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Reinvigorated church poor relief in Finland between two recessions 

 

Abstract 

 

The role of churches has been largely ignored in the modern welfare state literature. This study 

focuses on crowding out/crowding in -effects in Finland from the perspective of the poverty 

alleviation activities of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Finland. The hypothesis is that 

when the government increases expenditure in social protection, the role of the Church activities 

in Finland will diminish. But, if the role of the public sector vis-á-vis the needs and scope of 

social protection is reduced, Church activities are likely to grow. The years of ―permanent 

austerity‖ between the two recessions, i.e., the recession of the early 1990s and the global 

recession beginning in 2008, provide a backdrop for the analysis. The activities of the church 

with regard to poverty alleviation are analysed under three themes: church social work offices, 

food banks and advocacy work. The descriptive analysis is based on quantitative data on church 

poor relief and municipal social assistance.  

The Church‘s poverty alleviation efforts co-existed with the development of the universal 

welfare state starting in the 1960s. Its role was marginalised. After decades of marginalization 

the role of the Church's poverty alleviation became more pronounced after the recession in the 

early 1990s. The focus of Church social work shifted from working with the elderly to 

providing assistance and financial aid to the unemployed and the heavily indebted. Poverty 

alleviation in terms of financial assistance and distribution of food became the dominant 

features of the Church activities. Again, the global recession beginning in 2008 gave new 

impetus for Church efforts to combat poverty and social exclusion. The Church provided the 

poor with a large-scale and organised poverty alleviation input most commonly associated with 

the Southern welfare state model and the welfare state model in the US. 
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Introduction 

St. Mark (14:7) quotes Jesus as saying that ―the poor you will always have with you.‖ 

For a long time this holy verdict was taken as a divine order. Not until the modern 

welfare state was there anything that was supposed to create a brave new world without 

poverty. The ideas underpinning the different variants of the welfare state were linked to 

various forms of Christianity: the Central European model was based on Catholic, the 

social democratic version on Lutheran and the Anglo-American model on laissez-faire 

religiosity (Kersbergen & Manow, 2009). The most comprehensive welfare states were 

constructed in the countries with Lutheran tradition. The Nordic universal welfare state 

was born to secure inclusion across population strata.  

The traditional models used to explain the development of modern welfare states – 

structural-functional theories, theories of democratic politics, state-centred theories – 

leave hardly any room for church activities. The power resources theory does not 

recognise the church as an independent actor. The church is viewed as an institution 

forming, for instance, ideologies and norms concerning the role of families (Korpi, 

2000). Church ideologies and norms are transmitted through confessional parties (cf. 

Kersbergen, 1995). Esping-Andersen‗s (1990, 1999) typology of three welfare state 

regimes, each with a qualitatively different arrangement between state, market and 

family, acknowledges the role of the church only in relation to the first type, the 

"corporatist-statist" regime, where the church, in shaping state intervention, maintains 

class and status differences. The second type, the "social-democratic" regime, is 

dedicated to promoting equality, particularly along class lines, without any influence 

from the church. The traditional welfare state regime hypothesis suggests that the kind 

of traditional assistance the church lends to the poor would die out in the course of 
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universal welfare state development, a statement analogous with the secularisation 

hypothesis
1
.  

Until the early 1990s there was no reason to challenge the regime hypothesis. The 

Nordic countries had developed comprehensive earnings related benefits for the 

employed and flat rate benefits for individuals' outside the labour market leaving hardly 

any space for selective church poor relief or inclusion programmes on state or municipal 

level (Kautto et al. 1999; Korpi & Palme, 1998). The mature Nordic welfare state 

construed poverty as a residual problem best combated through active employment-

promoting policies combined with an encompassing system of social benefits. The 

welfare state was seen as such a strong safeguard against poverty that it would eradicate 

poverty just as preventive measures and antibiotics eradicated tuberculosis.  

A deep economic recession hit the Nordic countries in the early 1990s. Finland was hit 

most severely (Kautto, 2000, 2001; Nordlund 2000; Timonen 2003). This led to an 

abrupt end of the golden years of the welfare state in Finland, where welfare state 

development had actually been slower than in other Nordic countries (Alestalo & 

Kuhle, 1984; Alestalo & Uusitalo, 1986; Flora & Heidenheimer, 1981). The aim of this 

study is to analyze crowding out/crowding in -effects in Finland from the perspective of 

the poverty alleviation activities of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Finland (cf. 

Dahlberg, 2005). The hypothesis is that when the government increases expenditure in 

social protection, the role of the Church activities in Finland will diminish. But, if the 

role of the public sector vis-á-vis the needs and scope of social protection is reduced, 

Church activities are likely to grow. The years of ―permanent austerity‖ (Pearson, 1994) 

between the two recessions, i.e., the recession of the early 1990s and the global 

recession beginning in 2008, provide a backdrop for the analysis.  

                                                           
1  Secularisation refers to a general conception of historical development where society 

progresses toward modernisation and lessening dependence on religion. The secularisation 

hypothesis suggests that religion loses its position of authority and religious institutions lose 

social significance. There is also a shift in the provision of social services from churches to the 

government (Wilson, 1966; Sommerville, 1998). 
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With a membership that covers around 80 per cent of the Finnish population as of 2009, 

the Evangelical Lutheran Church dominates the religious landscape in Finland. Its 

poverty alleviation efforts like other activities are financed mainly with church taxes, 

which, in effect, correspond to membership fees.
2
 Church input in providing social 

welfare is a charitable activity. There is no obligation in the state law for the Church to 

provide assistance to the poor nor is any right to such assistance provided for by Church 

statutes. The assistance provided by the Church represents a form of traditional poor 

relief in a modern setting where field workers are left with considerable freedom to 

address local needs. We exclude social work of religious welfare associations and 

foundations and focus on parish level poverty alleviation activities, which is the most 

exceptional element of church activities in the Finnish Lutheran tradition (Yeung, 

2003).   

The European welfare state research has focused on the links between religious values, 

religious cleavages and the shaping of the welfare state but mostly ignored the role of 

faith-based institutions in proving welfare (Fix, 2003). The literature on the role of 

faith-based institutions from the U.S. suggests that the role of religious-based agencies 

became more important when the federal system of entitlements and social services was 

dismantled and shifted to the states (Garland, 2008; Wineburg, 2001; Cnaan, Wineburg, 

Boddie, 1999).  

Data and methods 

A disciplined configurative case study method is applied here where – using Thomas' 

(2011) language -- Church engagement in poverty alleviation in Finland is a case of 

possible crowding out/crowding in -effect. The analysis is carried in four sequences 

using both quantitative and qualitative material. The first section, a brief overview of 

the historical origins of church poor relief in Finland is based on published literature 

and official Church documents such as Statures and Church Law. In the following 

                                                           
2 In 2009 79.7 per cent of the Finnish population belonged to the Evangelical Lutheran Church 
of Finland. The percentage has declined steadily over the last two decades with the exception 
of the years 1997-1999. 
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sections two forms of Church poverty alleviation activities, church social work offices 

and food banks and advocacy work, are analyzed through quantitative material. The 

unique feature of the poor relief activities of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of 

Finland is that all field workers (deacons and deaconesses) keep a record of their clients 

(Author, 2009). The tradition was initiated during a period when the Church's societal 

work was closely connected with community based health care services. The statistics 

include information on the number and age groups of clients and on the nature of client 

contacts (Kirkkohallitus, 2009). The most recent statistics also describe the volume of 

new forms of Church poverty alleviation efforts such as the provision of free meals, 

food banks and financial assistance.
3
 Data on church activities is contrasted with 

aggregate data on municipal social work (social assistance) (THL, 2009). Quantitative 

data is contextualised with results from a literature survey on published research on 

Church poverty alleviation in Finland (mainly available in Finnish language only). 

Finally, in the fourth section Church advocacy work is studied through official 

documents such as Church documents relating to poverty alleviation, government 

programs and National Action Plans against poverty (cf. Kuivalainen & Niemelä, 

2010). 

Development of church poor relief before 1990s 

The qualitative change that Protestantism brought about in the church-state relationship 

has been understood as a historically decisive prelude to secularisation and the welfare 

state (Berger, 1990: 113). The transition of poor relief from the church to the state was a 

relatively smooth process in the Lutheran countries of Northern Europe where Luther's 

doctrine of the two estates precluded conflict: the religious estate was responsible for 

the soul and the governing estate for order (Kahl, 2009). These countries neither were 

religiously heterogeneous nor did the 'national revolution' lead to fervent state-church 

conflicts. The identification between church and state was strong, even to the extent that 

there was not much reason for the church to protest against the state taking over 

                                                           
3 The data was collected by the Church Council of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland 
(Kirkkohallitus 2009). However, there is no data on Church poverty alleviation on individual 

level. 
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responsibility in the welfare arena. The absence of religious cleavage in the Nordic 

countries accelerated the construction of an encompassing welfare state. The Lutheran 

state churches withdrew from providing social protection and focused on serving mostly 

as public agencies of moral and religious nurture (Gustafsson, 2003). However, the 

churches continued to engage in poverty alleviation. 

In Finland the Evangelical Lutheran Church‘s poverty alleviation efforts share historical 

roots with municipal social work (Kouri, 1997). Countries in the dominantly Lutheran 

region established tax-based and centralised systems of poor relief to take the place of 

the church‘s charitable activities. As early as in 1788, relief for the poor was defined in 

Sweden-Finland as a communal responsibility. Community meetings were still chaired 

by vicars. The poor relief statute of 1852 introduced provisions that defined poor relief 

as an activity independent of the Church. However, as late as in the first half of the 20
th

 

century, Church nurses or deaconesses employed by the Church remained the only 

professionals carrying out poor relief activity.  

The devastation following the Second World War called for new inputs from all social 

actors in Finland. The experiences of the war brought about a change in the Church's 

social doctrine, i.e., in how it viewed worldly involvement (Lauha, 2005: 27-30; 

Malkavaara, 2004). Church leaders advocated supplementing health care and social 

services with Church-sponsored measures. The synod of the Evangelical Lutheran 

Church proposed an amendment to the Church Law in 1944. It became compulsory for 

every parish to create an official position of deaconess (later deaconess or deacon)
 4

. 

The Church delivered aid for the needy donated from abroad as well as funds collected 

through fund raising campaigns (Yeung, 2003).  While parish level nursing and social 

work is a special feature of state churches in Northern Europe, its institutional position 

became clearly strongest in Finland.  

                                                           
4 Within the Evangelical Lutheran denomination, church social work and nursing are 
conceptualised as diaconal work. Other Christian denominations conceive diaconal work as a 
precursor to priesthood (Brown, 2005). 
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In lay terms diaconal activities may most aptly be conceptualised as church social work 

(or poor relief). According to Church statutes (Kirkkojärjestys, 1991/1993: 4:3) the 

purpose of diaconia is to help especially those in the gravest need who are not helped 

by others. This mission statement to focus on the most marginalised groups gives parish 

level social work and nursing a distinctive character and large degrees of freedom to 

address emerging needs.  

Development of the universal welfare state in Finland began in the 1960s (Alestalo & 

Kuhle, 1984; Alestalo & Uusitalo, 1986; Kuusi, 1964, Flora & Heidenheimer, 1981:23). 

While the welfare state took shape, the niche in which other actors could operate began 

to shrink. The state assumed all-encompassing responsibility in health care and social 

welfare, whereby the role of the Church was marginalized. Yet the Church did not make 

the decision to dismantle the diaconate.  

A major shift in the Church‘s poverty alleviation efforts took place in 1972 with the 

adoption of the Public Health Act. The Act no longer recognised the work performed by 

deaconesses (Church social workers with an educational background in nursing) who 

had to take on other duties in the area of municipal health care provision (Malkavaara, 

2004:164-165). In 1971 as many as 40 per cent of parish nurses' individual client 

contacts consisted in some part of traditional nursing activities: tending to wounds, 

measuring blood pressure, administering injections and providing palliative care. By the 

1980s these activities accounted for only 10 per cent of all client contacts (Malkavaara, 

2002). In the golden years of the welfare state, the Church's social activities refocused 

on spiritual activities and work with the elderly and the handicapped (Ryökäs, 1990; 

Yeung, 2006).  

Before 1990s it was evident that as a result of the construction of the universal welfare 

state, the role of Church social work had become marginalised. In accordance with the 

secularisation hypothesis, Church role had lost significance. However, the Church‘s 

social activities were by no means eliminated. While its tasks were limited and given a 

supplementary role to the public services, its resources remained intact. Before the 

onslaught of the recession in 1991, the Church employed as many as 1,100 full-time 
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social workers and nurses compared with 4,000 social workers employed by municipal 

social services offices. The share of Church social workers to municipal social workers 

is not exceptionally high compared with e.g. U.S. (Cnaan & Boddie 2001 ) but 

surprisingly large within a Nordic welfare state regime.  

The Great Depression in the early 1990’s 

In the late 1980s the common conception was that the Nordic welfare state had provided 

a permanent solution for the problem of poverty in Finland. Income inequality was 

lowest in the industrialised world (LIS, 2010). With only slight exaggeration poverty 

was referred to as something that only homeless alcoholics could expect to encounter. 

In the early 1990s Finland was hit by a severe economic recession that later became 

known as the Great Depression (Kalela et al.,  2001). As a country with a Lutheran 

legacy Finland provided generous welfare benefits but required the able bodied to work. 

Due to the recession there were no more jobs available. Between 1991 and 1993, GDP 

declined by 13 percent and unemployment rose to almost 17 percent (Figure 1). The 

government introduced an austerity programme that cut benefits and raised taxes 

(Timonen, 2003).  

The recession was followed by rapid economic growth but basic benefits were left to 

erode. Unemployment persisted among single parents and those with low education. 

Benefits were reduced and plans for expansion scrapped. At the end of the 1990s, the 

level of social spending (excluding unemployment-related expenditures) was about 10 

percent lower than at the beginning of the decade although the number of pensioners 

had increased (Jonung, Kiander & Vartia 2008). The Nordic welfare state project began 

to run out of steam. In consequence, poverty re-emerged as a formidable social problem 

(Ministry of Social Affairs, 2001, 2003, 2006) that was further aggravated by the onset 

of the global recession in 2008 (LIS, 2010).  

Figure 1 around here 
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With the state seeming to fail at poverty alleviation, a number of non-governmental 

organisations gained an opportunity to intensify their anti-poverty efforts. Among these 

organizations was the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland.  

Clients at Church social work offices 

In financial terms, too, the Church suffered setbacks as a result of the recession. There 

were hardly any new funds to spend on poverty alleviation. Still, the number of Church 

social workers began to grow towards the end of the 1990s (Figure 2). With improved 

public and Church finances the number of municipal social workers together with 

Church social workers increased since 2001.  

Figure 2 around here 

While in the course of social insurance expansion, Church poor relief had become 

residual, it continued to exist as a last-resort supplement, covering only those who fell 

through the cracks of the social insurance system. These groups consisted of long-term 

unemployed and those outside the labour force without earnings related benefits. The 

main source of income for these groups was provided by municipal social assistance. 

The Church quickly reacted to the problems caused by the recession with a wide array 

of activities, which included the introduction of debt counselling and settlement 

services, establishing food banks and organising meeting places and activities for the 

unemployed (Gothóni, 2006; Yeung 2003:203-204).  

Figure 3 around here 

The most visible change took place in client contacts. The number of client contacts at 

church social work offices increased rapidly as soon as non-urban parishes, too, opened 

such offices (Figure 3). By 1997 the number of client contacts at church social work 

offices had climbed above 500,000 contacts annually. During the 1990s the number of 

client contacts at church social work offices varied directly with the number of 

households receiving social assistance from municipal social offices. It is also 

noteworthy that the number of social assistance recipients and church social work 
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clients peaked two to three years after the recession was over in terms of GDP growth. 

This reflects the fact, that economic hardship is aggravated if workers are unable to find 

new jobs, earnings-related provisions expire, and social security benefits are cut or left 

to erode. In 1998 the number of Church client contacts surpassed the number of social 

assistance recipients.
5
  

The Church‘s administrative structure is based on the idea of autonomous parishes. 

Given the fact that there are no detailed instructions on how to practise poverty 

alleviation at the parish level it is noteworthy that so many chose to refocus their 

activities from spiritual activities and work with the elderly and the handicapped to 

helping the unemployed and the poor (Author, 2010).  

As the employment situation gradually improved, the number of client contacts at 

Church social work offices began to decline (Figure 3). The development coincided 

with an increase in Church social worker and nurse vacancies. What was even more 

puzzling was that the statistics did not show an increase in any other type of activity 

either. Part of the explanation may lie in the adoption of new work methods 

emphasising pre-booked appointment and computerised client records. However, field 

workers also made the observation that individual clients had a larger number of 

problems. A similar development was visible in social assistance statistics. With an 

improvement in the employment situation, there were fewer social assistance recipients 

but those who received assistance needed more of it (THL, 2009).   

During the golden years of the welfare state Church social workers mainly made home 

visits to elderly clients. In the early 1990s the parishes opened social work offices 

especially for working-age people most severely hit by the depression. They were 

offered counselling, food aid, financial assistance and group activities, among other 

                                                           
5
 Information on social assistance is derived from the social assistance register (THL, 2009). 

Receipt of social assistance is measured as the number of those individuals who received 
social assistance for at least a month during the year. Church social work clients are measured 
as the number of contacts during the year, which means that the actual number of individual 
clients is smaller as many clients tend to have several contacts during the year. Statistics kept 
by the Church Council do not contain information on the actual number of separate clients at 
receptions. 
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services. The share of 64-year-olds and older among all client contacts remained around 

60 per cent until 1990 but declined steadily over the 1990s to a level below 40 per cent 

(Figure 4). The share of working age clients climbed above 50 per cent in the late 1990s 

reflecting a shift of focus in Church poverty alleviation. There was also a shift of 

emphasis in client contacts at church social work offices. Previously the contacts 

involved mainly psychological and spiritual support. The recession gave an impetus to 

the provision of financial assistance in the form of food coupons and packages, covered 

health bills and rents and the occasional provision of more generous financial assistance 

for example to service an overdue debt. 

Figure 4 around here 

The volume of Church aid increased steadily throughout the early 1990s, and the level 

of 900,000 counselling sessions (at social work offices, homes, institutions, etc.) per 

year for a clientele of 308,000 persons was reached at the turn of the millennium. In 

2000 the number of paid diaconal employees was 1,247. Approximately 7 percent of the 

population received help and counselling from the Church. According to field workers 

the main motivations for seeking help were unemployment, financial worries, mental 

health problems, intoxicant abuse, anxiety, and insecurity.  

The amount of Church funds spent on financial aid was very small by any standard; it 

was clearly below one per cent of the amount that municipalities spent on social 

assistance. However, the total cost of Church activities in 2000, for instance, climbed to 

83.6 million euros if personnel and other expenses are included
6
 (Kirkkohallitus, 2009). 

That was equal to 17 per cent of the expenditure on social assistance (excluding 

personnel costs) for the same year. These figures show that the Church‘s input into 

poverty alleviation was mainly realised through client contacts involving counselling, 

social support and assistance with filing claims for statutory benefits and services. 

Between the two recessions the Church did not allocate more funds for social work but 

                                                           
6
 In addition to Church social work the figure includes as minor items family counselling, hospital 

chaplain work and telephone help line services (Kirkkohallitus, 2009). The amount is expressed 
in 2009 prices.  
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the profile of the work changed profoundly with the Church reaching out to help the 

poor. 

Establishing Food banks  

In 1994 the Finnish economy began to recover from the recession (see e.g. Kalela et al., 

2001.). The following years witnessed robust economic growth. Despite strong 

economic growth both the state and the municipalities continued to run austerity 

programmes, which were reflected in a depreciating value of basic income transfers and 

in a more limited supply of social services (Timonen, 2003). Persistent unemployment 

and widening income inequality emerged as new problems. The number of social 

assistance recipients increased until 1996. Subsequently, the number stabilised at a level 

clearly above previous levels, and the share of long-term social assistance recipients 

increased (THL, 2009). 

Despite budget cuts Finland adhered to the principles of the Nordic welfare model 

(Kautto et al. 1999, Kautto, 2000, 2001).  The range of legislative provisions concerning 

the right to social welfare and health care services did not narrow: in fact, there were 

some improvements such as the introduction of a right to day-care for children and 

certain statutory services for people with disabilities. Municipalities were required to 

reserve adequate funds for the provision of social services in all circumstances. 

However, many social welfare and health care services were based on budget 

appropriations. In practical terms individual clients were entitled to services only within 

the limits of the funds allocated to them by the municipality in its budget. The 

municipalities began to seek co-operation with local parishes. 

The urban parish of Tampere was the first to come up with the idea to set up a food 

bank following the continental European model of food banks where a large number of 

persons may pick up food at certain times (Jääskeläinen 2000; Malkavaara, 2004:167-

173). The first food bank adhering to established standards was opened in Tampere in 

1995. In that same year, Finland became a member of the European Union and entitled 

to apply for special assistance from the EU for intervention supplies to be delivered on 

mailto:espanet2011@uv.es


 

 
Universitat de València - ERI POLIBIENESTAR.  

Edificio Institutos-Campus de Tarongers. Calle Serpis, 29. 46022. Valencia.  
Phone: (+34) 96.162.54.12– C.I.F. Q4618001-D 

Email: espanet2011@uv.es 
 

 Page 14 of 33 

 

social grounds. Food banks began to proliferate in 1997 when the Church‘s annual 

fundraising campaign known as Common Responsibility
7
, with the President of the 

Republic as its patron, made food banks part of its programme. In 1997 as many as 272 

parishes – half of all parishes – distributed EU food aid. At this point there were 150 

food banks. Bags of food and coupons to purchase food were distributed at field worker 

offices. These activities were focused on urban communities. Food aid was also made 

available to elderly clients during home visits. The demand for food aid grew, 

outstripping the earmarked appropriations. Besides the EU supplies, the Church and the 

NGOs distributed food donated by local stores and the food industry. They also raised 

money though collections and campaigns as well as used existing funds to buy food.  

While a large number of religious and non-religious NGOs were involved in the 

distribution of EU food, the Evangelical Lutheran Church gained a dominant position in 

the distribution of food due to its existing delivery chain: there was at least one Church 

office in every municipality where it was possible to distribute food (Hiilamo, Pesola & 

Tirri, 2008). Bread-queues on city corners became a symbol of the economic crisis, 

exemplifying the decline of the welfare state. Some politicians called for the closure of 

the food banks and the raising of the level of basic income benefits.  

Initially the food banks were intended as an efficient way of distributing food aid. The 

food banks were criticised inside the Church for their presumed potential to establish a 

new poor relief system. Also, it was felt that the ways in which the aid was distributed 

were too mechanical and often quite humiliating for clients (Addy, 2005:187-189). The 

food bank project of 1997 assumed that food banks would be closed by 1999. However, 

the parishes continued to provide meals and offer other activities for the unemployed, 

                                                           

7 The Common Responsibility Campaign (known in Finnish as 'Yhteisvastuukeräys') is Finland's 

largest annual fundraising campaign, organised by the Finnish Evangelical Lutheran Church 
and its Church Resources Agency (Kirkkopalvelut ry). Its mission is to promote social 
responsibility that focuses on alleviating suffering and advocating for justice. The campaign was 
first launched in 1950. A small coordination unit in Helsinki runs it. 40 000 volunteers and all 
parishes around the country participate in its activities each year.  
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often collaborating with unemployed advocacy groups. At peak in 1999, meals were 

provided to a total of 577,000 persons (Kirkkohallitus, 2009).  

Figure 5 around here 

As general economic conditions in Finland improved some food banks were closed. 

Food banks and similar systems remained important in the most hard-pressed 

communities. This was an indication of changed conditions. General economic 

improvement no longer guaranteed that people would be lifted out of poverty. The 

Church was not criticised for re-establishing poor relief. On the contrary, its activities 

were welcomed by a great majority – an attitude also reflected in the fact that during 

some years in the late 1990s nearly as many people joined the Church as left it. A major 

reason to join the Church and to remain as a Church member was that Church was 

engaged in helping the poor. In short, the reorientation of Church poverty alleviation 

efforts placed poverty at the focal point of the activities (Hiilamo, Raunio & Yeung, 

2008). The Church began to work with marginalised individuals and groups. 

By the early 2000s, with the number of client contacts having declined rapidly for two 

years, food banks seemed likely to remain a temporary phenomenon (Figure 5). 

However, the Church food assistance programme went through another reorientation 

where the number of EU-provided food bags continued to decline but new clients were 

reached out to through meal services. Meal services were given preference over bags of 

food as a more community centred form of assistance. It was also discovered that some 

who received food bags with flour, oil and other basic food items were unable to 

prepare food due to lack of skill or equipment. The actual number of recipients of meal 

services (including events serving food from other sources than the EU) remained above 

400,000 throughout the early 2000s (Kirkkohallitus, 2009).  Based on information on 

pick-up patterns for EU food aid we may assume that almost the same number of people 

claim social assistance as rely on Church food aid at least once during a given year.  

The Church and the NGOs continued to offer food and financial assistance for the most 

vulnerable groups in the second half of the 2000s. The general trend showed a slight 
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decrease in the number of clients but equally a small increase in the volume of 

assistance – a similar development observed in social assistance records. However, the 

trend turned in 2008 when the global recession hit Finland. A ten-year decline in client 

contacts at church social work offices was halted and the volume of food assistance both 

in terms of clients and money increased. This holds true also for other types of financial 

assistance, including congregation funds spent on such items as rents and health bills. 

Attendance at meal service events also increased. Field workers reported a 16 per cent 

increase in financial problems as a cause of client contacts (Kirkkohallitus, 2009). As 

many as 150 of 466 local parishes delivered food aid in 2008. The following year the 

number climbed to 163. In early 2010 the number of parishes participating in the EU‘s 

food aid programme was 193.  

It may seem self-evident that the distribution of free food by NGOs marks a deviation 

from the universal welfare state model. However, the question is more complicated. The 

Church had an obvious motivation to distribute food: to help the needy according to its 

calling and also perhaps to polish its image. But if supplies are made available at no cost 

there will always be demand. Empirical evidence on motivations for picking up free 

food is very limited but points in the direction that clients are generally not hungry 

(Mäki, 2005; Salonen, 2009; Siiki, 2008). They aim to ease personal budget constraints 

associated with the receipt of welfare benefits and free up funds for other purposes. It is 

not clear whether an increase in, for instance, the level of social assistance would 

considerably decrease the number of food bank clients. At any rate the delivery of free 

food by the Church indicates that it had a role in providing last-resort assistance within 

the universal welfare state. 

A study published in 2005 (Grönlund & Hiilamo, 2005) indicated that in the early 

2000's the Lutheran parishes assigned more funds for Church poverty alleviation in 

regions where local inhabitants experienced more financial difficulties (Grönlund & 

Hiilamo, 2006). Church poverty alleviation resources seemed to be allocated according 

to the prevalence of social problems in each region, particularly through client work at 

fieldwork offices. Regionally those congregations where the population, on average, 
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faced more severe economic difficulties were more active distributors of EU food aid 

(Author 2010). The ethos of Church poverty alleviation filled gaps in state and 

municipal provision (Juntunen, Grönlund & Hiilamo, 2007; Kinnunen, 2009). The 

results indicated that Church poverty alleviation efforts had indeed become an 

established part of the last-resort social safety net and no longer represented a random 

act of charity determined, first and foremost, by each organisation‘s history, local 

customs and resources. However, the charitable nature of Church aid was reflected in 

large varieties among local parishes in responding to emerging local needs for poverty 

alleviation (Author, 2010). 

Church’s advocacy work 

The Lutheran state church had no reservations against the state playing a dominant role 

in social protection in the 1980s or earlier (Malkavaara, 2002). Drawing from the 

historical tradition it could have been assumed that the Church would not have engaged 

in public debate on poverty issues, believing them to be within the domain of the 

governing estate of the state and the municipalities. However, the Church and the non-

governmental social welfare organisations were the first to address the problem of 

poverty in the public arena during the economic recession of the early 1990s (Hiilamo, 

Pesola & Tirri, 2008).  Indeed, they took up the issue of poverty as a campaign theme 

(Kuivalainen & Niemelä, 2010). Generally they applied a two-edged strategy. They 

provided help for the most vulnerable groups while claiming that these activities should 

be carried out by the institutions of the universal welfare state. They drew particular 

attention to people in the most vulnerable positions and claimed that the welfare state 

had failed when it comes to the needy.  

For the Church the food bank activity served a critical function in making its voice 

heard. By setting an example it found a way to speak about poverty (Kuivalainen et al. 

2005). The pressing needs of the poor were recognised in a statement on common good 

given by the Bishops of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in 1999. The statement was 

followed by a public uproar as it was interpreted as a political manifesto and a deviation 

from the Church‘s traditional role as an agency of religious and moral nurture 
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(Parviainen, 2000). The Church also organised, along with the unemployed, a human 

rights day for unemployed people with the intent of drawing the attention of political 

decision-makers to the difficulties and rights of the unemployed (Yeung, 2006). 

In the early 2000s Finland chose not to reverse the cutbacks in social protection and 

allowed inflation to erode existing benefits further. Despite steady economic growth and 

strong public finances only minor improvements were made to basic welfare benefits, 

which caused some to label the Finnish case as one marked by "permanent austerity" 

(Pearson, 1994). Lower taxes and considerable pay raises increased inequality between 

those in working life and those suffering from long-term unemployment or making ends 

meet outside the labour force. In effect Finland began to edge away from the universal 

model (Kuivalainen & Niemelä, 2010). As a positive response to Nälkäryhmä (Hunger 

Group), an advocacy group organised by the Church, the government programme in 

1999 stated that "the Government‘s key area of emphasis is to promote activities which 

prevent and reduce serious poverty problems, social exclusion and the accumulation of 

deprivation". This was the first time ever that poverty was mentioned in a government 

programme. The key symbols of Finnish antipoverty policy have been the legislative 

"packages for the poor" put together partly in response to lobbying activity by the 

Church and the NGOs. In the Nordic model, targeted government or NGO programmes 

had previously been considered as a deviation from the fundamental universalistic 

principles of the welfare state. Following the introduction of the first package in 2001, 

the same government introduced two further poverty packages. They included a 

selection of measures that delivered minor improvements to the level of certain 

allowances for targeted groups. 

New impetus for anti-poverty politics came from the EU. The EU Member States 

agreed at the Nice European Council in December 2000 to draw up National Action 

Plans against poverty and social exclusion as part of the political cooperation between 

the Member States in social protection. The Member States drew up the first two-year 

National Action Plans against Poverty and Social Exclusion in 2001.  Initially the EU‘s 

focus on social exclusion and particularly the development of anti-poverty programmes 
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to combat social exclusion was met with skepticism among the Nordic countries 

(Jacobsson & Johansson, 2009). This attitude stemmed from the conviction that such 

policies are not effective in alleviating poverty.   

Before the introduction of the soft ―open method of coordination‖ (OMC) procedure at 

the EU Lisbon summit there had been no established patterns of co-operation between 

state officials and NGOs – with the exception of trade unions – either in Finland or in 

Sweden. The situation changed somewhat when ministries were asked to craft National 

Action Plans (NAPs) on social inclusion. As the body responsible for drawing up 

National Action Plans the Finnish Ministry for Social Affairs and Health mobilised all 

relevant parties including NGOs and the Church. These parties were invited as partners 

and not merely as participants to craft the NAPs, which reflected the absence of state-

Church conflicts. For Church actors the invitation was a sign that their input continued 

to be valued even in post-secular circumstances.  

The OMC process also facilitated collaboration between various actors by constituting a 

common discourse and providing a platform for institutionalised dialogue. The Church 

and the non-governmental social welfare organisations emphasised the importance of 

upholding the legacy and principles of the Nordic welfare state model. They argued that 

the primary aim of social policy is to guarantee a decent standard of living for all 

citizens. 

In the National Action Plans it was frequently stated that the Finnish social security 

system rests on the basic principles of universal social welfare and health services and a 

comprehensive income security system (Ministry of Social Affairs and Health, 2001, 

2003, 2006).). A key tool in the prevention of social exclusion was adherence to the 

principle of universality. It was firmly stated that policies aimed at combating poverty 

and social exclusion would rely first and foremost on the development of the universal 

system. The Church and the non-governmental organisations, particularly, identified the 

inadequate level of basic security benefits and the unsatisfactory functioning of these 

schemes as the most important reasons for poverty (Kuivalainen & Niemelä, 2010).  
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The Finnish branch of the European Anti-Poverty Network (EAPN-Fin), established in 

1994, and the Finnish Federation for Social Welfare and Health acted as some of the 

platforms. The Church was actively involved in both bodies. The OMC process of 

social inclusion provided the Church and NGOs with a window of opportunity to gain 

recognition from official bodies. Before the OMC there was no established pattern of 

co-operation between NGOs and official bodies. The OMC on social inclusion 

constituted a ‖common framing of claims‖ or ‖conception of problems‖ for NGOs 

whereby the NGOs were able to make their inputs more visible and gain recognition 

from the government.  

Conclusions  

The Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland‘s poverty alleviation efforts provided a 

unique case study to evaluate the role of unofficial poverty relief under economically 

challenged conditions. Given the strong role of public benefits in the Nordic welfare 

state model, Finland was from the outset the least likely candidate for the emergence of 

vibrant church-based charitable activity. However, the Finnish case gave more evidence 

for the crowding out/crowding in theory. The Church‘s poverty alleviation efforts co-

existed with the development of the universal welfare state starting in the 1960s. Its role 

was marginalised. After decades of marginalization the role of the Church's poverty 

alleviation became more pronounced after the recession in the early 1990s. In the early 

1990s, the focus of Church social work shifted from working with the elderly to 

providing assistance and financial aid to the unemployed and the heavily indebted. 

Poverty alleviation in terms of financial assistance and distribution of food became the 

dominant features of the Church activities. The food banks were intended as temporary 

relief so that no one should become dependent on such assistance. However, people 

kept coming and the banks remained open. 

Again, the global recession beginning in 2008 gave new impetus for Church efforts to 

combat poverty and social exclusion. The Church provided the poor with a large-scale 

and organised poverty alleviation input most commonly associated with the Southern 
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welfare state model and the welfare state model in the US (Ferrera, 1996; Garland, 2008; 

Wineburg, 2001; Cnaan, Wineburg, Boddie, 1999).  

The Church not only provided various forms of assistance but also changed its profile in 

the public debate. Kahl (2009:287) argues that churches have tended to call for state 

involvement in crises such as the depression of the late 19
th

 century in the U.S., the 

failure of the friendly societies in the UK, and the Great Depression as some examples. 

That seems to be the case also in Finland. After the depression of the early 1990s 

Church poverty alleviation efforts assumed a critical function as a way to draw attention 

to the need for targeted measures to help the poor. The abrupt end of the golden years of 

the welfare state together with the adoption of the open method of coordination on 

social inclusion in the European Union provided the Church with a window of 

opportunity to reorient itself in public life. It was called on as a recognized partner to 

combat poverty problems, i.e. to fill gaps in the welfare state. National Action Plans 

against poverty and social exclusion illuminate the fact that there is a new and separate 

element in the Finnish social policy which may be called anti-poverty policy and which 

puts an emphasis on targeted measures for the poor.  

The Church and the non-governmental social welfare organisations took an active role 

in promoting the issue of poverty during the 1990s. They made an impact on the 

adoption of poverty as a central political concern by the government and the political 

parties. However, the Church mostly failed in its efforts to introduce improvements to 

basic welfare benefits. In Finland there has been a gradual change from the traditional 

idea of the Nordic welfare state towards the idea of selectivism. The Church has on one 

hand criticised the tendency but on the other hand contributed to it by proving 

assistance for the most needy.  

The analysis demonstrates that there is a contradiction between grass-roots engagement 

in poverty relief and the official conception of the Nordic welfare state model in 

Finland. In the Weberian perspective secularisation, as a concluding phase of western 

rationalisation, was assumed to accelerate the development of the welfare state 

(Kersbergen & Manow, 2009:16). If we take this statement at face value it is fair to ask 
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what would happen if welfare state development were halted at some point. The Nordic 

welfare model continues to rely heavily on the public sector and the Nordic countries 

exemplify universalism as an idea behind all policy prescriptions.  Kersbergen and 

Manow (2009:34) note that "public policies affect religiosity to the extent that a large 

welfare state has a negative impact on religious activity and overall religiosity". Our 

results indicate that periods of austerity in welfare state development may reinvigorate 

religious activities in poverty alleviation. As Kahl (2009:287) notes churches' position 

towards state involvement is not static but rather adapts to new realities. 

The Church reacted strongly to the pressing needs of the poor in the early 1990s and 

continued to do so. The scope and volume of the Church's poverty alleviation 

programmes during economic downturns gives reason to challenge the conventional 

clear cut conception of the universal Nordic welfare state in Finland. It is too early to 

see if this is only a temporary diversion from the universal welfare model or a more 

permanent change towards a fragmented model. At any rate the case of the Evangelical 

Lutheran Church of Finland challenges the notion of the state-centred universal welfare 

model. However, our results are not valid for other Nordic countries where church and 

state contexts have played out differently during the years of crisis (Pessi et al. 

forthcoming). Our study also endorses a wider approach to the analysis of social welfare 

institutions and their incorporation of religious actors. 
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Figure 1. Rate of unemployment and GDP volume change 1989-2010 in Finland, %.
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Figure 2. Number of Municipal Social Workers and Church Diaconal Workers 1991-2007.
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Figure 3.  Number of annual Social Assistance (SA) Recipients and Clients at Diaconia Receptions 

1990-2009.
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Figure 4. Chirch Diaconia Client Contacts by Age Group, %.
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Figure 5. Distribution of EU-food by local parishes.
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