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The Importance of Belonging
Finland- Swedes and Their Associations
By Pernilla Houard and Tberese Sunngren-Granlund,
Proj ect M an agers for Ftirenings KI CK

It seems to be a deeply ingrained human trait to have a need
to feel seen and appreciated. Most people enjoy feeling part
of a communiry where they can be around othe¡ like-minded
individuals and strive towards a common goal. This longing
provides the impetus lor many of society's associations. You can
find that people gather to found associations for everything
imaginable, from collecting stamps, and singing in choirs, to
looking for UFOs, and even training rabbits to jump hurdles.
Sometimes it does not really matter what you do, as long as you
do it together.

Associations in Finland today
Today there are 138,000 associations registered in Finland
(Finnish Patent and Registration Office 2076),out ofwhich
about 80,000 are active. Due to this, nearly 15 million people
are registered in associations in Finland (Finnish Civil Soci-
ety 2076),meaning that on àverage each Finn is a member of
three associations. Needless to say, these associations have a
signifi cant influence on society. To day, a great deal of respon-
sibility is placed on associations to manage different aspects of
society within fields such as culture, sports, and religion. It is

often taken for granted that associations will provide services

Tl¡e sense of belonging and thefeeling of ztorkingfor
a cornmon goal is important to most people.

continued on page 74
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in society, without recognizing that
this does not just happen on its
own, but rather through countless
hours of voluntary work. Consid-
ering today's stressful pace of life,
what happens if people no longer
feel that associations are a priorityl
How will society move forward if
we take all this voluntary work for
granted and forget to appreciate
and reward the people who are pas-
sionate about their associationsl

Hopefully, we will never get to the
point where we need to answer
those questions. Rather, the desir-
able solution would be to support
said associations while they still
exist. This is where the project
FöreningsKICK (loosely translated
as'Association Boost") comes into
the picture. This is a two-year-long
project undertaken by Centria UAS
and Novia UAS currently taking
place in Finland. The project has

b.een funded by Leader (Aktion
Osterbotten), and its aim is to sup-

port associations as weli as their
maintenance and development in
the Swedish-speaking regions of
Ostrobothnia.This is done by ar-
ranging workshops, where people
get to gather and network while
actively working with developing
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'Ihe project "FòreningsKICK" strives to heþ
as s o ci a tion s in Snt e dis h - sp e a king O s tro bo tb nia
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their own association, focusing on
topics like strategy, internal com-
munication, and marketing. As the
universities running the project
have conducted much research con-
cerning the development of com-
panies, the techniques developed
are now applied to associations and
their activities. The end result of
the project will be a handbook for
associations.

The unioueness of Finland-
Swedish'togetherness

The importance of associations can
be seen as a typical trait of Finland-
Swedes. According to researcher

Maria Bäck (2008), the most active

participants of associations in Fin-
land are found in Ostrobothnia, or
the Swedish parts of Finland, and

she claims that associations are im-
portant for the social unity among
Finland-Swedes.

Currently, there are just over
290,000 Finland-Swedes in Fin-
land (Statistics Finland 2075),
which is slightþ more than 5

percent of the population. Their
language is unique, as it is not quite
the same as the Swedish spoken
in Sweden, and their culture is

unique, as it is not quite
iike the Finnish culture in
Finland. Finland-Swedes
are often very proud of
their heritage, and want
to be differentiated, not as

Finns, not as Swedes, but
as Finland-Swedes. Being
in this unique situation
means that many Finland-
Swedes feel a certain con-

nection, and also feel that "we need

to stick together" to maintain their
common culture, language, and na-
tional standing.It is therefore not
entirely surprising that the sense

of togetherness is so important to
Finland-Swedes.

Emigration and associations

Gathering in associations is in no

way a new thing, but according to
researcher Henrik Stenius'þeople
have always been part of differ-
ent kinds of associations" (1987).

However, associations received a

special boost in Finland in the L9th
century. A major reason was the in-
creased feeling ofnationalism in a

state under Russian control. This is

also when more formal regulations
for associations were introduced
(Stenius 1987.) So why is it rele-
vant to read about this in America?
Perhaps it sheds some light on the
American experience, since this
time period is also known for the
great wave of immigration into
the USA. Between L893 and 7924,

approximately 300,000 people
from Finland immigrated into the
USA. Around 60,000 of these were
Finland- Swedes. (Myhr man 797 2.)

These immigrants brought with
them their own culture and way of
life, inciuding the habit of gather-
ing with like-minded people and
working for a common cause.

Finland-Swedes often lived close to
each other and found agreat deal
of support in one another. Com-
munity was extremely important.

continued on page 75
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A sauna is being built by voluntary utorkers during a
talko day in Jakobstad, Finland.

social contact were also
important. Even today,
when American descen-
dants think back on their
older relatives, what they
especially remember
are the moments spent
around the coffee table,
discussing nothing and
everything at the same

time. The sense of belong-
ing was very important to
the first immigrants, and
even toda¡ the feeling of
togetherness among that
group of people is unique,
with an excellent example
seen in the association
SFHS,where Finland-

Swedish descendants still stick
together.

Current challenges for associa-
tions in Finland-

However important associations
are in Finland, it is a fact that many
of them are struggling. When the
proj ect "FöreningsKICK" began
inJune 2076,the hypothesis was
that most associations are going
through difficulties due to finan-
cial issues. After interviewing cul-
tural secretaries and associations
in Ostrobothnia, and reading the
opinions ofover 60 people re-
sponding to an online survey dur-
ing the early autumn of 2076,it
became clear that, while financial
issues do indeed cause problems
at times, most associations face
challenges of a different nature.
Naturally, the challenges are very
specific to each association, but

some trends can be identified.

How can new members be recruit-
ed, and how does an association
offer interesting tasks, but balance
this with a iight work loadl Is too
much expected perhaps? When
working with FöreningsKICK, we
have heard people say that it is hard
to offer the little time they have,

because they are made to feel guilty
when they do not offer more time.
In that case it might simply feel
easier not to offer any help at all.
Also, it might feel intimidating to
join an association with a long his-
tory. Toda¡ the generational shift
presents a challenge.

How are the members activated?
There is always a risk of hav-
ing only a few people pull all the
weight. With that, we come to
issues of communication. Some-
times the workload is uneven due
to communication difficulties. As
earlier stated, a typical way of con-
duct in associations is to have talko

continued on page 76

Gathering øround the cofee table to sl¡are

traditional Finnish stteet rolls, or "bul|a",

was ø social tradition tl¡at the emigrants
rr-tade sure to keep in the nezu countr!.

When they started a new life in the
new country,they continued work-
ing together much as they had in
their old country. InFinland, talko
is a word known by everyone. In
old times the talko was particularly
evident during the harvest season,

but even today, people, and as-
sociations in particular, often use

talko. It means a work parry where
friends and neighbors gather to
work together. The point with the
work party is that you volunteer to
help someone out by working for
them, but you are not paid, nor are

you in any debt ofgratitude. You
traditionally receive food for your
work, but the only other pay is the
feeling ofhaving been useful and
helped someone out in need, and
having felt part of a community.

In addition to meeting up for work
parties like these, many of the
immigrants gathered in Lutheran
congregations, but other forms of
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days, which means that members

gather for a work party. While the
board might often be upset that
people are not showing up to the
talko, the members might not have

received the information about the
opportunity to help out. Speaking

of communication, not only the
members need to be reached, but,
depending on the association, the
public should be informed about
events. Some associations need help
with marketing. Where and how
should the association be seen?

If we distinguish the one thing that
is perhaps most essential for an

association to function, which has

caused more challenges than antici-
pated when this project was started,

it is the need for joy and the feeling
of being in it together. One associa-

tion we talked to made clear that
finances were not an issue. There

wâs money in the association, but
there was a lack of true belonging,
caring, and sense oftogetherness.
Without the team spirit, an as-

sociation will probably not survive
in the long run, as the sense of
belonging is one of the core reasons

people are willing to volunteer. We
have also seen several examples of
how associations have flourished
despite small resources, because the
members have so much fun togeth-
er that they put in an extra amount
of effort to make things work out.

Is it possible that we are losing
track ofthe uniqueness ofthe
Finland- Swedish togetherness?
Is today's stressful life and inter-
national lifestyle taking its toll on
us? Let us hope that this is not the

case, or at least that there will come

a time when we find our way back.

What does the future hold
for associations?

According to professor Robert
D. Putnam (2006),Americans'
eagerness to do voluntary work
in associations in the early 1900s

has declined during the last few
decades, and people are nowadays

isolated individualists.This is a

problem, since working together
creates social capital, and makes

people trust each other.

This year has been tumultuous
for all Americans, seen from a

political perspective. More than
ever, it seems like people mistrust
each other. Perhaps it is time to
remember "the olden days"when
the Finland-Swedish immigrants
gathered around the coffee table
and helped each other out where
they could. This is something that
we also need to remember in Fin-
land. Why did associations begin
forming in the first place? Because

people believed in a common cause,

had a common interest and wanted
to work together. They wanted to
belong. We still want to belong, We
just need to prioritize in our stress-

fui everyday lives and realize that
voluntary work can provide us with
joy that a salary cannot.

It is important to keep associa-

tions, the sense of belonging, and
the feeling of working together
alive. The question is how we make

sure that associations survive and

prosper. We need to make sure that
we do not forget the reason why we

should be active in associations. We
need to remember the joy and the
sense ofbelonging, the core values

that an association such as SFHS
stands for.

Authors
Perni I la Horuard, Proj e c t M anager for
FòreningsKICK, Centria Uniaersity of '1p-
plied Sciences

Tberese Sunngren-Granlund, Project Man-
agerfor FöreningsKICK, Nooia Uniaersity
ofzlpplied Science.

Sources
Bäck, Maria. 2008. "Socia/tf)rtroende ocls

d e I tagan de i fr iø i I liga Jòr e ningar. D e t s o c i a I a

kapitalet i Saenskfnland" in Opinioner och

trender i Soenskfnland by Kjell Herberts
(ed.). Vaasa: 14bo zllþademi.

Finnish Ciøil Society. 2016. "Kansalaisyh-

teis þunnan ny kyinen laajuus". Ar.tai/ab le:

h t tp ://tutuw. kan s a I ai sy h te i s kun ta.f/kan s a I -
ai s y h t e is kun ta/ kan s a I ai s y lt te i s kun n a n 

-ny 
ky -

inen-laajuus. Accessed Nocrember 29, 2016.

Finnish Patent and Registration Ofice.
2016. "Number of associations and religious

communities at the Register oftllssociations
and the Register of Religious Comrnuni-
tiei'. År,taila b le : h t tps ://utzutu. prh.f./en/
y lt di s ty sr e ki s teri/s ta ti s ti c s/num b e r ofa s s o c i a-
tions andre ligiouscommuni ti e s. htm l. tll c ces s e d
Nooember 29,2016.

Myhrman, Anders. 1 9 7 2. Finlandssøens kar
i Ámerika. Helsinki: Saensþa Litteratursälls-
kapet i Finland.

Putnam, Robert D.2006. Den ensamne

boularen. Second edition. Stockho/m: SNS

Förlag.

Statistiu Finland. 2015. "Tabellbilaga 2.
Befolkningen efter språk 1980-2015." Ávail-
ab le : h ttp ://zt:utu. s tat.¡Ê/ti l/ztaerø U2 0 1 5 /
øaerak 2015 2016-04-01 tau 002
sv.html. 

'lccessed 
November 29, 2016.

Stenius, Henrik. 1987. Fri,uilligt, jàmlikt,
samJà/lt. Föreningsørisendets utøeckling i
Finlandfram till 1g))-talets början med

speciell hänsyn / ill massorgan isationsprin-
cipens genombrott. Helsinþi: Svenska Lit-
tera turs à I ls kape t i Fin I an d.

76 The Qrarterly Winter 2077


