiously experienced 

and theologically educated and have more knowledge on the topic and of the asylum seeker. 

The Swedish Migration Agency is rejecting theological expertise. These experts have spent 

many hours with the asylum seeker, unlike the personnel at the Agency. Despite their 

knowledge, their certificates and statements are considered to have low evidential value, unlike 

the Agency personnel’s assessment. The critics pressed on the fact that only priests and 

pastors can determine if someone is religious. 

  

Next to where the critique made against the religious knowledge of the personnel at the 

Swedish Migration Agency, they are considered to have limited religious and cultural 

knowledge and an incorrect view of religion. The personnel are secularised and have little 

experience of religious life, and they do not understand religious language. The Agency is 

religious illiterates who are judging converts harshly and arbitrarily. They assume that spiritual 

conversion comes after studies in peace and conflict studies. They are not objective, and their 

theological knowledge is based on their own experiences and assumptions about religion. It is 

not clear if their notion about religion is based on theological or scientific knowledge, and if 

so, which sources they are using. 

 

“We assume that people behave like consumers, also in these matters: that they line up 

different religions, and then make an informed choice for the one that suits them best. 

But that is not how it works: you are socialised into it, it is based on experiences and 

relationships. This is something that should be considered” (Torén Björling, 2019, my 

translation).  

 

”If you still wanted to switch, why not shop around, so to speak, see which one [religion] 

is really the best” (Janzon, 2017a, my translation)  

 

“The Swedish Migration Agency’s questions are very telling of Sweden as the world’s most 

secularised country” (Lindh, 2019, my translation) 

 

Further criticism was made because, depending on where (within the Agency) and who 

conducts the assessment, the convert is believed in or not. Therefore, it seems to be 

dependent on the chance of the asylum seeker being granted asylum or not, and it is not in 

compliance with the rule of law. The assessments are criticized as subjective and based on 

flimsy grounds. The Swedish Migration Agency frequently assesses personal religious 

experience as having low evidentiary value, even though conversion for many is about a 
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spiritual and personal religious experience. These personal religious experiences are often not 

seen as having anything to do with the religious faith in question, but is instead seen as a part 

of the western society structure. 

  

The criticism also states that the Swedish Migration Agency does not take in the criticism 

made towards it. It has not made any changes, despite repeated criticism. There are systematic 

shortcomings, arbitrary procedures, and legal uncertainty, and the Agency still conducts 

religious tests that are not in accordance with UNHCR’s guidelines. 

 

What the Swedish Migration Agency Should Focus On 
 

The next category is What the Swedish Migration Agency Should Focus On. The articles focus not 

only on what the Swedish Migration Agency is doing wrong, but also on what the Agency 

should be focusing on instead. A great many articulate that the Agency should focus on what 

religion is. It is about identity and community, and faith in a higher power. The articles also 

express the need to focus on applying the recent research on religion and conversion. It has 

progressed in recent years, and the Agency needs to be updated. 

  

The articles then describe conversion as a personal and inner process and that the Swedish 

Migration Agency needs to take that into account. The path to faith, the faith to Jesus Christ, 

and the relationship with him. Faith is very much the experience of being part of a dramaturgy 

that leads to love and freedom. The change in people’s relationships to religion and spirituality, 

where values such as culture, aesthetics, belonging, and emotions are more important than 

dogmatic knowledge. The Agency should also focus on why faith is so essential for asylum 

seekers and how it has affected their way of life and values. 

  

The critics argue that instead of the knowledge tests, it has to be the asylum seeker’s own 

words and personal experiences that are assessed. However, the critics also express the 

importance the christening has, and that christening and other religious activities should be 

placed with a higher evidentiary value. 

 

Improvements 

 

The next category is not a compilation of criticism but suggestions on how to improve, 

Improvements. The most obvious suggestion is religious education for the personnel at the 

Swedish Migration Agency. Education about religion, how religion should be understood, what 

conversion means, understand the differences in faith, and understand what religion is in 

Sweden. The next suggestion is that the Agency should use religious and theological experts 

when interviewing and assessing conversion cases. There, they again argue about the validity 

of the certificates and testimonials from priests and pastors. They have more substantial 

knowledge about conversion than the Agency. The critics are demanding a follow-up on the 

procedures of conversion cases, and the Agency needs to do a review of their guidelines. 
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What the Swedish Migration Agency Needs to Consider 

 

The next category is What the Swedish Migration Agency Needs to Consider. It might seem similar 

to the category What the Swedish Migration Agency Should Focus On. However, this category 

focuses on how to approach the whole asylum process, and what to consider before 

conducting an interview or an assessment. Critics stress the importance for the Swedish 

Migration Agency to take today’s digitalisation or social media into consideration when 

assessing the spread of the conversion. The Agency also needs to understand that it is well 

known that it is using knowledge tests and that asylum seekers are studying before the asylum 

interview, and that someone who is not religious can do the same. It also needs to consider 

that some are newly-converted Christians (or some other religion the asylum seeker has 

converted to), and will not have the same knowledge as someone who has been a Christian 

for many years. It might be valuable to consider the impact of integration and the effect on the 

asylum seeker. Lastly, the investigator’s impact on the interview situation, and that religious 

expression on their part can have an impact on the asylum seeker. 

 

Summarise 

 

The five core categories I found in my material was: 

 

• How the Swedish Migration Agency Conduct Their Asylum Interviews 

• The Swedish Migration Agency Shortcomings 

• What the Swedish Migration Agency Should Focus On 

• Improvements 

• What the Swedish Migration Agency Needs to Consider 

 

In my findings, I found that extensive criticism towards the Agency’s religious knowledge test. 

The critic also argues that the Agency lacks religious knowledge and a religious understanding 

and that the Agency needs to be taught religious knowledge. According to the critics, the 

Agency should focus on identity and community, and faith in a higher power instead of focusing 

on asylum seekers’ religious knowledge. Only focusing on religious knowledge will help asylum 

seekers, who are not genuine in their faith, to study this information before their asylum 

interview. 
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Analysis 

 

In this chapter, I will analyse my findings using my selected theories and incorporate previous 

research into the analysis. Likewise, I will answer the remainder of my secondary research 

questions: 

 

• How would a deeper understanding of religion lead to a better asylum interview? 

• How would a deeper understanding of religious conversion lead to a better asylum 

interview? 

• How would a deeper understanding of Swedish secularisation lead to a better asylum 

interview? 

  

Before I present my analysis, I think it is essential to remind the reader that this thesis aims to 

strengthen the management of conversion cases. Therefore, I am not analysing the work of 

the Swedish Migration Agency or if the critique made against the Agency is valid. However, by 

analysing the critique, I can find what is missing in the guidelines in relation to the theories and 

previous research that is reviewed in this thesis. 

  

An overall finding in this thesis is that previous research, the different theories, and the critique 

argues that religious conversion is a process. A gradual shift from the old religion towards the 

new religion. This is an overall aspect that should be immersed in the asylum process of 

conversion cases.   

How would a deeper understanding of religion lead to a better asylum 

interview? 

 

In the previous chapter, I found that the critics state that the Swedish Migration Agency should 

focus on: 

  

• the convert’s relationship to God and Jesus Christ, 

• the convert’s faith in a higher power, 

• the convert’s spiritual and religious experiences, 

• the convert’s identity, 

• the convert’s emotions, feelings of belonging, love, and freedom, 

• the convert’s new community, 

• the effect the new religion has had on the convert’s personal life and values. 

• that conversion is a path to faith like a dramaturgy, and 

• the aspects of culture and aesthetics. 

 

Smart (1998) describes in his different dimensions why these aspects are essential. He explains 

that emotions and experience are the food religion feeds on, and it corresponds with the 
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critics arguing that the Swedish Migration Agency should focus on the spiritual and personal 

religious experiences, emotions, the feeling of belonging, and love and freedom. According to 

Smart, religious experience forms and develops religious traditions and focusing on this the 

convert can describe how their experiences have steered them to a specific religious tradition. 

Smart states that experiences generate emotions and by also focusing on the emotions it will 

be easier to understand the converted religious experiences, and the meaning and value it has 

to them. 

  

Another aspect the critics claimed was that the Swedish Migration Agency should focus on the 

effects the new religion has had on the asylum seeker. This aspect could be found in Smart’s 

(1998) ethical and legal dimension. It is the framework to how someone should live their life. 

The ethical and legal aspects within a religion also shape the moral life of its followers. In this 

situation, the convert has entered a new religious tradition with a new or slightly different 

ethical and legal framework from their previous religion. One could therefore argue that the 

convert should be able to describe how the new religious tradition has affected their life and 

how it has reshaped their moral values. Consequently, this is an aspect that the Agency should 

focus on. 

  

In my findings, several critics stated the importance of giving religious activity high evidentiary 

value because it is a sign of religiousness. These statements correspond with Smart’s (1998) 

practical and ritual dimension. Every religion has some religious practices, and that these 

practices are significant within religions of a strong, sacramental kind. Although these religious 

activities and rituals are clear signs of religiosity, as Lofland and Stark (1965) explained, they 

can easily be falsified. It can be just as easy for a non-religious person to participate in religious 

activities as a person of faith. Consequently, even if these activities are explicit expressions of 

religiosity, there must be an understanding that when assessing whether a person genuinely 

has converted, these types of activities have lower evidence value within the asylum process. 

However, the focus could be on why these religious activities are central for the convert’s 

beliefs instead of the activities themselves. One could similarly focus on the material 

expression of religion, one of Smart’s other dimensions, and why these material expressions 

are important to the convert. 

  

Smart’s (1998) doctrinal and philosophical dimension could be described as the intellectual 

part of religion which, according to him, doctrines plays a central role in all major religions. 

Thus, according to Smart, one could both argue that religious knowledge is something a 

convert should possess or that it is simply one part of the understanding of religion. The later 

argument corresponded with the criticism the Swedish Migration Agency received for the 

overuse of religious knowledge tests in their interviews. 

  

Beckford (1978) pointed out that it is the individual’s own responsibility to acquire religious 

knowledge within the conversion process. Beckford argued that there is a need for the convert 

to seek religious knowledge as a part of the conversion process. However, Rambo (1993) 

points out that conversion is contextual, whereas religious knowledge may be less critical than 
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Beckford stated. Not everyone seems to agree on the importance of religious knowledge for 

converts. However, even if the convert should have doctrinal and philosophical knowledge, 

Smart states that not all dimensions have the same importance within different religious 

groups. It is also only one out of the seven dimensions. This means that the importance of 

religious knowledge shifts between converts and it is not the whole, or the most essential, 

dimension of religion. Consequently, the Swedish Migration Agency should not solely focus on 

religious knowledge when assessing conversion cases. 

  

Another aspect of religious knowledge is Smart’s narrative or mythic dimension. Smart argues 

the importance of stories within a religion and how these stories are handed down through 

generations. Converts ought to have heard stories that are central to the new religion and 

should therefore be able to forward these stories. However, if this would account for religious 

knowledge is another question. 

  

Smart (1998) argued that it is critical to understand the world’s religions in order to 

understand people’s experience of living and cultural values. Not understanding religions 

would therefore mean that one would not understand people’s experience of religion and life. 

Consequently, the understanding of religion within the Swedish Migration Agency is essential 

for its management and assessments of conversion cases. The critique presented within this 

thesis argues that the Agency focuses too much on only one dimension of religion, religious 

knowledge. As described by the research, there is more than one dimension to religion. 

Understanding religion would give the Agency knowledge on what accounts as religion and 

what aspects it should focus on, and give knowledge needed when assessing conversion cases. 

How would a deeper understanding of religious conversion lead to a better 

asylum interview? 

 

One of the criticisms made against the Swedish Migration Agency was their lack of applying 

recent research on conversion. I have reviewed research on conversion, and Gooren’s 

approach is fairly new and it is also based on previous research (2007, 2010, 2014). 

  

Gooren’s (2007, 2010, 2014) preaffiliation level and disaffiliation level is focused on the 

converts’ previous life and worldview, and the separation from it. These levels can account for 

the criticism argument to focus on different changes the convert may have gone through. 

These levels suggest that the convert ought to be able to describe their previous life and 

worldview and why they wanted to separate from it. By focusing on these levels, the Swedish 

Migration Agency could account for the fact that a convert might be new to the religion, as 

stated by the critics and help them describe what they left and why. 

  

The affiliation level that Gooren (2007, 2010, 2014) describes is a part of the conversion 

process, however he states that is not an essential part for all converts. This is the level when 

the convert becomes a formal member of the religious group and can be compared to the 

christening. The critics argued that the Swedish Migration Agency should give the christening 
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a higher value in their assessments. However, the christening could roughly be compared with 

religious activities, and the analysis has found that non-believers can easily participate in 

religious activities without believing. Hence, a non-believer could essentially get christened 

even if they do not believe. Therefore, the christening cannot, within the asylum process, be 

given significant evidentiary value when assessing if someone genuinely has converted to a new 

religious tradition. Moreover, it is not essential for all converts according to Gooren. 

  

Gooren’s (2007, 2010, 2014) conversion and confession level could be compared with the 

focus on personal and inner processes, identity, community, and the sense of belonging that 

the critics argued for. In her research, Jindra (2014) also found that characteristics of a specific 

religious group could attract converts. This attraction should be examined as a sense of 

unconditional love, forgiveness, and belonging. Then, if religions are so dependent on their 

followers’ emotions and experiences that these researchers suggest, this should be important 

to capture when assessing the genuineness of the conversion. Therefore, these are some of 

the aspects that the Swedish Migration Agency should focus on during their interview in 

conversion cases. 

  

The criticism also describes the importance of focusing on different aspects of conversion. 

This can be found in Gooren’s (2007, 2010, 2014) factors to conversion, as described above. 

The critics’ aspects such as emotions, feeling of belonging, the importance of community, 

identity, and culture for the convert can be found in Gooren’s social, cultural and political, and 

individual factors. These factors are essential when identifying and analysing conversion, and 

are therefore aspects the Swedish Migration Agency should explore. 

  

Institutional and contingency factors, that were described by Gooren (2010), were only 

mentioned in the criticism a few times in the sense that integration could be a factor for 

conversion. Stene (2020) discussed that asylum seekers use conversion as an integration 

strategy to become a part of their new community, and use conversion to deal with a life 

crisis. Gooren (2007) argued that conventional approaches, such as Lofland and Stark (1965) 

as well as Rambo’s (1993), focused too much on the importance of a crisis, and that it was not 

a necessary condition of conversion. However, in the asylum process, the crisis factor might 

have a more significant role, as Stene’s (2020) study suggests. Therefore, a focus on conversion 

as a solution to life in crisis might be an aspect for the Swedish Migration Agency to investigate. 

Stene’s research also suggested that the convert mainly focused on the new religion. That 

could account for the sense of community and belonging that the criticism pointed out, and 

that the Agency did not take into consideration. 

  

Gooren’s (2007, 2010, 2014) approach focuses on a broad aspect on why a person has 

converted. In his approach, the why is not connected to a theological explanation, but a 

personal explanation. An explanation of what the convert personally will gain from converting. 

The critique Gooren (2007) presented to the previous conversion approach was for not taking 

into account what people believe in, why it is important to them, and how they express 

themselves. This corresponds with the critics arguing that the Swedish Migration Agency 
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should focus on why faith is so essential for the asylum seeker. Thus, the primary aspect of 

the Agency approach to a conversion case should be why asylum seekers have converted, and 

what they will gain from converting on a personal level. 

  

Gooren (2007, 2010, 2014) also argued that the most promising indicator of conversion is 

related to changes in converts’ speech and reasoning. This is what the critics argue the Swedish 

Migration Agency attached too much significance to. Gooren’s statement is also supported by 

Le Pape (2013) and his approach to grammar of conversion. Many of the reviewed approaches 

describe the need for an intellectual process when converting. These studies also presented 

the need to articulate one’s conversion as a part of the conversion process. Like, Lofland and 

Stark’s (1965) sevens step model, Beckford’s (1978) argument for individual responsibility for 

acquiring knowledge and methodical confrontation and deliberate self-reform program, 

Rambo’s (1993) stage model, and Le Pape’s (2013) approach. As I stated at the beginning of 

this chapter everyone agrees that conversion is a process and this process according to these 

researches is underpinned by an intellectual aspect. Therefore, it could be argued that the 

asylum seeker who has converted should be able to describe their conversion process. 

  

There is a need to understand the conversion process to be able to identify, operationalise, 

weigh and analyse the different factors of conversion and to assess if the conversion is genuine. 

The understanding of the different factors and levels to conversion would give the Swedish 

Migration Agency a comprehension of what to focus on. The research also shows that 

conversion is a process with many steps and factors to consider when converting. Not having 

that knowledge would make it impossible for the Agency to do a proper assessment of 

conversion cases.  

How would a deeper understanding of Swedish secularisation lead to a 

better asylum interview? 

 

After reading Thurfjell (2019, 2020) and going through all my material, I started to see the 

effect secularisation, and the perception of religion in Sweden can have on the management 

and assessments of conversion cases at the Swedish Migration Agency. Thurfjell’s description 

of secularisation in Sweden is similar to the critique of the Agency’s shortcomings. The 

Agency’s lack of religious knowledge, limited experience of religious life, and no understanding 

of religious language. Thurfjell has described that these are effects of the secularisation process 

in Sweden. Previously, Swedes were socialised into a Christian context through catechetical 

meetings, church service, confirmation, and schooling. Then religion became something 

private, separated from the public, and religious conversations diminished. This corresponds 

with the criticism made towards the Agency and their lack of religious knowledge. Without 

socializing into a religious context, the general knowledge of religion in Swedish society has 

diminished. I could go as far as to say that due to secularisation in Sweden, religion in its formal 

sense is seen as something foreign and hard to comprehend for Swedes in general and, by 

extension, the Swedish Migration Agency. By not obtaining religious knowledge through 

socialisation anymore, the responsibility for acquiring religious knowledge falls on the 
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individual. Then with the Swedish national identity stirred away from the state church, there 

might have been a loss of interest in acquiring religious knowledge and therefore has the 

knowledge level subsided. 

  

Thurfjell (2019, 2020) described the concepts of secular and semantic silence, apophatic 

silence, and cultural silence. The secular and semantic silence would account for the Agency’s 

lack of understanding of religious concepts, and the inability to use religious language and 

describe existential experiences. This would also account for the inability to recognise the 

expression of religiosity. Thurfjell describes that since modernisation, Swedes have a fewer 

relationship to Christian concepts and that these concepts start to feel foreign. When religion 

moved from the public to the private, the cultural aspect of religion would have changed. 

Religion becoming something private, would have reduced communication about religion 

within Swedish society, and therefore, also affected the personnel at the Swedish Migration 

Agency’s ability to talk about religion. 

  

In contrast to Thurfjell's (2019, 2020) description of secularisation in Sweden, is the critique 

of the Swedish Migration Agency’s use of religious knowledge tests. These questions do not 

seem to correspond with how religion is portrayed, perceived, and experienced in Sweden 

today. These questions do not take into account the secularisation process Sweden has gone 

through, as described by Thurfjell. 

  

Assessments and conclusions that the Swedish Migration Agency makes are, to some extent, 

based on common knowledge theorems. Common knowledge theorems are a generalisation 

of how circumstances are related to each other, and are based on general knowledge and life 

experience. It is a kind of reference of one’s assumption about reality, based on their general 

knowledge and life experience (Granhag et al., 2017). Then if Swedes, due to secularisation, 

are missing religious knowledge and experience, and are uncomfortable using religious 

language, as Thurfjell (2019, 2020) describes, it will directly impact conversion cases at the 

Agency. Suppose the Agency does not have a religious language, they will have a problem 

understanding what the asylum seeker conveys. They will have a hard time perceiving the 

religious expression that the convert might use. This, in return, will hinder it from analysing 

the asylum seekers’ story. 

  

There seems to be a correspondence between the critique and secularisation in Sweden. 

However, an explanation as to why the Swedish Migration Agency might lack religious 

knowledge, have a limited experience of religious life, and no understanding of religious 

language. Based on what Thurfjell (2019, 2020) have described, it is not the Agency’s intention 

to lack this knowledge, but a consequence of the secularisation in Sweden. 

  

This analysis of secularisation leads me to my next research question.  How would a deeper 

understanding of Swedish secularisation lead to a better asylum interview? I think that 

understating secularisation in Sweden, and its effects on the management of conversion cases 

at the Agency, gives an understanding of the complicated nature of these cases. It is an effect 

https://tyda.se/search/apophatic?lang%5B0%5D=en&lang%5B1%5D=sv
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of the transformation religiosity has had in Swedish society, and it goes beyond just blaming 

the Agency for its lack of religious knowledge and understanding. Thus, by highlighting 

secularisations’ effect on religion in Sweden and, by extension, the Swedish Migration Agency, 

the Agency has a baseline to start from. Knowing that there is a general knowledge gap of 

religious knowledge for the Agency’s personnel and knowing that religion is portrayed, 

perceived, and experienced differently in Sweden due to secularisation, the Agency can open 

up the communication of the complexity of these cases. 

Concluding analysis 

 

This thesis aims to strengthen the Swedish Migrations Agency’s guidelines in conversion cases. 

Even if I have not analysed the work of the Swedish Migration Agency and consequently if the 

criticism toward the Agency is valid, there is a considerable amount of severe criticism that 

indicates that the guidelines should be reviewed. 

 

In my analysis, I have found that since Sweden is a secularised country and the religious 

understanding and language have diminished, it is essential that the guidelines have information 

about the different religions and the different dimensions of religion. The criticism against the 

Swedish Migration Agency suggests that these factors are missing in the Agency’s management 

and assessments of conversion cases. I also found that the different steps or levels in the 

conversion process are an excellent starting point for the Agency when conducting its 

investigation. In my discussion, I will examine the results of my analysis in relation to the 

Agency’s established guidelines to develop suggestions on how to strengthen them. 

 

One aspect that I found in my material and that I described in the previous chapter was the 

critique made against the assessment of written statements from priests and pastors. I have 

not analysed this critique because it concerns evidence assessment and is a subject that this 

thesis does not touch up on. The aim of the thesis is limited to the investigation of conversion 

cases in relation to the oral testimony. However, I thought it was essential to present it in the 

findings because it was recurring in the material. 

  

There is an aspect that I think is important to address and analyse, and it is the role of the 

Swedish Migration Agency and the asylum seeker. I believe that it is missing in the debate 

regarding conversion cases. The asylum seeker has the responsibility to establish their 

conversion as probable. The burden lies on the asylum seeker to give a coherent explanation 

of their conversion to the Agency, and it is not enough just to say that they have converted. 

It is the asylum seekers obligation to tell the truth, make an effort to support their statement 

and supply the Agency with all pertinent information. Based on this, even if religious knowledge 

is a dimension to religion and religious conversion, it is the asylum seekers responsibility to 

help establish the facts of their case. However, possessing religious knowledge does not mean 

that an asylum seeker is genuine in their faith. It is only one dimension and a non-religious 

person can study this kind of information in order to answer these types of questions. Then 

there is the essential understanding of the role of the Swedish Migration Agency, simply put, 
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to distinguish those who are in need of international protection from those who are lying to 

get a resident permit (MIG 2006:1; Migrationsverket, 2021a; UNHCR, 2019). Akçapar (2006) 

argued in her research that when an asylum seeker converts, it raises doubt in the authenticity 

of the conversion, and that some use conversion as a migration strategy. Consequently, to do 

so the Agency needs the asylum seeker to supply it with all pertinent information in their case.  
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Discussion 

 

In this chapter, I will tentatively answer my primary research question. How should a guideline 

for conversion cases within the asylum process be constructed? This to fulfill the aim of this 

thesis, strengthening the management in conversion cases. To do so, I will refer to the Swedish 

Migration Agency’s already established guidelines. Instead of defending the Agency or the 

criticism made against it, I will argue what the guidelines are missing according to my analysis 

and give recommendations on strengthening the guidelines.  

How should a guideline for conversion cases within the asylum process be 

constructed? 

 

An overall aspect that I think is important to highlight at the beginning of the guidelines is that 

religion is an aspect that is infused in every part of a religious person’s life. This is needed to 

consider when formulating and asking questions to grasp the multilayer component that 

religion is.  

 

Religious understanding 

 

Religious conversion contains an understanding of religion. However, the Agency’s guidelines 

do not refer to any information on religion. The Agency’s guidelines refer to the crucial step 

to collect relevant and current COI and point out that it should contain information about 

religious practices, traditions, and customs. Nevertheless, this information is connected to the 

threat level in the asylum seekers’ home country and not information regarding religion in 

general. However, the Agency’s guidelines state that the focus should be on religious 

expression, religious identity, and religion in the everyday life of the asylum seeker. By not 

referring to collect relevant information on religion, it is easy and comfortable to use one’s 

own common knowledge theorems and unconscious understanding of what religion is. This, 

in return, will affect how the questions are asked and how the asylum seekers’ answers are 

analysed.  

  

As analysed in the previous chapter, Sweden, in general, lacks religious knowledge and 

understanding due to the secularisation process in the country (Thurfjell, 2019; 2020). 

Therefore, the guidelines must clarify the importance of collecting relevant information on 

religion. Another aspect to take into consideration here is which religions the asylum seeker 

has converted between. Understanding the variations and similarities between the religious 

tradition, like the Abrahamic religions, will help examine the genuineness of the conversion. 

Here it is similarly central to understand that the previous religious tradition of the asylum 

seeker can have an impact on how they approach the new religion. They have been socialised 

in a religious and cultural context, and as stated before, conversion does not happen in a 

vacuum.  
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However, I do not believe it is enough to only refer to collected information about religion in 

the guidelines. This is because of the lack of general knowledge and understanding in Swedish 

society. Here Smart’s (1998) approach can be an example of the different dimensions of 

religion. By giving the Swedish Migration Agency personnel a brief review of the different 

aspects of religion. In this thesis, it appears that most asylum seekers in Sweden convert from 

Islam to Christianity. Therefore, it is essential to briefly present these two religions in the 

guideline and review the similarities and differences.  

 

The conversion process 

 

The Swedish Migration Agency’s guidelines are clear that religious conversion is a process. 

This is the baseline when examining conversion cases, and it is essential that the guidelines 

point that out (Gooren, 2007; 2010; 2014). The Agency’s guidelines similarly mention that it 

can be an intellectual process or an emotional process. However, it is mentioned in passing, 

and the bullet list displayed in the guideline only refers to the intellectual process. This could 

signal that the Agency finds the intellectual process to be more vital than the emotional 

process. Regardless, the disposition of the Agency’s guidelines causes the duality of the process 

to be forgotten, and the emotional aspect is lost. The Agency states that focus should be on 

the process leading up to the decision to convert, but does not describe any aspect of what 

that process should contain.  

  

This thesis has reviewed that the conversion process is complex. The process is individual, 

with a multitude of layers, and the intellectual process is only one aspect of the conversion 

process. I do not believe that this is apparent in the Agency’s guidelines. Even if they have 

different aspects, the various approaches to religious conversion have several steps or levels 

to conversion. I understand that because there is no consensus regarding the conversion 

process, it can be problematic for the guidelines to refer only to a single “correct” approach.  

  

The Agency’s guidelines refer to the crucial step to collect relevant and current COI and point 

out that it should contain information about religious practices, traditions, and customs. 

Nevertheless, this information is connected to the threat level in the asylum seekers’ home 

country. COI is highly changeable, and the information can change from one day to the other. 

Information about the conversion process is not as changeable, and the Swedish Migration 

Agency should be able to refer to some of the more current approaches in its guidelines. 

Therefore, as it does with COI, the guidelines should call attention to the essential step of 

collecting relevant and current information regarding the conversion process and reference 

to approaches such as Gooren, Rambo, Jindra, and Le Pape’s.  

  

The Agency’s guidelines do contain one of the steps Gooren (2007, 2010, 2014) described, 

preaffiliation. It states that the examination should concentrate on the asylum seekers’ 

previous life in relation to religion. Even if it takes into account the previous life of the asylum 

seeker, I believe that it overlooks one crucial aspect, why the previous life and worldview did 
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not fulfill the asylum seeker, and why they decided to search for a new religious tradition. The 

Agency’s guidelines state that the focus should be on what attracted the asylum seeker to the 

new region. This only suggests what it was within the new religion that made them want to 

convert. As Gooren (2007, 2010, 2014) argued, the focus should be on why the new religion 

is interesting and what the new religion will bring them. I believe that the Agency’s guidelines 

lack this multilayer aspect, or at least it is not visible. The guideline should state that focus 

needs to be on all of the different aspects of a person’s life that religion can affect. This is to 

account for all various factors behind the conversion.  

  

Overall, the Agency’s guidelines overlook the meaning of the conversion for the individual, 

why the previous life and worldview did not fulfill the asylum seeker, why they started to look 

for a new religious tradition, and what they hoped to find when converting. Here I believe that 

Gooren’s (2007, 2010, 2014) factors in conversion can be helpful. Presenting his five main 

groups of factors in the guideline will help with the understanding of the conversion process 

and the multilayer aspect to it. It will likewise help to prepare for the assessment.  

  

Even though Gooren (2007, 2010, 2014) argued that the importance of stress and crisis as 

factors to conversion is not as central as previous studies had argued, he still argued that it 

could be a factor in conversion. He does list crisis as a possible factor under contingency 

factors and Jindra (2014) argues the impact a crisis can have on a refugee. I believe that this is 

an aspect that is highly important in this context due to the fact that migration is a crisis for 

many. The Agency’s guidelines do not mention it. Not having this explained in the guidelines 

would diminish the significance migration can have in a person’s life and, in extension, on their 

religious beliefs.  

  

Gooren’s (2007, 2010, 2014) conversion level describes the various changes conversion can 

have on the convert’s worldview and identity. The focus on changes is not described in the 

Agency’s guidelines, even though this is a prominent focus area. I would also argue that it 

would be easier for the asylum seeker to focus on changes in their lives regarding the 

conversion because it is a more comprehensible factor. These changes could also be connected 

to the various factors in conversion.  

  

I believe that Gooren’s (2007, 2010, 2014) confession and disaffiliation levels can be found in 

the Agency’s guidelines. It can be found in the details that the investigation should concentrate 

on describing the importance of the new religion in everyday life, what significance the religious 

identity has for the person, and the experience of leaving traditions from the past religion.  

  

Even though the Agency’s guidelines state that the examination should be individualised in 

accordance with the asylum seekers’ background, there is no statement that the same should 

be done for the conversion process. Gooren (2007, 2010, 2014) argues that conversion always 

takes place in a context, and it never happens in a social or cultural vacuum. The Agency’s 

guidelines state that the asylum seeker could have adapted to Swedish conditions and the 

secular ideals and that it could have, but not necessarily, influenced the conversion process. I 
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would argue that this is the exact opposite of what Gooren argues. This should, therefore, 

instead be seen as a factor in conversion and an aspect to explore closer.  

  

Lastly, I believe that the Agency’s guidelines lack the description that the conversion process 

is not linear. Instead, it is more displayed that the conversion process goes from A to B and 

then continues to C before ending at D. Gooren (2007, 2010, 2014) is clear that the process 

is not linear and that a conversion process does not have to start with the preaffiliation level. 

This is an aspect that needs to be outlined in the guidelines. Of equal importance is that the 

conversion process is individual and multilayered. 

 

The role of the Swedish Migration Agency 

 

The Swedish Migration Agency’s guidelines do not contain any information about the role of 

its personnel in conversion cases. After analysing the secularisation effects on the 

understanding of religion in Sweden, the guidelines must address this. There has to be an 

explanation regarding the lack of religious knowledge in Sweden and how secularisation has 

affected Swedish society on a deeper level. There needs to be information on how 

secularisation has affected the ability to recognise and understand religious expressions and 

the effects of the management of conversion cases. Not understanding this will cause the 

Agency to have an unconscious normativity understanding of religion.  

  

Describing Thurfjell’s concepts of secular and semantic silence, apophatic silence, and cultural 

silence in the guideline would help to explain the effects of secularisation on the usage and 

understating of religious language. Addressing this in the guidelines could help the Agency’s 

personnel understand why they need to collect information on relevant religions and why an 

understanding is crucial for the management and assessment of conversion cases.  

Summarise 

 

The primary trend arising from the analysis and discussion of this thesis is that the concept of 

religion and the conversion process is missing in the Swedish Migration Agency’s guidelines. 

The suggestions I present in this thesis are on a general level and focus on what is missing in 

the guidelines in relation to my findings. To fulfill the thesis aim, strengthening management of 

conversion cases, I have analysed what is needed to be included in the guidelines. 

 

Based on this thesis’s descriptive and critical analysis, the overall answer to my primary 

question is that the Swedish Migration Agency’s guidelines need to point out the vital aspect 

of religious understanding of its personnel. Therefore, the guideline needs to present 

information about the different dimensions of religion, the conversion process and the factors 

in conversion, and the effects of secularisation. There needs to be a more prominent presence 

of religion in the guideline. 
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Recommendations and amendments 

 

Based on my descriptive and critical analysis and discussion, I have provided background to 

the essential recommendation and amendments to the Swedish Migration Agency’s guidelines 

I will suggest. In the previous chapter, I answered my primary research question. How should 

a guideline for conversion cases within the asylum process be constructed? In this chapter, I 

will present the recommendation and amendments I have argued to be vital in the management 

of conversion cases. I will give my suggestions on how to strengthen the Agency’s guidelines 

and fulfill the aim of this thesis: strengthening the management of conversion cases. 

 

It is essential that these recommendations and amendments do not contain specific questions 

to ask the asylum seeker or a checklist to work from. This is because religious conversion is 

highly individual, and every asylum seeker has their personal story. 

  

The Swedish Migration Agency guidelines roughly contain these headlines: 

 

• General 

• Obtaining country information 

• Individualisation 

• Investigation 

• Attributed religious beliefs 

• Forward-looking assessment of risk 

• Internal flight alternative 

  

The guideline needs to be outlining the conversion processes, the different aspects of religion, 

a brief review of Islam and Christianity, and a clarification of the secularisation process in 

Sweden. Therefore, these are the headlines I would amend the guideline with: 

 

• Obtaining religious information 

o It should present the significance of obtaining relevant religious information. 

o A brief review of Islam and Christianity. 

o A brief review of Ninian Smart’s seven dimensions of religion. 

• The conversion process 

o A review of Henri Gooren’s Conversion Career Approach. 

▪ Explicitly presenting Gooren’s different factors in conversion 

o Make reference to other conversion approaches, such as Rambo, Le Pape, and 

Jindra. 

• Religion in Sweden 

o Describing the effect secularisation has had in Sweden 

o Explicitly presenting Thurfjell’s concepts of secular and semantic silence, 

apophatic silence, and cultural silence. 
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Amending these different aspects to the guideline, I believe that it would take into account the 

complexity and the multilayered aspect of the conversion process. However, one needs to 

remember that these are my suggestions based on what I have found missing in the Agency’s 

guidelines. I would, therefore, suggest a new revision of the entire guideline with the focus on 

bringing forth the aspects of religion, religion in Sweden, and the conversion process.  
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Conclusion 

 

Based on the findings of this thesis, the Swedish Migration Agency’s guidelines for conversion 

cases lack several essential aspects. This study suggests the guideline needs to address religious 

knowledge and information on how religion can be expressed. The guideline needs to refer to 

religious knowledge as it refers to relevant and current country of origin information. There 

is an understanding that the conversion is a process, but there is no straightforward approach. 

The different levels of the conversion process need to be addressed in the guidelines and the 

main group of factors in conversion. There is additionally a need to understand the position 

of religion within Swedish society. To understand the role it can have in the management and 

assessment of conversion cases. As this study has suggested, the role of secularisation in 

Sweden has a significant role in understanding religion and religious communication. As I stated 

above, there is a need for a new revision of the entire guideline with the focus on bringing 

forth the aspects of religion, religion in Sweden, and the conversion process. 

  

Other valuable insights to conversion cases, that should be examined, would be understanding 

why there are different opinions in regard to the Swedish Migration Agency’s management and 

assessment of conversion cases. The Agency has, during several years, received the same kind 

of critique regarding conversion cases, while the Agency itself does not perceive the same 

shortcomings. It would also be valuable if more independent research, like Konvertitutredningen 

and Konvertitutredningen 2.0, was done. These reports were done by Free Church Parishes in 

Sweden, who may have an interest in the study. It would therefore be of interest if an 

independent party did the same type of research of the Swedish asylum process of conversion 

cases. This study has indicated the central aspect of secularisation in Sweden within conversion 

cases. Therefore, I believe that there is a need to do an in-depth analysis of this aspect and the 

repercussions it may have on conversion cases within the Swedish asylum process.  
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