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How Civil Society Meets the

Covid-19 Pandemic



Civil society refers to the space for collective 

action around shared interests, purposes and 

values, generally distinct from government 

and commercial for-profit actors. Civil society 
includes charities, development NGOs, 

community groups, women's organizations, 

faith-based organizations, professional 

associations, trade unions, social movements, 

coalitions and advocacy groups.

- World Health Organization

What is Civil 

Soceity?



Possible Society Sectors

STATE MARKET CIVIL SOCIETY



Civil Society 

in Sweden

 More than 200 000 non-profit organizations

 About 90 % have no employees

 A variety of organizations organizing:
-sports,
- education & research,
- labor & business,
- housing,
- culture & recreation,
- religion,
- advocacy & politics, and
- social services

 About 50 % of the Sweden conducted non-
profit work efforts last year - about 10 % of 
them were oriented towards social service



Welfare

In Sweden, welfare is a collective term for 

the social insurance system and the 

welfare services care, school and care.

- Nationalencyklopedin



The Swedish Civil Society 
and the Covid-19 outbreak 
– a research study

 Sample: Heads of about 40 strategically 

selected Non-profit organizations 

 Method: qualitative interviews using MS Teams

 14 researchers involved

 Nine research publications in Socialmedicinsk

tidskrift

 A planned follow-up study 

https://socialmedicinsktidskrift.se/index.php/smt/issue/view/163



The Swedish Civil Society 
and the Covid-19 outbreak
– a research study

 Organizational state of emergency and 

alternative operations

 Internal focus on own members and 

organization

 Trying to prevent loneliness and fear

 Predicted economic loss

 Lack of digital expertise and equipment 



Covid-19 
and poverty 

in Sweden
– Voices 
from the 

Swedish City 
Missions

 Structured essays written by ten Directors of Sweden’s 
city missions, late spring 2020

 Primary effects: confusion, lack of information, travel 
chaos, lack of places for sleeping or maintaining 
hygiene when public places close down

 Secondary effects: strained family finances, 
overcrowding, relationship problems, lack of 
temporary jobs

 Tertiary effects: more people need the support of 
public society and the most vulnerable end up farthest 
from help

 the City missions need to become "every municipality 
or city's best friend in the times to come."

 Collaborations are hampered by the inaccessibility 
and perceived threats of social services 



The non-take ups

 An estimation tells us that 50 % of all social rights 
are not met – much of these rights are not even 
applied for

 It can be assumed that this non-take up 
phenomenon is spread in all groups in society, 
but that vulnerable groups are more affected

 One reason for people not apply for their rights 
is because they do not trust in society – and by 
being unhelped they lose trust

 If people do not apply for social services, we 
lose sight of them

 How do we reach them in times of crises?

https://www.delmos.se/kunskap/artikelserie-segregation-och-covid-19/



Anecdotal 

considerations 

for future 

research

 Civil society was forgotten at first - and perhaps 
later

 The large socially oriented organizations have 

collaborated to be seen and taken advantage 

of

 The elderly organizations have been strikingly 

passive

 The Church of Sweden has shown great activity

 The central government has learned a lot 

about the possibilities of civil society through 

the refugee situation in 2015

 Civil society has been engaged on a local 

rather than a central level



Concluding 

remarks

 Welfare efforts are already being made in civil 
society - both for compensation and non-profit

 Many civil society organizations are affected by 
the pandemic and are feathering their nests

 Civil society is not a single voice nor actor, and can 
hardly play a decisive role as a performer in 
Swedish welfare

 The social arenas, relationships and informal efforts 
that exist and are made in civil society are 
significant - and probably particularly important in 
the event of social disturbances such as Corona

 Forward together: The public sector is responsible 
for welfare and civil society for the "social soil" - and 
this is done in close dialogue 



Discussion
 What have you heard about civic 

engagement and non-profit efforts in the 

Covid-19 pandemic?

 How can such initiatives be understood?

 What do we expect from civil society in 

times of crises? Should we expect more or 

less?

 What should the relation between the 

government and civil society be (in times of 

crises)?
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