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ABSTRACT   

 
This thesis examines the communication used by churches and investigates 

how the Finnish Lutheran Church and the Finnish Orthodox Church use 

branding in their communication. Church communication is examined 

through the frame of neoliberalism, consumerism, marketisation, and 

specifically branding. The key research questions are: How is branding applied 

in church communication? How does branding affect church 

communication? The purpose of this study is to provide new insights into 

branding within established churches. 

 

An empirical part of this thesis consists of four sub-studies, each published as 

articles in various national and international scientific journals. The various 

sub-studies apply different datasets and questions, but ultimately all focus on 

the same central theme: examining and interpreting communication through 

the theoretical lens of branding. The first article, “Church as a Brand? 

Branding in the Communication Strategies of the Evangelical Lutheran 

Church of Finland in 1992–2020” (orig. Kirkko brändinä? Suomen evankelis-

luterilaisen kirkon brändäys viestintästrategioissa vuosina 1992–2020) 

studied the Evangelical Lutheran Church’s communication strategies 

published in the years 1992, 2002, 2007, and 2016, and observed how 

marketing was applied in those cases.  

 

The second article, titled "Adopting Marketing Communications: Publicity 

Campaigns in the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland", examined the 

Lutheran Church's publicity campaigns during the parish elections, held every 

four years, between 1992 and 2018. It was concluded that advertising 

campaigns in parish elections began as an experiment with a marketing agency 

in 1998, and that the Church uses meaning-making in its campaigns by 

highlighting a selected ‘brand story’. 

 

The third article, “The Dichotomy of Branding: Discourses in the Orthodox 

Church of Finland”, investigated branding discourses in the Finnish Orthodox 

Church. In this article, the Church´s communication workers were 

interviewed, and the strategies documents were discussed. It was observed 

that the discourses involved are diverse and overlap and sometimes contradict 

each other. The identified discourses simultaneously defend the core of the 

Church, make use of marketing methods, and establish that the Church is 

unsuitable for marketing purposes. 

 

The fourth article, titled "Established Churches in the Social Media: The Case 

of the Finnish Churches", included information from both the Lutheran and 

Orthodox churches, as their social media presence was examined. In addition 



to the general social media review, a total of 156 posts from official Facebook 

pages were analysed. It was concluded that, on this particular social media 

platform, both churches operate very similarly: the dominant discourse 

focused on education about church life and Christianity. 

 

In this study it is argued that established Finnish churches negotiate their 

communication and modify marketing processes in order to represent 

themselves in the public sphere. As a result, earlier findings regarding 

established Nordic churches applying marketing techniques, how their 

discourse is affected by the process of marketisation, and how 

communications are reformed according to marketing principles are 

supported. In addition, there are several processes involved in communication 

that can be better understood through the lens of branding. Based on the data 

and observations gathered from the sub-studies, it is suggested that the 

studied churches construct their communication by applying ideas and models 

of marketing, and specifically branding; although the term "branding" is rarely 

used, and as a practice is never fully adopted. Throughout the case studies and 

the empirical chapters of this study, it is demonstrated how the churches apply 

branding in various ways: they use some methods, avoid others, make use of 

what is appropriate for them, and reject those that are not. It is suggested that 

this process that takes place between church communications and marketing 

communications is best described as a negotiation, since the studied churches 

have special characteristics that require reconfiguring their communication 

methods. The need for the churches to be visible and recognizable is 

operationalized through the portrayal of stories and the identification of their 

purpose through narrative presentation.  
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1. INTRODUCTION  

 
A good name is more desirable than great riches; 
to be esteemed is better than silver or gold. Proverbs. 22:1 

 

Thousands of brands in every area of life surround us: whether you wish to 

decorate your home, consume audiobooks, buy groceries, or begin a new 

hobby, you can identify and choose from many seemingly different suppliers. 

It is likely you can formulate various opinions regarding numerous brands: 

whether they are leading in their field or perhaps a bit behind the times, 

whether you believe them to be reliable or have heard negative rumours, or 

simply if a friend or neighbour is a consumer of them. Like the biblical citation 

from Proverbs above, a good name is a valuable and desired asset; however, it 

often serves to increase market value or wealth, whether these are in the form 

of profits, endorsements, or committed people. 

 

A strong and positive brand is also a valuable asset for any non-profit 

organisation or community. Recognizable brands have an image that people 

recognise and associate with lifestyle choices; they suggest positive attributes 

and encourage people to join in order to belong to the represented group or 

pursue a desired way of living. The argument is sometimes made that religious 

communities and organisations are also brands, given how well known they 

are, both through their religious "logos" as well as their widely known 

ideologies and structures. In the religious sphere, intentional branding is most 

commonly used by new religious communities, such as the Melbourne-based 

and now worldwide Christian organisation Hillsong, for example.1 In turn, 

branding is not so strongly associated with the traditional churches, such as 

the established Orthodox churches or European protestant churches, which 

have a long tradition of membership dominance. However, in the 2020s these 

churches have faced a deepening downward trend and are losing their 

dominant position to varying degrees, especially with the Nordic countries 

secularising to an increasing extent.2  

 

This study draws its theoretical framework from sociological research on 

neoliberalism, consumer culture, and marketisation. In previous research on 

the marketisation of Nordic churches, attention has been focused on the 

 

 

 

 
1 Hillsong brand, see e.g., Wagner 2017.  
2 Stolz and Usunier 2018; Davie 2002; Torpey 2010. 
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discursive turn of European church strategies towards becoming more 

engaged with market-related terminology, in other words more 

marketised.3 The origin of this orientation can be traced to consumer culture. 

This viewpoint on branding requires further investigation.4 In the present 

project, this theme is explored in more depth.  

 

A brand can be defined as a public image that is purposefully constructed in 

communications, but it is impossible to completely control a brand. A 

constructed brand is an aspect of communication that attempts to convey a 

certain image. The brand is ultimately shaped by how the recipient interprets 

it, since a brand is a set of images and characteristics that people associate with 

a product, service, or actor. Essentially, branding is a method or tool for 

communication. However, its core is deeply entangled with identification, 

since brands seek to distinguish themselves from other brands and provide an 

identity to which people wish to attach themselves.5  

 

Finland has two established churches, which are often referred to as the 

majority and minority churches of the country. Nearly 70 per cent of Finns are 

members of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland, whereas 

approximately one per cent of Finns are members of the Orthodox Church of 

Finland. The study takes as its case both the mainline Lutheran Church and 

the minority Orthodox Church, for despite their differences in size they have 

similar privileges and legal statuses, as both institutions are established by the 

state and share a long history in Finland.  

 

It is a fact that branding has been discussed in the Evangelical Lutheran 

Church of Finland over the years, although such discussions have been 

inconsistent and have taken place on an infrequent basis, for example in 

columns, in communication guides, and among theologians and church 

employees.6 In 2014, the Church organized its annual communications 

seminar on the topic of branding. At the same time, it established a team to 

identify and develop "the Church's strengths".7 These developments, as well as 

earlier discussions, raise the question of what kind of brand the Lutheran 

Church is and how it brands its functions. Despite the vague nature of the 

 

 

 

 
3 See Moberg 2016. See also Gauthier 2020. 
4 Gauthier 2014; Kornberger 2010, 21. 
5 E.g., Gauthier et al. 2013a; Vuokko 2003; Stolz and Usunier 2018; Aula and Heinonen 2011; Aaker and 
Joachimstahler 2000. 
6 E.g., Vaismaa 2005; Malmelin 2013; and Komulainen 2018. 
7 Kirkon vahvuuksien työryhmä in Finnish. The author has translated all Finnish quotations into English. 
As for the ecclesiastical vocabulary and nomenclature, Kirkollista sanastoa neljällä kielellä and official 
Internet pages have been used as a source. 
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discussions, it became apparent that there was a lack of clarity regarding how 

branding is formed and discussed on an official level, as well as how such 

discussions are conducted within the Church. Moreover, even less information 

was available regarding the Orthodox Church of Finland. As Agadjanian and 

Routometof have written, it has been 

 
too simplistic and unreasonable to infer that Eastern Orthodoxy has 
been outside the global processes or completely uninvolved in 
significant negotiation with the global discourses, or at any rate 
unwilling or totally unsuccessful in its search of a certain modus 
vivendi in the global context.8 

 

How has the way that a church communicates changed with the fluctuations 

in society, especially in consumer culture? How are churches responding when 

the rest of the world communicates with brands? This project includes both 

the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland as well as the Orthodox Church of 

Finland because they are the only two Finnish churches whose status is 

recognised by law (the Church Act). Furthermore, this study provides an 

opportunity to investigate two churches that are quite different in nature, but 

function within the same society and share a long history there. This approach 

also brings forward some differences between the churches. In order to 

examine church communications, this thesis utilizes branding as a theoretical 

lens. The purpose of this study is to determine what type of branding is 

observable in various datasets, which all pertain to organisation-level 

communications, in order to identify the application of branding in churches.  

 

This study argues that viewing church communication through the lens of 

branding allows one to identify what conversations and actions occur in 

churches, and how churches relate to branding by incorporating it into their 

communication. It demonstrates how churches are negotiating their 

communication based on ideas and models adopted from branding and 

marketing in general. This articulation takes place through a data set 

comprising campaigns, strategies, interviews, and other relevant documents, 

as the churches' communications are viewed through the lens of branding. It 

is also suggested that branding may also have a profound impact on the 

creation of meaning and identification. 

 

This study is grounded in the study of religions.9 The more focused area of 

sociology of religion focuses on the role of religion in society and societal 

 

 

 

 
8 Agadjanian and Routometof 2005, 8. 
9 On study of religions, see Pesonen and Utriainen 2020. 
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phenomena. It includes studies on the relationship between different systems, 

such as the market and religion. In this study, the focus is on churches as 

organisations and their adoption of methods commonly found in other areas 

of life, including marketing communications. In the field of sociology of 

religion, the theoretical discussion of branding is framed by discussions on 

neoliberalism and consumerism. Gauthier, Martikainen, and Woodhead have 

argued that, in addition to the prevailing theory of secularization, another 

perspective is needed to explain religious change. As a theoretical basis, they 

have proposed a broader marketisation-focused approach, with neoliberalism 

and consumer culture as theoretical backgrounds.10 The present study is also 

related to this area of study. 

 

This study consists of the following sections. Presented in section 2 is a brief 

overview of the established Finnish Christian churches, their status and 

position, and the general religiosity of Finns, which provides a context for this 

study. Section 3 discusses the theoretical framework, previous research, data, 

and methods used in this study. Section 4 focuses on the aims of this study and 

introduces the sub-studies and synthesises their results. The dataset includes 

a selection of church communications: documentation of several strategies 

from both churches, focusing primarily on communication strategies, as well 

as planning documents and reports on publicity campaigns conducted for 

Lutheran parish elections, interviews with Orthodox communication workers, 

and social media content posted on official church Facebook pages from both 

churches. In this study, the focus is on qualitative content and discourse 

analysis; these methods and their relationship are described in detail in 

section 3. Combined, these datasets provide a broader basis for research. 

Finally, section 5 summarizes, concludes, and presents future directions for 

the study.  

 

 

2. RESEARCH CONTEXT  
 

2.1 FINNISH CHURCHES  
 

The case study for this study will explore the two established churches in 

Finland: the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland (the Lutheran Church) 

and the Orthodox Church of Finland (the Orthodox Church). In this section, a 

 

 

 

 
10 Gauthier, Martikainen, and Woodhead 2013a, 2–3; Gauthier 2020, 3; Gauthier, Martikainen, and 
Woodhead 2013b, 261–264.  
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brief overview of both churches is provided, considering their status, history, 

and membership. 

 

Due to Finland's geographical location between Sweden and Russia, 

Christianity arrived in Finland from both the East and the West. Historically, 

Finland was part of Sweden until the 19th century, which established a strong 

Lutheran tradition in the 16th century. During the Reformation, Sweden 

separated itself from Catholic Christianity and became Lutheran in 1544.11 As 

Ketola has written, the unification benefitted the kingdom, since the Lutheran 

Church became in practice the official institution of government.12 Due to the 

Russian conquest in 1809, Finland became part of the Russian realm. For the 

next 100 years Finland was a part of Russia, however as an autonomous region 

that maintained its Lutheran tradition.13 Around the turn of the 19th century 

the union between state and church began to break down, and their roles were 

clarified by church law when, in 1869, the Lutheran Church was recognized as 

having its own legal standing and its own decision-making organ, the synod.14 

In 1919, two years after Finland declared its independence, it was proclaimed 

a religiously neutral state; however, the state maintains close ties with the 

Church to this day.15 Nowadays, Lutheranism in Finland is a regional version 

similar to that found in other Nordic countries, and ‘the Nordic churches 

remain deeply socially engaged at every level of society’.16 For example, Ketola 

has suggested that much of the influence of Lutheranism has been indirect, 

although these background effects are not always recognized: a number of 

Lutheran beliefs and values are well established in Finland, and Finnish 

culture and politics have also been significantly affected.17 

 

The Orthodox Church of Finland is a part of worldwide Orthodox Christianity 

and has historically existed in the area formerly known as Finnish Karelia 

since the 12th century.18 In 1918 the Orthodox Church was declared a state 

church in the newly independent Republic of Finland, along with the Lutheran 

Church.19 Thus, the relationship between the Orthodox Church and the mother 

church changed, and the Finnish Orthodox Church separated from the 

Moscow administration. In 1923, the Church was reorganized after its position 

 

 

 

 
11 Ketola 2008, 60.  
12 Ketola 2008, 60. 
13 Ketola 2008, 61; Sakaranaho 2012, 105.  
14 Ketola 2008, 61. 
15 Ketola 2008, 61; Sakaranaho 2012, 107. 
16 Moberg 2017, 111. See also Huhta 2013 and 2014. On the impact of Lutheranism on culture and society, 
see Malkavaara 2017. 
17 Ketola 2017, 86. 
18 Martikainen and Laitila 2014, 151.  
19 Laitila 2006, 161.  
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was recognized by ordination under the Ecumenical Patriarchate of 

Constantinople. In this way, the Finnish Orthodox Church became an 

autonomous regional church.20 As a result of the Second World War, 

approximately 70 per cent (55.000 people) of the Church population was 

compelled to leave their original homelands, which were post-war parts of 

Russia, in order to immigrate to current Finland.21 In this process, parishes 

and monasteries lost a substantial amount of both movable and immovable 

property.22 Furthermore, the majority of Orthodox Christians were widely 

dispersed from an area where they had previously been geographically 

compact.23  

 

After the displacement and devastation of the Orthodox Church, it became 

more visible on the Finnish scene than it had previously been. According to 

Takala-Roszczenko, the current form of Finnish Orthodoxy was created at the 

turn of the 19th and 20th centuries, making it unique to this day. In the early 

20th century, when the Orthodox Church was formed in independent Finland, 

it compared itself to the Lutheran Church. In a profoundly Lutheran society, 

the Lutheran Church was the dominant religion, and patriotism and 

Lutheranism were intimately intertwined. Takala-Roszczenko has argued 

that this process significantly affected how the Orthodox Church eventually 

formulated itself.24 Martikainen has noted how the Orthodox Church was also 

an immigrant church.25 As Laitila has formulated, the Orthodox Church is both 

Finnish and Orthodox.26  

 

Currently, Lutheranism continues to be the largest church in Finland, with 

66,5 per cent of Finns being Lutherans in 2022, whereas Orthodox Christianity 

only accounts for less than one per cent of Finns, or 54 895 individuals.27 In 

Finland, the state maintains accurate records of members of religious 

communities. In both the Lutheran and the Orthodox churches, membership 

is based on residency. In the parochial system, parishes are geographically 

distributed across the country, and every registered member of a church 

 

 

 

 
20 Metso 2017. 
21 Metso 2017. 
22 Laitila 2006, 166.  
23 Laitila 2006, 168. History of the Orthodox Church in Laitila 2006, and both churches in Sakaranaho 
2012. 
24 Takala-Roszczenko 2018. 
25 Martikainen 2005, 118. On the lived religion of "displaced" Karelian Orthodox women, see Kupari 
2016.  
26 Laitila 2006, 175. 
27 Kirkon jäsenyys; Tilastotietoja kirkon väestöstä vuodelta 2021. 
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belongs to its local parish. New members are usually baptized as infants. 

Nonetheless, there is a sporadic phenomenon of adult conversions as well.28 

 

Both churches have a role that is sometimes referred to as folk churches, 

another tradition found in all Nordic churches.29 The expression folk church is 

often used to describe the (Lutheran) Church in particular, since most people 

belong to it. A variety of socially essential functions are carried out by the 

Lutheran Church. In general, Nordic Lutheran churches have assumed the 

function of public utilities that the majority of Nordic populations engage with 

occasionally. These include life-stage rites such as baptism, weddings, 

confirmations, and funerals, as well as festive occasions such as Christmas, 

and more concrete day-to-day functions, such as offering free counselling to 

couples and families, and financial counselling, as well as attending to 

situations of crisis.30 Furthermore, in Finland some services are held on 

governmental occasions,31 and the Church and state administrations have 

close connections.32 Both the Lutheran and Orthodox churches are established 

by the state, receive additional funding from the state budget, and are entitled 

to collect taxes. Furthermore, the churches are permitted to perform 

marriages, and they also manage cemeteries and burials, and (Lutheran) 

Christian festivals are designated as bank holidays.33 These functions and rites 

demonstrate the significant role that these churches play in Finnish society. 

Therefore, the necessity for marketing or branding within church 

communications may seem redundant and unnecessary. However, the 

position of churches is changing. This topic is further developed by taking a 

closer look at the membership statistics and religious mentality of the Finns in 

the following chapter. 

 

It is first necessary to illustrate the processes of decision-making and 

communication within churches in order to understand their operational 

structure. In practice, communication refers to various processes that are 

managed by a wide array of employees and teams in both churches. In the 

churches, it is often different teams that develop strategies, design a 

campaign, administrate a parish, manage social media pages, or inform 

 

 

 

 
28 In her ongoing study "Conversion to Orthodox Christianity and Class Culture among Finnish Cultural 
Professionals," Kupari examines how the Orthodox church appeals to a particular group of people. 
29 The term "folk church" has been criticized by Hjelm 2020. 
30 Moberg 2017, 110. 
31 Sorsa 2016, 178–179. These services are conducted at the opening and closing of the parliament, as 
well as on Independence Day. The services are no longer governed by the state and are currently 
celebrated as ecumenical services. 
32 Valtionkirkko ja kansankirkko; Hartoneva 2021.  
33 Sorsa 2016, 174. Finnish Orthodoxies also follow the Gregorian calendar. 
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members about church activities such as clubs or events. This can contribute 

to the consistency of communication. 

 

The official decision-making and communication processes in both churches 

are similar. Both churches have an archbishop, who is primarily regarded as 

the top authority of the bishops (in the Lutheran Church) or as the leader of 

the whole Church (in the Orthodox Church). In practice, the highest decision-

making organ in the churches is the Church Synod. The Lutheran Church is 

governed by a central administration, including the Church council, the 

Bishops' Conference, and the Commission of Church Employers. In the 

Orthodox Church, Church Synod decisions are carried out by the Church 

Council, and the Church Service Center is responsible for administrative, 

operational, and financial matters under the authority of the Church Board. 

The Lutheran Church is organized into nine dioceses, which are composed of 

378 parishes. The Orthodox Church is divided into three dioceses and ten 

parishes.34 When it comes to so-called official communications, Lutheran 

communication is handled at the entire church level (Kirkon viestintä), as well 

as in dioceses, parish unions, and local parishes. In the Orthodox Church, 

communication is handled by one employee at the Church level.35 

Additionally, communication is conducted at the local parishes and dioceses. 

 

2.2 FINNISH CHURCH MEMBERSHIP AND 
RELIGIOUS COMMITMENT  
 

As discussed above, these churches have a strong position in Finnish society. 

Since most Finns are already members, the need to attract or advertise is not 

apparent. However, as Stolz and Usunier have noted, western churches are 

losing members.36 This is particularly evident in the Nordic churches, where 

the decline has accelerated over the past decades. Until the 1980s, 90 per cent 

of Finns belonged to the Lutheran Church. Up until 2010, over 80 per cent of 

the population was still a member.37 As of 2022, however, only 66,5 per cent 

of Finns belong to the Lutheran Church.38 According to statistics, baptisms 

have declined even more dramatically in the 2000s due to fewer families 

baptizing their children.39 In comparison, in 2000, nearly 90 per cent of 

 

 

 

 
34 Seurakunnat; Kirkon organisaatio; Päätöksenteko kirkossa; Hallinto ja päätöksenteko. The churches 
themselves consider their governance structure to be too heavy and plan to simplify them. The 
communications of the Orthodox Church are also further explained in sub-study 3. 
35 According to the interviewees in sub-study 3. 
36 Stolz and Usunier 2018, 15.  
37 Heino et al. 1985, 52; Palmu et al. 2012, 73.  
38 Kirkon jäsenyys. On reasons of resignation, see Äystö et al. 2022 and Niemelä 2006. 
39 Hegstad. 
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Finnish parents baptized their children, but only 62,2 per cent did so in 2019.40 

In addition to leaving new generations outside of church membership, the rate 

of adults actively leaving the Church has also increased due to a few significant 

and sudden events, since due to a reputation crisis tens of thousands of people 

left the Church in a very short period of time.41 Since 2003 it has been possible 

to leave both the Lutheran and Orthodox churches through a website.42 The 

Lutheran Church in particular is often described as being in a crisis due to its 

rapid loss of influence over Finns. For example, in Helsinki less than half of 

the population was Lutheran in 2020.43 In contrast, the Orthodox Church has 

had a relatively constant membership during its 100-year history in Finland, 

but it has also had shifts in membership during that time. The Orthodox 

Church had a membership peak of approximately 80 000 in the 1940s, 

whereas in 2021 the Church only had 54 895 members.44 Recently, 

membership has also declined.45 It needs to be noted here that church 

membership in Finland is also declining because of the aging population.46 In 

addition, there have been roughly 800 people a year who have left the 

Orthodox Church as a result of their own choice in recent years.47 

 

Several factors make actual membership vital to these churches. There are a 

number of ways in which membership impacts them, including how broadly 

and firmly society justifies and supports their special positions. A further key 

issue relates to finances, as the churches receive funding both from the state 

and by collecting taxes from their members.48 Furthermore, the financial 

condition of the churches affects them on many levels, including their ability 

to own and maintain churches, chapels, and other properties. For example, 

Lutheran parishes have already sold some of their properties, including 

churches, and the Orthodox Church has reduced its property holdings as 

well.49 Ultimately, finances influence the number of employees that can be 

supported, both in the secular and religious sectors, as well as the types of 

activities, clubs, and social functions that parishes can offer (often for no 

charge). Therefore, the downward trend in membership may be a loss in two 

ways. First, there are less people who pay taxes, and second, the public status 

 

 

 

 
40 Hegstad. 
41 Palmu et al. 2012, 83, 280.  
42 ”Eroakirkosta.fi” 
43 Jäsentietojen vuositilasto 2020. 
44 Kirkon jäsenmäärän kehitys v. 1925–2009; 
Tilastotietoja kirkon väestöstä vuodelta 2021; Kirkon jäsenmäärään tuntuva lasku.  
45 Kirkon jäsenmäärän kehitys v. 1925–2009; Tilastotietoja kirkon väestöstä vuodelta 2020. 
46 Väestö ja yhteiskunta. 
47 Tilastot. 
48 Finances, e.g., Sohlberg and Ketola 2020b, 64. 
49 HS 25.11.2021; Kotimaa 4.12.2019.  
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of receiving state funds is far more justified if the churches are considered valid 

in the Finnish context. Furthermore, the status, acceptance, and support of the 

churches may be related to the number of Finns who are members.  

 

Although Finns still actively belong to the churches, this high percentage does 

not reflect personal religious commitment or collective religious practice. 

Generally, studies of the Finns have shown that the meaning of the Church has 

declined both in Finnish society overall and in personal lives.50 In fact, only 

two per cent of Finns attend Church service weekly, and six per cent attend 

monthly.51 The most popular time to attend a church or a chapel is during 

Christmas, when almost two out of five Finns attend religious services.52 Then 

again, in a country of five and half million people, other activities and services 

provided by (especially the Lutheran) Church are much more popular. For 

example, in the year 2019, nearly 800.000 children attended Lutheran clubs 

and 50.000 youngsters born in the same year participated in confirmation 

camps, a central Lutheran rite of passage followed by confirmation and 

recognition of full membership in the Church.53 As these examples illustrate, 

more than a personal religious commitment, the Finnish commitment has for 

a long time conveyed a sense of belonging without believing, or even believing 

in belonging; that is, being a member of the church, although with low rates of 

attendance and limited actual religious commitment or belief.54 According to 

Day, belief in other factors, such as identification with a group, has more 

significance than Christian doctrine.55 This situation has been referred to as 

cultural Christianity, which refers to people who appreciate the Christian 

heritage, yet do not hold on to the doctrines of the Church as fact.56 Hytönen 

et al. have documented the decline of cultural Christianity in Finland, 

especially among individuals aged 30 to 39.57 It appears that this course is 

increasingly detaching people from the churches. 

 

Finland has had freedom of religion since 1923; however, church membership 

was considered mandatory, and resignation required a solid explanation for 

 

 

 

 
50 Ketola et al. 2016. The interpretations often refer to the Lutheran Church, since there has not been 
sufficient research conducted solely on the Orthodox Church. 
51 Salomäki 2020, 98.  
52 Kaksi viidestä suomalaisesta osallistuu joulukirkkoon. 
53 Hytönen 2020, 200, 207.  
54 Bäckström 1993; Niemelä 2015. Stolz and Schneuwly-Purdie (2016, 60) have also discussed about the 
“distanced” type as going to church for major events and feeling some type of connection to the church.  
55 Day 2011; 2009. Originally Davie 1995: ‘believing without belonging’ and 2009 ‘believing in belonging’’ 
56 Ketola 2020b, 73. Cultural religion, see Demerath 2000.  
57 Hytönen et al. 2020, 254.  
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decades.58 The trajectory of decline has been consistent throughout the past 

few decades, and even more dramatic is the fact that more people have already 

left the Lutheran Church since the turn of the century than during the previous 

seven decades. It appears that Finns are slowly losing their belief in belonging. 

In addition, there is growing interest in non-religion, and according to 

Statistics Finland, every fourth Finn was not affiliated with any religious 

community in 2018.59 Furthermore, more and more Finns identified 

themselves as non-religious in the year 2019: 40 per cent categorized 

themselves as a ‘non-religious person’.60 Ketola has observed that the most 

significant changes in religiosity occur between generations, as the older age 

groups perceive religion as more important than younger age groups. That is 

especially evident when looking closely at generations born before the 1950s; 

three out of five of them consider religion to be essential, whereas from 

generation Y and Z, born after the 1980s, only less than one in five agree.61   

 

With their solid social status, the Finnish churches have traditionally not had 

any real need to highlight themselves, to lure or attract members, to create 

positive and impressive images, or to advertise and market themselves. 

According to the statistics surveyed above, however, the current trajectory is 

that Finns, alongside other Nordics, are becoming more detached from the 

historically established churches, both on the level of public and personal life. 

One aspect of this development may be related to the abundance of different 

choices and opportunities, as well as the so-called competitive landscape, as 

different religious and non-religious leisure-time activities and alternative 

ways of thinking pose challenges to church commitment. Furthermore, Stolz 

and Usunier have written about how churches are in the middle of a 

‘generalized religious-secular competition’.62 In the next section, the 

theoretical framework is further explained and elaborated on, including 

previous research and theoretical concepts discussed in this study.   

 

 

 

 

 
58 The history of freedom of religion in Finland, see Sorsa 2017, 229–231. On religious freedom in 
Finland, see Sakaranaho 2012. 
59 Joka neljäs ei kuulu mihinkään uskontokuntaan. 
60 Ketola 2020a, 38.  
61 Ketola 2020a, 43. Religious practice among the youth follows the same downward trend seen 
elsewhere in Europe, see Valk et al. 2009. 
62 Stolz and Usunier 2014, 7.  
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3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK  
 

3.1. NEOLIBERALISM AND CONSUMERISM  
 

The competition that is referred to above occurs between religious and secular 

options and leisure activities.63 For a long time in Europe, the religious 

(church) sphere dominated many structures, as well as the meaning of 

life. Simultaneously, it offered a space for various experiences and feelings; 

however, the times have indeed changed, since an equivalent basis can now be 

found from various alternative sources.64 Both secular and religious activities 

are serving many of the same functions today, such as helping to solve life's 

problems, offering security and meaning, offering a framework to life, and 

providing a source of social identification.65 Due to this, the religious sphere is 

no longer an exclusive field that offers something meaningful to connect 

with. Stolz and Usunier suggest that religious organisations are facing a 

situation wherein they must compete for people's ‘interest, time, and money’, 

which may create the need to communicate in new ways.66 This is a situation 

that is clearly identifiable in Finland. 

 

For a long time, a widely accepted model used to explain the changes occurring 

in churches, as well as religions as a whole, was the concept of secularization, 

which refers to the changes in and decline of actual spirituality and belief.67 

Nevertheless, the field of study of religions has developed a research branch 

that provides a theoretical approach to understanding religions and religious 

change today from another perspective. Gauthier, Martikainen, and 

Woodhead have argued that an alternative to secularization theory is required, 

and suggested that changes in religion are most effectively understood when 

viewed in the context of consumerism and neoliberalism.68As Moberg and 

Martikainen have further suggested, an ‘adoption of a broader marketisation-

focused perspective that views ongoing changes in the religious field against 

the backdrop of wider neoliberal socio-economic restructuring of the global 

 

 

 

 
63 Stolz and Usunier 2014, eBook. Competition, see Stolz and Krönermann 2016, 19–34.   
64 Stolz and Usunier 2014, eBook.  
65 Stolz and Krönermann 2016, 27.  
66 Stolz and Usunier 2018, 5, 19. 
67 Secularization, see Casanova 1994. Non-decline just change, see Bruce 2017. Change in religion, see 
Taira 2006. 
68 Gauthier, Martikainen, and Woodhead 2013a, 2–3. Also, Gauthier, Martikainen, and Woodhead 
2013b, 261–264. Critique of the secularization paradigm and discussion on consumerism and 
neoliberalism also in Gauthier 2020. 
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political economy and social institutional fields’ is required.69 This study takes 

its frame from these premises, and continues this line of research.  

 

Neoliberalism is commonly described as the dominant ethos of the current era. 

It is a widespread frame that has become an increasingly dominant ideology 

in politics and culture,70 as it affects, creates, and constructs a variety of sub-

phenomena. The term ’neoliberalism’ refers to a system of governance, 

language, and thought that underlies capitalism and is characterized by an 

ethos of competitiveness, privatization of services, and the role of the market 

as the utmost ideal.71 As such, it pursues situating social functions on a market 

footing, expanding the idea of ‘profit into every ‘service’’.72 In practice, the 

neoliberal narrative was largely shaped in the mid-20th century by Friedrich 

Hayek, Milton Friedman and Ludwig von Mises.73 Neoliberal economic 

politics, in turn, are derived from the economic policies of Ronald Reagan and 

Margaret Thatcher.74 In general, the period beginning in the early 1980s has 

been characterized by 

 
an accelerating spread and increasing perpetuation and normalization 
of neoliberal ideology, along with its language and terminology, across 
ever more social and cultural domains, including academia.75  

 

Alongside neoliberalism, another essential cultural backdrop of our time is 

consumerism.76 As a result of the expanding the power of the market, 

neoliberalism ‘has acted to significantly reinforce the importance of 

consumerism as a social structuring vector’.77 In general, consumer culture (or 

consumer society) refers to widespread consumerism and consumption logic 

and orientation.78 In fact, the culture of consuming has even validated 

consumption both as an acceptable and appropriate activity, and this cultural 

ethos normalizes people towards valuing both themselves and others in terms 

of consumer behaviour.79 It is difficult not to agree; we are surrounded by the 

ethos of consumption, even our identities are connected to consumption, and 
 

 

 

 
69 Moberg and Martikainen 2018.  
70 Gauthier, Martikainen, and Woodhead 2013a, 14. 
71 Ojajärvi ja Steinby 2008, 10. On neoliberalism, see Gauthier, Woodhead, and Martikainen 2013 1–18. 
See also Brenner et al. 2010.   
72 Gauthier, Woodhead, and Martikainen 2013, 2.  
73 Hackworth 2016, 93–94. ”Narratives of neoliberalism” see e.g., Hackworth 2016, 92. Also ”neoliberal 
narrative” in Baca 2017.  
74 Slater and Tonkiss, 2001, 138; Gauthier, Martikainen, and Woodhead 2013b, 265. Rise of 
neoliberalism, see also Gauthier, Martikainen, and Woodhead 2013a, 13–15; and Martikainen 2012, 75. 
75 Moberg and Martikainen 2018, 420.  
76 Gauthier, Woodhead, and Martikainen 2013, 2. 
77 Gauthier, Martikainen, and Woodhead 2013b, 266. 
78 Featherstone 1991; Gauthier, Woodhead ja Martikainen 2013, 4, 15; Miles 1998, 1; Slater 1997.  
79 Stolz and Usunier 2018, 3.  
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we are often defined as consumers instead of, say, citizens. Consumerism 

affects identity formation, as it ‘radicalizes the dynamics of identity’, and 

identity has become ‘more closely tied to the purchase’.80 

 

Consumerism initially developed with the growth and availability of concrete 

consumer products, and since then consumer goods have become a more 

significant part of everyday life than was previously possible. The rise of the 

current form of consumer culture can be traced back to the 1980s.81 In fact, a 

number of processes of modernization eventually led to the rise of the 

consumer society, as Stolz and Usunier explain. On an individual level, these 

processes include, for example, the breakdown of religious norms, increased 

freedom of choice, changes in values, and increased security. A combination 

of consumer processes has created a sense of individual freedom from 

authorities and responsibilities, a sense of security, an abundance of available 

information, and a seemingly endless number of options.82 In this frame, 

individuals are offered a choice, even when choosing to consume a religion in 

a similar way as any other content.83  

 

As described by the above researchers, the combination of neoliberalism and 

consumerism culminated in the economy shaping culture as a force that 

structures ‘all spheres of social life’.84 Together, neoliberalism and 

consumerism form a joint process in which, on a broader scale, economics has 

replaced politics as a structuring and anchoring force.85 Obviously, this also 

has a significant impact on different actors, as discussed in the following. 

 

Aronczyk and Powers have written how public institutions in general have 

increasingly adopted the ‘conceptual apparatus’ of neoliberalism, as well as its 

practices.86 In addition, it is apparent that the neoliberal and consumerist 

ethos has also impacted the field of religion, to the extent that the consumer 

culture is now the primary driver of religious change, as Gauthier, Woodhead, 

and Martikainen have demonstrated. Due to neoliberalism’s penetrating 

prevalence, it is a central feature affecting religious organisations, religious 

beliefs, religious practice, and expression.87 Gauthier has also underlined that 

 

 

 

 
80 Gauthier, Martikainen, and Woodhead 2013b, 261, 265. 
81 Moberg and Martikainen 2018, 420; Gauthier, Martikainen, and Woodhead 2011; Stolz and Usunier 
2018.  
82 Shopping for religion, see Roof 1999. 
83 Stolz and Usunier 2018, 4. 
84 Gauthier, Martikainen, and Woodhead 2013b, 263, 267. See also Gauthier 2020. 
85 Gauthier 2020, 4. Neoliberalism and consumerism, see Gauthier 2020, 202–203, and Gauthier, 
Martikainen, and Woodhead 2013b.  
86 Aronczyk and Powers 2010, 6.  
87 Gauthier, Woodhead, and Martikainen 2013, 4, 15; Gauthier 2014, 71–72. 
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religious institutions and organisations have increasingly adopted ‘neoliberal 

values, discourses, and practices, as well as branding and marketing 

strategies’.88 Neoliberalism has several visible effects on the institutional 

religious sector, both direct and indirect. In addition, neoliberalism has 

hidden effects: it drives consumerism and the concept that everything is 

consumable, while at the same time positioning people as customers, seeking 

out services and positioning relationships on a market-driven basis. 

Additionally, it influences communication.89 One example is the use of 

marketing by (new) religious communities.90 Despite these factors, and its 

central nature, 

 
far from being the backdrop and starting point of […] analyses, 
consumption remains relatively understated and under-theorised in 
the social science – especially in relation to religion.91 

 

For its part, this study aims to fill this research gap.  

 

As Gauthier has stated, consumerism and neoliberalism combine to offer a 

dual perspective. According to him, the concept of consumerism offers an 

approach ‘from 'below', i.e., from the ways in which consumerist cultural and 

social ethos helps share social realities at the level of social actors and affects 

their rapport to religious organisations.’ The concept of neoliberalism, in 

contrast, offers an approach from ‘‘above’’, as macro-level transformations 

‘affect the meso level of religion in its societal environment’.92 In this study, 

the latter viewpoint is used as a background for this research. On the other 

hand, the former viewpoint is employed to operationalize consumerism by 

examining its effects on communication in case organisations. The following 

section examines how religious organisations are affected by these 

phenomena. 

 

3.2 MARKETISATION 
 

Neoliberalism and consumerism provide a useful context for the specific 

phenomena discussed in this section. According to Woodhead et al., religious 

 

 

 

 
88 Gauthier 2020, 9. 
89 Communication is a multi-faceted concept that is defined in numerous ways in different disciplines. 
Hallahan et al. (2007) note that the definitions share the criterion of a purposeful use of communicating 
to advance the organisation's mission. That is, communication is targeted at several different groups. On 
the communication of organisations, see McDonald et al. 2019. 
90 Martikainen 2012, 85.  
91 Gauthier et al. 2013, 2. 
92 Gauthier 2020, 3.  
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institutions used to be ‘bureaucratized, hierarchical, and vertical and regulated 

by the state’.93 Currently, as they continue to evolve, these institutions are  

 
often forced to downsize, rationalize their activities, develop 
communication strategies and branded identities, outsource 
administrative tasks, and cast their ‘mission’ as the provision of 
profitable services meeting the individual ‘needs’ of spiritual 
‘consumer’ in the new global-market regime.94  

 

These examples demonstrate how neoliberalism has facilitated the expansion 

of markets to religious organisations by driving marketisation.95 Furthermore, 

Gauthier has suggested that consumerism and neoliberalism are the ‘two 

heads’ of marketisation.96 Originally, the market society was born as a result 

of the spread and consolidation of neoliberalism in the early 1980s, since the 

current understanding of the market was developed from early liberalism and 

classical political economy.97 Slater and Tonkiss have come to describe 

markets as largely social phenomena as opposed to strictly economic ones.98 

As they write: 

 
In an extended way, a market logic has come to provide a means of 
thinking about social institutions and individuals more generally, such 
that notions of competition, enterprise, utility and choice can be 
applied to various aspects of people’s working lives, access to public 
services and even private pursuits.99 

 

From a holistic perspective, the markets are more than an economic 

phenomenon. Marketisation is best described as a phenomenon that either 

drives or shifts market-related practices and logic in various, previously non-

economic-related, aspects of life.100 Currently, ‘the Market’ is the dominant 

governing principle. According to Gauthier, it is the former ‘Nation-Statist’ 

regime (‘the State’ during modernity) that has been replaced with ‘the Market’ 

as the dominant factor, and which has established economics as a structuring 

 

 

 

 
93 Woodhead, Gauthier, Cornelio and Martikainen 2020. See also Gauthier 2020. 
94 Woodhead, Gauthier, Cornelio and Martikainen 2020. 
95 Moberg 2021a, 21.  
96 Gauthier 2020, 201. 
97 Moberg 2021a, 20. 
98 Slater and Tonkiss 2001. 
99 Slater and Tonkiss 2001, 1. Market society in detail, see Slater and Tonkiss 2001. 
100 Gauthier, Woodhead, and Martikainen 2013, 3. Marketisation, see also Gauthier 2020 158–186. 
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and embedding factor.101 It turns into marketisation. Slater and Tonkiss have 

written how ‘marketisation’ is a ‘complex processes of commodification and 

monetarization through which diverse aspects of modern social life become 

integrated into market arrangements’.102 Marketisation refers to the process 

by which the global-market regime has come to encompass, to varying 

degrees, the entire scope of contemporary society through extending both 

consumerism and neoliberalism.103 A key example is the development of the 

market as a social subject: the economy, as the dominant force in society, has 

an impact on a wide range of social aspects as well as individuals' actions and 

experiences.104 According to Mautner, marketisation ‘means the process by 

which the laws of the marketplace are transferred to life worlds that were not 

originally organized along such lines’.105 In this way, marketing enters areas 

that were not previously associated with the market, such as schools, homes, 

or religious communities.  

 
[…] to single out marketisation as a forceful contemporary cultural 
dominant is therefore to argue that it should be regarded as one 
among the most influential ideational and discursive forces shaping 
religion today.106  

 

In this process, religion, having already been marginalized, has now returned: 

if the Nation State-era dislodged religion from the public sphere in modernity, 

the rise of the economic sphere has brought it back. Gauthier further 

conceptualises that this shift can be seen as a reversal of a ‘grammar’.107 With 

regard to religion, the market has come to define a wide range of 

developments. Marketisation both changes the environment within which 

‘religious institutions and authority work’ and presents new formats for their 

management and use of economic resources.108 It has been argued by Moberg 

that marketisation occurs at broader macro- and institutional meso-levels. In 

addition, marketisation affects both social practice as well as discourse.109 In 

this process, religious organisations begin to act differently, namely by 

 

 

 

 
101 Gauthier 2020, 4. According to Gauthier (2020, 5), the National-Statist regime dominated the 19th 
century: a religion was ‘characteristically’, for example, institutionalised, belief-centred, differentiated, 
hierarchical, centralised, and nation-bound. The Global-Market regime, on the other hand, emerged in 
the West from the 1960s, which has since been the progressive embedment of all social spheres with 
economics. 
102 Slater and Tonkiss 2001, 4.  
103 Gauthier 2020, 182. 
104 Ojajärvi ja Steinby 2008, 7–8, 10; Gauthier 2020, 1–24. Gauthier has also used capitalized Market 
when describing the idea and ideal, in contrast to the traditional market.  
105 Mautner 2010, 16.  
106 Moberg 2020, 95. 
107 Gauthier 2020, 5. 
108 Woodhead, Gauthier, Cornelio and Martikainen 2020. 
109 Moberg 2021a, 19. 



18 
 

 

 

 

utilising marketing in communications.110  On a discursive level, it results in a 

marketised discourse.  

 

Marketisation, as Moberg argued, affects language, since it encompasses a 

process whereby every sphere gradually becomes ‘colonized and permeated by 

market-associated discourse, language, and terminology’.111 Furthermore, 

Moberg has studied how marketisation has been incorporated into the official 

strategic discourse of Lutheran majority churches in Finland, Sweden, and 

Denmark, since churches are increasingly infusing their discourse and 

terminology with concept from marketing.112 This development does not occur 

in a closed space in society. The development of the Finnish Lutheran Church 

has coincided with a time when ‘market-related terminology and new public 

management values and imperatives have started to spread and become more 

established throughout Finnish public institutional and organisational 

discourse more generally’.113 For Moberg and Sjö, the transformation in the 

communication of the Lutheran Church is an example of a religious 

‘institution re-entering, or finding new ways of entering, the mediated public 

sphere, but also having to adapt in order to be able to do so.’114 As Moberg and 

Martikainen have written, these changes even challenge forms of organisation 

and ‘preferred ways of action’.115 As Moberg writes, 

 
the general trends (or perhaps the increasing push) towards a new 
organizational culture built on the widespread notion that ‘market 
principles’ (however vaguely articulated or defined they may 
sometimes be) constitute the preferred – and indeed the only sensible 
– basis for and institutional organization on the whole has motivated a 
range of transformations in the organizational culture and modus 
operandi of the Nordic churches.116  

 

Marketisation is a form of readjusting; new methods are applied to pursue 

one’s goals. Pettersson has pointed out that churches need to change their 

‘modes of acting and communicating’ and that they are seeking ways to adapt 

to a post-modern world.117 Furthermore, Stolz and Usunier have discussed 

blurring genres: the boundaries of the religious and economic fields are 

 

 

 

 
110 Stolz and Usunier 2018, 19. 
111 Moberg 2016, 242. See also Gauthier 2020 on regimes as grammars. 
112 Moberg 2017; Moberg 2021a. 
113 Moberg 2017, 125. 
114 Moberg and Sjö 2012, 89–90.  
115 Moberg and Martikainen 2018, 421.  
116 Moberg 2016, 250.   
117 Pettersson 2013, 56.  
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undergoing a transition and becoming less clear and more blurred.118 As a 

result, it becomes increasingly difficult to distinguish between the religious 

and the secular. Essentially, religions are copying methods from other sectors 

of society. As Einstein has pointed out,  

 
in a culture where we spend more time with media than any activity 
other than working or sleeping, and that media is supported by 
advertising and marketing, it should not be surprising that religion 
would need to take on aspects of the market in order to stay relevant 
within the culture.119  

 

As indicated above, these trajectories result in substantial changes occurring 

within religious organisations. Stolz and Usunier note that religious 

communities have evolved from institutions into types of non-profit 

organisations in many countries, as they resemble ‘voluntary associations such 

as sports clubs or philanthropic societies’.120 In Finland, it is not unknown for 

the majority Church to perform activities outside of the so-called religious 

arena. These may include, for example, the Church's participation in public 

debate or its participation in national crisis work.121 Gauthier, Martikainen, 

and Woodhead have written how the rise of the consumer culture has directly 

affected established Christian churches, since national churches are 

challenged by global ‘recasting favoured by progress in communication 

technologies’, as well as new religions and other religious trends.122 Similar 

trends are evident in both Finnish churches: they are downsizing in line with 

available resources, developing communication strategies, and, as this study 

explores, utilising branding and adapting their message. That is, this 

trajectory extends beyond Protestant churches. Gauthier has written how ‘the 

Orthodox Church has changed its attitude towards new communication and 

information technologies and developed extensive multimedia networks, 

blurring the boundaries between religion and the secular, the private and the 

public, and religion and entertainment’.123 As he writes:  

 
As elsewhere, the Orthodox Church is making organisational changes 
by which ‘modern’ management, accounting, marketing, 
communication, and branding practices are being implemented, 

 

 

 

 
118 Stolz and Usunier 2018, 17. Gauthier (2020, 9); Gauthier has written that ‘religion has come out of its 
box’ as a differentiated social sphere. 
119 Einstein 2007, 93.  
120 Stolz and Usunier 2014, 6. 
121 Hytönen and Sorsa 2016, 249; Sorsa 2016, 207. 
122 Gauthier, Woodhead, and Martikainen 2013a, 4. 
123 Gauther 2022. 
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blurring the boundaries between religion and management, 
advertising, and economics.124 

 

One such shift in organisations in how the established churches have become 

increasingly customer-oriented.125 In the Finnish context, the earliest research 

combining an established Finnish church and marketing originates from 

marketing studies: Market researcher Vuokko studied the Lutheran Church 

through the lens of marketing in the late 1990s, and argued that the Lutheran 

Church is customer oriented.126 Indeed, the Lutheran Church has continuously 

sought to find out what its members wish the Church to be.127 As Kinnunen 

explains, the Lutheran Church is particularly torn by the paradox of customer 

orientation and its core mission, since emphasizing customer orientation 

might blur the spiritual aspects of the mission.128 In addition, the viewpoint of 

the Church’s public utility has been emphasized, since ‘the official discourse of 

institutional Protestant churches generally continues to reflect an 

establishmentarian and ‘public utility’ mindset’.129 As a result of this 

orientation, from the beginning of the 1990s the Nordic majority churches 

have been transforming themselves into public service and public utility-

oriented institutions, and have increasingly adopted third-sector 

organisational models.130 In addition, this emphasis has affected the use of 

new technology and platforming. As Gauthier argues, communication 

technologies have had a significant impact on religions.131 As Moberg and Sjö 

have pointed out, ‘the [Lutheran] Church has come to use different types of 

media, such as the Internet, to facilitate its position as a service- and civil 

society-oriented institution and increase its public visibility and 

presence’.132 The result of this has been a customer service-oriented approach 

and use of advertising.133  

 

3.3 BRANDING   
 

Branding is regarded as a standard tool that organisations can use to achieve 

their objectives. As a matter of theory, neoliberalism and the consumerist 

 

 

 

 
124 Gauther 2022. 
125 Vuokko 2000.  
126 See Vuokko 2004; 1996.  
127 Such as Jäsen360° membership analysis program, or Toiveiden kirkko (Church of Wishes) Gallup 
collected in Helsinki (2013).  
128 Kinnunen 2020. 
129 Moberg 2021a, 27.  
130 Moberg 2021a, 26.   
131 Gauthier 2020, 8. 
132 Moberg and Sjö 2012, 90. On governance of religion, see Martikainen and Gauthier 2013.  
133 Moberg 2016, 246. 
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ethos generate marketing, whereas the actual implementation (or one of them) 

is branding. Throughout this study, branding is conceptualized as a two-fold 

instrument: first, branding is a tool of communication. Second, this tool is 

intended to engage people by offering identification through narrative 

storytelling. A brief history of branding and how it is used conceptually in this 

study is provided below.  

 

Throughout history, both the meaning and application of "a brand" have 

varied considerably. In the 1960s, a brand was synonymous with a label or a 

name.134 Originally, a brand was the owner's burn mark on cattle.135 The term 

branding was thereafter used exclusively by marketing to describe a 

communications-based, constructed set of images for an organisation, service, 

or product. Marketing refers to a broader phenomenon of which branding is a 

more specific aspect. Therefore, these terms are sometimes used most 

precisely together. According to the marketing scene, brands are intentionally 

constructed in communication, and as such, they are an essential part of 

systematic public relations. Still, brands are the combination of a name and a 

symbol, and simultaneously represent identification and distinguishability, as 

the brand aims to separate itself from other similar brands.136  

 

By the end of the 1980s, branding had become a dominant trend in marketing. 

During the 1990s, brands entered the Finnish scene and were merged into the 

language, culture, and understanding.137 Furthermore, branding has evolved 

over time. As Aronczyk and Powers write: ‘Only about a decade ago, popular 

understanding of brands and branding was largely confined to the products 

and practices of the corporate enterprise.’138 Today, however, branding has 

established its widespread presence in other areas as well.139 Any modern 

marketing mantra states that branding a product or a service is crucial, since 

without a strong brand one cannot succeed (in selling). Further, it has also 

become clear that actors other than profit-oriented companies selling products 

also benefit from having a positive image and perception. Branding has indeed 

spread to a wide range of areas besides the commercial sphere: non-profit 

organisations are using branding, and individuals are creating their own 

personal brands to compete workwise or to construct a presence on social 
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media platforms. Furthermore, entire countries have been branded.140 There 

appears to be no end to the application of brands. 

 

Branding can be conceptualized on multiple levels when it comes to religious 

organisations.141 It has been argued that religions ‘are not entirely theological 

or "other-worldly" concepts for which brand is an alien concept’.142 This 

perception is typically formulated from two perspectives: whether it means 

religious organisations are keen on branding, or whether they can simply be 

viewed through the lens of branding. The latter viewpoint has been presented 

by, for example, Stolz and Usunier, who state that religions already contain 

elements of brands, including brand names (such as Christianity), signs 

resembling logos (the cross), and brand stories (myths embodied in rituals, 

objects, and buildings for instance).143 This view is also adopted by this study, 

since the concept of branding is applied to effectively review the churches. 

 

In addition to this interpretative perspective, religious communities have also 

connected with branding in a more straightforward manner. Direct religious 

marketing and branding have been practiced, particularly in Western 

countries, since the 1950s, as both traditional and new churches have explored 

consumer needs, designed worships, advertising, campaigns, etc., thus 

creating a personal brand identity.144 It is possible to conceptualize a religious 

brand in much the same way as any other brand. Einstein has written about 

the idea of ‘faith brands’, which she describes as spiritual goods that operate 

similarly to consumer goods. She describes faith brands, based on the 

American context, as a product, such as an actual book, a person, or a practice, 

or a combination of these.145  

 

The reason that branding is considered so valuable and intriguing is that it was 

never merely about selling something or differentiating oneself from 

competitors. As Stolz and Usunier write, branding can be defined as ‘the idea 

or image of a specific product or service that consumers connect with by 

identifying the name, logo, slogan, or design of the company that owns the idea 

or image’.146 For Einstein, ‘faith brands’ consist of taking some individual 

aspects and ‘turning them into more than the sum of their parts’. In this way, 

they give ‘consumers something to think and feel about a product or service 
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beyond its physical attributes’.147 As consumer goods provide ideas and values 

to identify with, brands act as providers of ‘meaning, identity, and 

belonging’.148 As long as marketing has utilized branding, brands have 

provided an even more profound level of connection; that is, identification. 

Therefore, the entire concept of "consuming" entails not only getting 

satisfaction through purchasing, but also seeking identification.149  

 

According to Gauthier, Woodhead, and Martikainen, consumerism operates 

by creating relationships between people, and brands form symbols for social 

networks and communities.150 Furthermore, identifying and connecting are 

related to expressing oneself. As Clark has written, ‘Branding is not so much 

about linking products with certain attributes that we then select when we are 

looking for means of self-expression’;151 rather, it is looking for different ways 

of self-expression utilizing the commercialized context.152 Therefore, 

‘consumer objects […] are not merely objects but symbols supporting the 

expression of individual identity’.153 It is not the product that is purchased, but 

rather the connection to the brand and the imagined community it 

represents. Moreover, the concept of branding extends much further. As the 

goal is to offer something beyond the bounds of the physical, the process of 

branding is a process of rearticulating ‘religious meaning-making’.154 Creating 

something beyond the concrete is where religion and marketing meet on a 

different level, since both ideas extend beyond the physical realm. In fact, 

Einstein compared religion and marketing with regard to ‘identity creation’.155 

Furthermore, identification is precisely what people in both can connect with. 

It is through the narrative that a brand seeks to communicate its identity, since 

storytelling is at the heart of branding. 

 

Connections are not simply intended to create new relationships, and it may 

be a rare objective, especially for established churches. According to Cutright 

et al., the purpose of marketing and branding is not to attract more members, 

but to make religious commitment more stable and less vulnerable to external 

influences.156 This concept may represent the essence of branding, since not 

all branding aims to create new connections, but rather to maintain existing 
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ones and establish long-term customer relations. For the Finnish churches, 

reaching out to new adult members has never been as important as keeping 

their existing members. Abreu has also discussed how marketing within 

religious groups seeks to raise the level of satisfaction among members.157 

Contrary to commercial branding, the churches are concerned with keeping 

members satisfied and gratified so that they will stay, and eventually bring new 

generations of people into the community. 

 

As Stolz and Usunier have noted, religious actors have gradually explored 

‘consumer needs’.158 As these examples and the discussion above illustrate, 

religious organisations have, at varying levels, begun to act increasingly 

according to markets, as if they were selling and marketing their products, and 

also aim to be consumer-friendly in their operations.159 Stolz and Usunier have 

conceptualized this development as religious organisations using a range of 

promotional tools similarly to secular organisations.160 According to them, ‘the 

branding process occurs when that idea or image is marketed so that it is 

recognizable by more and more people, and identified with a certain service or 

product when there are many other companies offering the same service or 

product’.161 In terms of the established churches, they seem to share the 

pressure of presenting themselves through society's normalized patterns. It 

has been argued by Stolz and Usunier that religious organisations take the 

form of a product and brand merely by copying successful secular methods. In 

addition, they have discussed how the consumer society ‘changes the way 

religious and spiritual organisations behave’ as an ‘organisational response’.162 

In addition, Mottner has written how branding language can be used for 

identifying useful tools and strategies.163  

 

Branding can also be viewed as a means of presenting oneself in a mediated 

sphere, as suggested by Krönert and Hepp.164 As they have pointed out, 

branding religion is far more complicated than simply applying marketing 

strategies. According to them, branding religion is highly connected to 

mediatised – or even hyper-mediatised – culture, meaning branding presents 

religion in the form of a modern mediatised culture. From this perspective, 
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branding represents one of the dominant patterns of the mediatization of 

religion.165 As they write,  

 
Basically, ‘branding’ describes a communicative process in which – 
based on a so-called ‘core brand’ - the product is positioned with the 
aim of differing in an appropriate way from competing products and 
being taken into the consumers ‘relevance set’.166  

 

Thus, branding religion is also a communicative pattern that presents religion 

in a secular space through ‘commercialized media culture.’167 Furthermore, 

Krönert and Hepp have discussed branding specifically in relation to religious 

media events, since religious actors may be under pressure to be present in the 

media. Thus, religious actors can present themselves according to the common 

forms of commercial culture. Therefore, the articulation of religion takes place 

through the forms of contemporary media culture and with ‘broader popular 

symbolic forms and communicative patterns’.168 As this perspective 

emphasizes, churches aim to present themselves in widely used 

communication forms. 

 

In this study, branding is defined primarily through marketisation rather than 

mediatisation, although this does not mean that mediatisation is not a valuable 

tool in conceptualising branding. Although branding arises from the sphere of 

markets, it occurs within the mediated sphere and within its frames. As a 

result, the idea that branding represents a church in a mediated form is 

inevitably formulated. In a way, branding as a tool aims only at presenting 

religion with the general culture of both the media and the market.  

 

The concept of branding seems to be a key theoretical issue in understanding 

the ongoing changes occurring in religions and churches. According to 

Gauthier, branding is a central phenomenon in the study of religion, since it 

has such a profound effect on it.169 As Moberg and Martikainen have pointed 

out, studies on the commodification of religion, including specifically on 

branding, have mainly originated from the area of marketing research.170 Even 

so, the established churches have increasingly applied marketing methods, as 

Moberg has outlined in his research.171 According to Valaskivi, the Lutheran 
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Church has employed branding in various forms in Finland, especially in the 

2000s.172 It was during this period that the Church established a 'brand group' 

and organized a seminar on communication entitled "I Brand U" (mää 

brändään sua) in 2014. According to Valaskivi, branding generally follows the 

same principles in churches as elsewhere.173 Nevertheless, it appears that these 

actions have not led to a solid continuity within the Church. In a church, as 

Valaskivi writes, branding is problematic due to its public role and strong 

cultural and societal position, and the ‘idea of the historical development of 

the public sphere’.174 It has been suggested by Valaskivi that branding 

contributes to the shift of emphasis, from a transcendental to an immanent 

frame, and it is focused on strengthening people’s connection to the church 

rather than with God.175 This perspective has also been developed in the sub-

studies of this study, and will also be discussed in greater detail. 

 

Gauthier has pointed out how branding has been mainly ignored by both 

media scholars and mediatisation scholars, even though it ‘is precisely that 

process through which media and consumerism reveal the complementary 

nature of their dynamics’.176 Kornberger has also suggested how a key 

alternative framework for exploring organisations is the concept of brand.177 

The perspectives of branding have however received more attention with 

regards to studying churches.178 Despite the work of Valaskivi, previous 

research has still not sufficiently explored how marketisation formulates in 

branding in the established Finnish churches. The topic of branding religions 

is most often approached from the outside rather than from the inside: for 

instance, by observing the advertisements and visual messages of the 

campaigns rather than the actors and conversations involved.179  

 

Branding can be used to illustrate how the churches adapt to consumer-driven 

and market-based cultures, how their communication changes, and how they 

present themselves in public. Branding can be conceptualized from a variety 

of perspectives, as was demonstrated above. In this study, branding is 
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conceptualized as two-fold. First, it is a tool that can assist churches in 

adjusting and enhancing their communications, displaying themselves 

through a model that is common elsewhere, and operating with "effective-

proven" methods.180 In this way, branding blurs genres and blends the 

religious sphere with marketing. During this process, church communication 

and new methods are negotiated. Second, branding incorporates a notion of 

meaning-making or underlining a purpose or meaning, since when one 

considers the effect of a brand, the image, connotations, and meanings that 

are created are essential. It is through narratives and storytelling that 

meaning, or purpose is formed. Therefore, branding also involves offering 

identification.  

 

3.4 PUBLIC IMAGE AND THE CASE CHURCHES  
 

As discussed above, the purpose of branding is to create positive images and 

provide people with a point of connection. Because branding in this form is 

profoundly linked to changing, creating, or fixing a public image, a brief 

description of the case churches' public images follows.  

 

The Finns view the two established Finnish churches with a somewhat positive 

attitude.181 According to a Gallup Ecclesiastica survey performed in 2011, 

attitudes towards the Orthodox and Lutheran churches do not differ 

significantly. Only about 5 per cent of Finns felt negatively about Finnish 

churches.182 The Lutheran Church is well known to Finns, and in the mainly 

Lutheran society, the Orthodox tradition is often even regarded as somewhat 

mystical and has even experienced a sort of exoticization. In particular, 

Orthodox liturgies, such as weddings and funerals, are admired.183 According 

to Laitila, the image of the Orthodox Church has changed significantly over 

time, and its current image is relevantly different from its past: 

 
It was initially considered a foreign "Russkie church" in our country. 
Between wars, the public image of the church was Finnishized, and 
after the second world war, it became an ecumenical partner of the 
Lutheran Church.184  
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The Orthodox Church has also engaged in more recent spiritual movements, 

in a way.185 In the 1970s, the advent of new religions affected the aspirations 

of the Orthodox tradition: many Finns discovered far eastern traditions and 

yoga, but others found more indigenous traditions in the Orthodox Church 

and its Karelian traditions, such as icons, religious chants, and practice of 

silence. Finnish Orthodox Christianity became a small trend, especially among 

the well-educated, and this process established the orthodox tradition as a part 

of the Finnish search for alternative traditions. Eventually, some of these 

spiritual explorers joined the Orthodox Church, and the Church's membership 

grew in the 1980s for the first time since the Second World War.186 As a result 

of these "outsiders" finding the church, it began to emphasize itself as part of 

the early church, rather than its former and solid status as the keeper of the 

Karelian tradition.187  

 

Exploring the relationship between these two churches and the mass media is 

one valid perspective to consider, since it has the potential to influence the 

perceptions of detached Finns. The Finnish media do not treat these churches 

in the same way; for instance, the Lutheran Church is much more frequently 

represented in the mass media than the Orthodox Church.188 Lutheranism's 

status as a majoritarian religion can easily be explained by its impact on a 

much larger number of people than the small Orthodox community. However, 

there is a difference to be found in the tone of criticism and positivity between 

the Finnish mass media's coverage of these churches. The Orthodox Church is 

often highly mystified, and often represented in the form of real-life stories 

that glorify practice of silence and finding peace within the tradition.189 On the 

other hand, the Lutheran Church may also have been subjected to more 

criticism in the media, as the next example illustrates. 

 

The Lutheran Church has suffered reputation crises, and masses have left the 

Church following some public discussions. The most significant case was 

triggered by the television program Homoilta (The Gay Night) in 2010, talking 

about gay rights in society. An invited panellist, a Christian parliamentarian, 

spoke in a manner that prompted a public debate. This one-night live 

broadcast on a publicly funded channel launched a public debate when the 

common interpretation was that the conservative opinions were the "official 
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opinion" of the Lutheran Church.190 As a result, tens of thousands of people 

left the Church in only three weeks following the show, constituting one of the 

largest resignation catastrophes in Finnish history.191 

 

Despite being more conservative theologically, the Orthodox Church has 

avoided similar reputation crises and mass departures.192 Nevertheless, it is 

important to note that it has also been subjected to several types of “reputation 

crises”, through cases that have been widely reported in the media and 

discussed in public forums. A notable example was when an Orthodox bishop 

was elected to the European Parliament following his dismissal from the 

priesthood. The priesthood was restored after a few years; however, another 

scandal arose for personal reasons. In recent years, the alleged schisms among 

the three Finnish Orthodox bishops have been repeatedly discussed in public, 

especially in 2020–2021. During this case, it has been continuously claimed 

that the three bishops, including the long-term archbishop, are in dispute.193 

 

There are a number of factors that explain the differences between these 

churches, as well as the expectations and demands of the people. Metso has 

explained how ‘as a minority church’ the Orthodox Church ‘has not been 

subject to same expectations and demands of society’ as the Lutheran Church, 

which is expected to share the common values, such as equality.194 According 

to Lehikoinen, the Orthodox Church has developed a distinct way of 

approaching the media, whereby it does not engage in any socio-ethical 

discussions but rather focuses on religious content. Lehikoinen has referred to 

it as an Orthodox media theory because it centres on tradition and liturgy.195 

In the end, a look at their public image as well as people's expectations 

provides an interesting background to churches’ communication strategies. 

However, it is undeniable that the reputation of the established churches 

raises questions about how much the public image of these organisations may 

be altered through advertising and marketing. 
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3.5 DATA AND METHODS  
 

The data for this study consists of a variety of materials selected to represent 

different aspects of church communication: official documents, social media 

input, and interviews. Since there are no completely comparable materials 

available from the two churches, efforts have been made to adapt the collection 

of data for study purposes. Accordingly, campaign data was collected from the 

Lutheran church, while Orthodox interviews were conducted for the Orthodox 

church. The data includes datasets from all four sub-studies, which were fully 

detailed in each separate article. The complete data set of this thesis consists 

of: the Lutheran Church’s communication strategies published in the years 

1992, 2002, 2007, and 2016; the publicity campaigns executed in the parish 

elections every four years during 1990–2018; plans, reports, and archival 

materials on campaigns, and four-year reports; interviews with the Orthodox 

Church`s communication workers; the two main five-year strategies 

(Ortodoksisen kirkon strategia 2010–2015 and Tavoite- ja 

toimintasuunnitelma vuosille 2016–2020); a communication strategy 

(Suomen ortodoksisen kirkon viestintästrategia 2010) and a communication 

strategy from the Orthodox Parish of Helsinki (Helsingin ortodoksinen 

seurakunta : Viestintästrategia 2017–2019); and data collected from the 

Lutheran and Orthodox official church Facebook pages, including 156 posts.  

 

The selected data represents a portion of the communications that took place 

during the time frame in question. The data presented here is neither 

exhaustive nor comprehensive enough to represent the complete 

communication of the churches, but it does offer a perspective from multiple 

angles, including aspects of the official lines, execution of policy, discussions, 

and social media. An organisational approach was applied to the selection of 

datasets. The inspiration for this approach was the work of Vásquez et al., who 

have used a communication-centred approach to conduct research in a 

particular organisational context. Through the study of representation 

practices, they explored the ‘day-to-day’ communicative practices that people 

engage in to represent organisations and take part in creating a brand.196 The 

branding of a church is similar to the branding of an academic department, as 

reviewed by Vásquez et al., since neither is ultimately consciously constructed. 

Similarly, this study focuses on the level of organisation discussed here as 

organisational communication, rather than reception or individual-centred 

research. That is, the churches are viewed from a level of organisation, which 
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means all the datasets were chosen to represent a broad viewpoint on 

organisational communications in an effort to provide a broader depiction.  

 

The entire study, including the sub-studies and the analysis presented here, 

was conducted with qualitative methods. Qualitative methodology provides a 

way to deepen the selected themes and offers a perspective on the research 

questions at hand; in this case, to provide a perspective on the selected theme 

of branding. Alasuutari has suggested that qualitative research can be 

described as solving a puzzle (‘arvoituksen ratkaiseminen’ in Finnish). In other 

words, a meaningful interpretation of the phenomenon under study is 

constructed based on the clues produced and the clues available.197 In this 

study, the puzzle or mystery relates to how the churches connect with branding 

in their communications; or, more particularly, how the theoretical lens or 

frame of branding can provide insight into communication. The key frame of 

branding aims to provide an interpretation of church communications. In 

addition, the materials are reviewed in accordance with the theoretical 

framework. In other words, the chosen theoretical and methodological 

perspectives aim to elucidate the chosen research perspective and the research 

questions posed.198 

 

In the sub-studies, two central qualitative analysis methods were used: 

content analysis and discourse analysis. The first and second sub-studies both 

employed content analyses. For the first sub-study, it was assumed that the 

selected dataset had something to do with branding. Thus, the data was 

categorized by branding themes. Furthermore, the second sub-study 

investigated how campaigning had evolved over time, and what its messages 

had been. To investigate this viewpoint, a type of content analysis was also 

required. Furthermore, at the beginning of each subsequent discourse analysis 

in sub-studies 3 and 4, which focused more on revealing discourses, a type of 

content analysis was performed to organize and classify the material. This was 

on the basic level of offering categories or themes that lead to a more detailed 

analysis of discourses. Both methods of analysis can be represented by a brief 

description: the content analysis focuses on what issues, topics, and themes 

the material discusses, whereas the discourse analysis, answering similar 

questions, also aims to analyse or explain the emergence of discourses in more 

depth. In my understanding, these two methods do not exist in separate boxes, 

but overlap and interact with each other. In addition, both can be used in 

similar datasets. 
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The content analysis focuses on identifying the central themes in the selected 

data. That is, in the content analysis, the researcher identifies the central 

elements of the contents (or themes) in the material. The material can then be 

categorized into themes by coding the relevant information. Based on the 

thematicization, themes that are central to the research questions are 

identified in the data, and subject-area structuring allows for examination of 

different contents. In this study, data was identified according to selected 

perspectives. The approach used in the sub-studies is theory-driven, in the 

sense that it sought content predefined according to the chosen research 

perspective and theoretical perspective. That is, the datasets were organised 

on the basis of the theoretical understanding and interest in the material.199 In 

more detail, the study of strategies explores how the investigated contents 

relate to ideas conceptualized as branding and marketing. The campaign 

materials were used to examine what kinds of messages the campaigns 

conveyed and what goals they presented, in addition the historical 

development process.  

 

When it comes to discursive analysis, the practical methodological guides 

published by Jokinen, Juhila, and Suoninen have been used as a basis for 

studies in the discursive analysis field in Finland.200 This study primarily relies 

on their way of presenting the discourse analysis. In discourse analysis, the 

focus is on language: how language is used in various situations, how it is 

argued, and how meaning systems are constructed; or, as in this case, how the 

brand is communicated.201  

 

Language is a mechanism for constructing social reality in discourse analysis. 

Accordingly, all statements describe and create something, simultaneously 

constructing reality and describing it.202 That is, constructivism is closely 

related to the idea that language functions as a socially shared system of 

meaning.203 The key idea, then, is to study the use of language in terms of 

constructing social reality. As Fairclough has suggested, discourses can be 

identified as ‘(a) representing some particular part of the world, and (b) 

representing it from a particular perspective’.204  
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A key step in the actual analysis is the identification of discourses.205 The 

purpose of this study was to identify and classify content, discourses, and 

representations of datasets in order to better understand how branding is 

constructed in the discourses and what kinds of practices can be identified.206 

Using the method of interpretative discourse analysis, the sub-studies 

identified the common discourses that were produced and maintained. In 

practice, they explored what type of discourses appeared in the selected 

datasets; that is, the discourses found in social media, strategies, and the 

interviews. These discourses were analysed in order to identify the hegemonic 

repertoires. 

 

The choice of these methods was supported by the fact that marketing and 

branding are primarily intertwined at the level of discourses (as well as 

themes). Another advantage that both of the chosen methods have is that 

together they perceive language in a versatile way and allow the identification 

of key themes and categories. Furthermore, Finnish researchers have made 

valuable contributions to the discourse analysis of religions. According to 

Hjelm, studying discourses is a holistic perspective on the study of society and 

culture.207 In addition, Moberg has stated that discourse analytical 

frameworks and approaches must always be designed to meet the needs of 

each study, so that each new use will inevitably lead to a selective combination 

and modification of previous frameworks.208 Moberg has also written that the 

discourse analytical frameworks and approaches must always be designed to 

meet the needs of each study, and therefore each new use will inevitably lead 

to a selective combination and modification of previous frameworks.209 The 

selection of the methodology for this study was also based on this approach. 

 

It has been suggested by Alasuutari that a study’s validity and reliability can 

be established by comparing how coherent the explanation is, how the clues 

support it, and how relevant it seems in light of existing knowledge.210 The 

validity and reliability of the research findings are evaluated according to how 

coherent the 'local explanation' is, how many clues are found in the material 

to support it, and how relevant the explanation appears to be for a broader 

context.211 As part of this study, the interpretations are supported by research 

with similar evidence regarding marketisation and branding within the 
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established churches. Hence, when the findings of this study are compared 

with similar settings, they are similar, meaning the explanation given here is 

supported by other studies on marketising churches. 

 

The research ethics for this study have been primarily assessed in the sub-

studies according to good research practices. Multiple materials were used in 

this study, and the ethics of each was assessed separately. To be more specific 

about the use of the materials, the Church archive materials were used with 

permission and as agreed. Sub-study 3 discusses in more detail the ethics of 

the interviews, and the interviewees were informed about the use of the 

material and gave their consent in writing. Certain materials used in the study 

are publicly available, such as strategies, church reports, and social media 

content (social media, however, cannot always be considered public; in this 

case, the data forms part of the actors' public communications). A further 

discussion of research ethics when dealing with social media is presented in 

sub-study 4. 

 

 

4. THE CASES OF THE EVANGELICAL 
LUTHERAN CHURCH OF FINLAND 
AND THE ORTHODOX CHURCH OF 
FINLAND  

 

4.1 OUTLINING THIS THESIS  
 

This chapter begins by reviewing the research questions and the sub-studies 

that were conducted. Next, the results of the sub-studies are summarized. 

Additionally, the results of the sub-studies are integrated into an in-depth 

discussion. 

 

The research questions for this study are: 
 
How is branding applied in church communication?  
How does branding affect church communication?  

 

In practice, this study focuses on how church communications can be 

interpreted by examining them through the concept of branding. In other 

words, the churches may not use branding intentionally or explicitly. 

Nevertheless, the lens of branding provides an opportunity to discover even 

hidden or unintentional practices and applications. How can we describe the 

communication of the churches, using the concept of brand, for both their 

discourses and actions in internal discussions and in the public realm? I 
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suggest that viewing church communication through a brand lens helps 

identify what discussions take place in the studied churches, how 

communication relates to branding, and how components of branding are 

implemented. In other words, branding provides a coherent framework of 

interpretation for church communications.   

 

First, I will clarify the selected research questions in more detail. The purpose 

of the first question is to answer what can be said about church 

communications using the concept of the brand. What type of branding is 

found? The answer to the second research question could be sought through a 

temporal comparison. The fact is that some parts of the research data could 

provide the possibility for temporal comparison (especially sub-studies 1 and 

2); nevertheless, the issue of effects, consequences, and change is treated in 

another manner in this study. The answer to the second research question is 

obtained by describing what kind of communication arises from the use of the 

brand concept. What effects does it have on the churches, and what kind of 

communication does it produce?  

 

In various ways, the sub-studies construct an organisational, strategic, and 

employee level of discussion, as well as concrete manifestations of these 

discussions, illustrated for example in campaigns and social media. Moreover, 

the main theme in all the sub-studies is the same: how do these churches 

engage in branding? The answer is sought by studying “branding” within a 

variety of datasets, including strategies, annual reports, campaign documents, 

communication workers, and social media. The qualitative method of 

discourse analysis brings together material and results by presenting several 

aspects and highlighting nuances of the case. 

 

In order to investigate the presented research questions, the research was 

conducted from the perspective of organisational communication. This led to 

the four sub-studies that were conducted: 

 
Kirkko brändinä? Suomen evankelis-luterilaisen kirkon brändäys 
viestintästrategioissa vuosina 1992–2020  
 
Adopting Marketing Communications: Publicity Campaigns in the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland 
 
The Dichotomy of Branding: Discourses in the Orthodox Church of 
Finland 
 
Established Churches in Social Media: the Case of the Finnish 
Churches 
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As a whole, the four sub-studies followed a logical order, each addressing the 

issues that arose at a particular stage of the research project in a way that took 

the study to a deeper level of analysis. Each sub-study had its own set of data. 

Based on this approach, slightly different perspectives were generated with 

respect to the theoretical framework chosen for the sub-studies. Nevertheless, 

the research questions on branding were common to all datasets, as were the 

research interests in organisational communication.  

 

Each sub-study utilised a different type of data: the first sub-study examined 

the Lutheran communication strategies (1992–2018) and four-year reports 

(1986–2015). The second sub-study analysed planning and 

reporting documents of the publicity campaigns executed in Lutheran parish 

elections in 1990–2018. The third sub-study explored the Orthodox Church's 

communication strategies and main strategies (2010–2020), as well as 

interviews with communication employees. Finally, the fourth sub-study 

analysed posts on the Lutheran Church’s and Orthodox Church’s Facebook 

pages. Next, the content of each of these sub-studies will be described in more 

detail.  

 

In the first sub-study, the question was if the Lutheran Church implemented 

branding in its official communications. The answer was obtained by 

reviewing official strategies. Sub-study 1 confirmed that discussions in the 

Lutheran Church could be meaningfully interpreted through the lens of 

branding, which supported the chosen heuristic theoretical lens. During this 

sub-study, questions regarding how the discussions are reflected in concrete 

terms, such as actions, were raised, which led to the next study discussing 

church campaigns. The second sub-study examined publicity the campaigns 

that the Lutheran Church conducted in parish elections since 1990s. 

Discussions of branding were mainly expressed through these campaigns. The 

third sub-study looked at similar topics in the Orthodox Church: namely, how 

is branding applied. Since the strategic data was relatively small, interviews 

with communication workers were conducted to gain a better understanding 

of this case. The fourth and final sub-study investigated the social media 

presence of both churches, focusing on one platform (Facebook) and analysing 

how branding may, in practice, take place online. 

  

As has been noted previously, the studied churches have many actors and 

differing levels of decision making, thus it is difficult to reach a consensus. This 

study addresses a section of the communication process referred to as the 
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official level.212 In this context, this focal point offers a perspective on the 

chosen theme of branding, and the entire study presents an interpretation 

based on this precise data.  

 

4.2 RESULTS OF THE SUB-STUDIES  
 

In the first sub-study, Church as a Brand? Branding in the Communication 

Strategies of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland in 1992–

2020) (Orig. Kirkko brändinä? Suomen evankelis-luterilaisen kirkon 

brändäys viestintästrategioissa vuosina 1992–2020), the communication 

strategies of the Lutheran Church were scrutinised. In practice, the first two 

strategies provided more material than the latter two, as the newer strategies 

are considerably shorter. According to the analysis conducted in the first sub-

study, from the beginning the strategies have discussed the image of the 

Church and how to influence it. The strategies did not provide direct 

guidelines, but they did emphasize the Church's visibility in public as well as 

the value and meaning of images (‘mielikuvat’). This is what I refer to as an 

image reflection (‘kuvapohdinta’). This reflection was often characterized by 

negativity: people are assumed to have negative attitudes towards the 

Church. Despite the absence of the term "brand", it was suggested that 

strategies use the concept of branding: the Church’s image was described in 

several ways that related to general branding, i.e., how branding appears in 

other contexts. Especially in the first strategy, the concept of “church image” 

engages with concepts of branding. However, there are some aspects of 

branding that are left out, such as formulating a clear core (or “the brand”) 

message. In addition, observations made in sub-study 1 suggest that branding 

is regarded as at least partially inappropriate for the Church; however, it is 

evident that a partial use of the concepts of branding took place. This implies 

that the Church employs marketing concepts in its own way. In addition, all 

four strategies demonstrate how traditional informing is expanded to broader 

discussions about affecting the Church’s image. Considering the analysis, it 

appears that the communication strategy is verging on marketing, but that this 

marketing may occur either inadvertently or intentionally. The process of the 

Church deliberately using marketing can be viewed as ‘self-marketising’, since 

the Church is voluntarily using marketing communications techniques.213 In 

addition to new findings offered with a viewpoint on branding, the analysis 

 

 

 

 
212 Although the interviews with the workers are less "official" than the other data in this material. 
213 Adapting Moberg and Sjö 2012, 89. 
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confirms what Moberg has observed regarding strategies utilising market-

related vocabulary in various ways.214 

 

The second sub-study, Adopting Marketing Communications: Publicity 

Campaigns in the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland, continued with 

the case of the Lutheran Church. This sub-study illustrated in a concrete 

manner how the discussions raised in strategies are operationalized. By 

observing the public space, it was determined that a nationwide 

communication campaign was one indicator of this development. Every four 

years, parishioners elect trustees to the administration of their parish. In 

terms of campaigns, election campaigns tend to promote voting rather than 

specific candidates. According to the second sub-study, election campaigns 

were very modest in the 1990s compared to the present. The turning point and 

origin of parish election campaigns can be traced to a campaign experiment in 

1998 that established nationwide campaigns in elections. From that point 

forward, all campaign communication evolved. A study of the campaign 

objectives determined that the campaigns were intended to accomplish two 

goals: to inform the public about the election and ‘other goals’, which were 

usually related to the visibility of the Church and the emphasis on the 

important role of the Church and local parishes. From 2002 onwards, the 

campaigns were given names and themes, and from an analysis of these 

themes I concluded that these campaigns emphasise the role and importance 

of the Church and parishes as well as the importance of people to the 

Church. In addition, such campaigns keep the Church on display in the public 

sphere. In fact, these campaigns and their ‘brand stories’ (Stolz and Usunier) 

analysed in this article constitute a form of ‘meaning-making’ (Einstein), since 

campaigns construct thematic stories: as well as appealing to voters, the 

campaigns emphasize a chosen message (or a brand story). The Church's 

significance is often emphasized in these stories. Therefore, campaigning 

primarily serves to bring attention to the Church's importance. Applying 

Pettersson’s ideas, campaigning may be a way for a church to explore new 

methods of communicating in the public sphere, as well as advancing the 

adaptation of communication methods.215 Based on this study, the Lutheran 

Church is also adopting this trend. 

 

In the third sub-study, a similar set of questions is posed regarding the 

Orthodox Church as in the first article regarding the Lutheran Church. For The 

Dichotomy of Branding: Discourses in the Orthodox Church of Finland, two 
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data types were collected: interviews and strategies. The findings of this sub-

study suggest a tension between public image and the "core" of the Church, 

i.e., strategies stressed the importance of constructing a good public image, 

whereas church workers concluded that focusing on public image is largely 

inconsistent with the church's profound essence. Moreover, it is suggested that 

the strategic discourses made use of some basic principles of branding, such 

as emphasizing ‘the creation of a positive public image’, however omitted some 

details, as no key message was introduced. In addition, the professionals (the 

interviewees) even expressed an interest in applying a variety of marketing 

strategies when they were properly applied, that is, in a manner that suited the 

Church's context. Beyer has claimed that religion is either characterized by its 

function or by its performance. As such, the concerns raised in performance-

oriented religiosity are not primarily religious issues, whereas an approach 

centred on the function emphasizes the spiritual function of religion.216 Based 

on Beyer, the article explored how the Orthodox Church emphasizes its 

importance and function, especially in worker discourses. Furthermore, this 

sub-study also discussed how dichotomous discourses between the marketing 

of the Church and the pristine core of the Church contribute to a broader 

discussion of the Orthodox Church's general relationship with the 

"modern". According to Laitila, the Orthodox Church has sought to preserve 

rather than change.217 It was suggested that this may explain the controversial 

nature of the discourses identified in this sub-study. 

 

In the fourth and final sub-study, Established Churches in the Social Media: 

the Case of Finnish Churches, both Lutheran and the Orthodox social media 

production were explored through their presence on Facebook (on the pages 

Kirkko Suomessa and Ortodoksit Suomessa). The data was discussed in the 

context of digital religion, placing religious acts in social media within the 

theoretical frame of religion online. The analysis observed that the messages 

of the two churches were similar: both the Orthodox and the Lutheran 

messages were rather traditional on the platform; that is, the sites featured 

primarily ‘Christian related messages’ regarding the church year218 and 

Christian life. It was suggested that traditional messages may serve to keep 

people as members of cultural Christianity and to validate 

membership. Similarly to Hodøl, it was pointed out that churches do not 

utilise ‘the opportunities for two-way communication offered by the platforms, 

but primarily use their social media channels to promote church activities or 
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broadcast content without inviting a dialogue’.219 Further, the Lutheran 

Church engaged in a collaboration with a number of social media persons in 

relation to a campaign endorsing godparent day, which appears to be an 

example of influencer marketing that deepens its connection with 

marketing. In general, both entering social media and adapting influencer 

marketing can be regarded as the Church acclimating to today's media-driven 

environment, that is, adapting the communication to fit the current 

environment. Further, it was pointed out that this type of performance can 

help construct their ‘brand’ and how the presence of social media is vital for 

any actor. 

 

In the four sub-studies, the case churches were examined on two levels, 

illustrating both the “background” discussion of branding and how the 

discussion is carried out in practice through several visible “acts”. The research 

perspectives of the four sub-studies represent two paths. First, the 

conversations, discussions, planning documents, and published church 

strategies were investigated to identify the branding discourses. These are 

primarily found in sub-studies 1, 2, and 3. Second, concrete actions, such as 

social media activity and campaigns, have been sought out; that is, exploring 

how the discussions have been incorporated into the communication 

activities. These issues were discussed in more detail in sub-studies 2, 3, and 

4. Within the sub-studies as a whole, there is an obvious overlap between these 

discourses and operationalizations, since most of them demonstrate both 

paths and even the "actions" are discourse-constructed. Furthermore, the sub-

studies can also be conceptualized in another way: they all discuss the ways 

that the churches perform in the public space. These strategies include vague 

guidelines on public image communication identified in sub-studies 1 and 3, 

while sub-studies 2 and 4 explore how a church’s public image is constructed 

through campaigning and social media activity. Each of the sub-studies 

presents a different angle on the branding phenomenon and emphasises 

different aspects of the branding of the churches. 

 

Within the sub-studies, the thematic viewpoints interact in a variety of ways. 

The first sub-study summarizes what the other sub-studies would later 

confirm: branding and marketing may be used as a model by the churches, but 

are rarely explicitly called such. Even so, there are a number of ideas and 

practices in church communication that are best understood when compared 

with a chosen theoretical framework. A good example is communication 

campaigns with messages as brand stories, as explored in sub-study 2. 
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Furthermore, the theme of meaning making is central not only to campaigns 

but also to social media activity, where the concept of cultural Christianity is 

supported by a particular type of performance (sub-study 4). On the other 

hand, the contradiction between church function and performance (in sub-

study 3) is actually the centre of the entire research material, since it 

intertwines with the question of how a spiritual organisation operates: how 

may one retain one's spiritual core while also presenting oneself in a modern 

context? All of these perspectives lead to the conclusion that marketing is 

supported and used in some ways, but is often associated with prejudice.  

 

Although the term branding is rarely used by the churches themselves, this 

study employs the concept to describe the processes of church communication, 

as branding is the perspective from which the material is viewed. According to 

the data of this study, it appears that the studied churches engage in branding 

on multiple levels, including applying its concepts and using it to enhance their 

public image. The perspective of branding, however, is not fully embraced by 

the churches, although there are a number of their discourses and actions that 

are better understood through the lens of branding. This means that the 

perspective of branding, in addition to providing a framework for reviewing 

church communications, can also identify processes in communication 

activity and seek ways to explain them. Below, the preliminary results of the 

sub-studies are brought into an in-depth dialogue with one another. 

 

 

4.3 SYNTHESISING THE RESULTS 
 

4.3.1 NEGOTIATING FOR STORYTELLING 

 

This section provides an interpretation in response to the research questions, 

based on the theoretical framework and empirical findings presented in this 

study. What can be said about church communication when examined through 

the lens of branding? The answer to this question is provided by analysing the 

results of the sub-studies on a more profound level. In accordance with the 

research questions, this section will consist of two main parts: the first part 

will describe how the churches apply branding to their communication. The 

second part will examine how branding may eventually affect or change church 

communication. 

 

Regarding the first research question, the following conclusion can be reached 

through the sub-studies: certain patterns of church communication are 

consistent with branding. These patterns occur particularly in language, in the 

application of concepts taken from the tools of organisational presentation, 

and in general discussion. In more detail, language in church strategies (sub-
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studies 1 and 3) demonstrates that, first, activity concerning church image can 

take its model from branding (sub-study 1), and second, that both the 

Lutheran and Orthodox strategies emphasise the importance of public image 

and the church's visibility in the public domain (sub-studies 1 and 3), both here 

interpreted as a brand-type goal. On the other hand, the application of some 

concepts is evident, as sub-study 1 finds ‘church image’ and a ‘brand model’ to 

be comparable in a very consistent manner. Furthermore, the tools of 

organisational presentation are demonstrated in sub-study 4 on social media 

presence, as well as in sub-study 2 on campaigning with a particular message. 

Lastly, more general discussions are also included, in that sub-studies 2 and 3 

explore the suitability of marketing, for example the compatibility and 

incompatibility of church communication and marketing in practice. 

 

The sub-studies illustrate that the methods of marketing communications are 

part of church communications – however, more so in the Lutheran Church 

than in the Orthodox Church (because of, for example, the Lutheran Church's 

use of influencer marketing in sub-study 4, or the use of campaigning in 

general in sub-study 2). Still, neither marketing nor branding are fully 

embraced by either church. This is probably most evident in that the term 

"brand" is not used in the strategies (sub-studies 1 and 3), and that branding 

concept is used only partly: the "key message" is never unambiguously defined 

(but only using a few formulations, such as that the Orthodox Church ‘should 

be known as a community of mentors and advanced father confessors’, in sub-

study 3, or the Lutheran Church ‘as a community of faith, hope, and love’, in 

sub-study 1). Lutheran parish election campaigns are an exception, because 

their messages are more precisely defined (sub-study 2). The discussion of 

what is appropriate for a church can be seen partially in the Lutheran Church 

(in sub-study 2, since mass marketing roused suspicion prior to its first trial), 

but it is more evident in the Orthodox Church (in sub-study 3), which clearly 

discusses drawing the line on the appropriateness of marketing, for example, 

when interviewees express their uncertainty about whether the Church's 

message will remain unchanged if marketing is applied.  

 

As the data of sub-studies and the discussion above demonstrates, the 

churches may apply communication concepts and tools they find useful. That 

is, the sub-studies illustrate a variety of forms of adapting communication in 

relation to marketing communications. Previously, the theoretical 

background of marketisation and branding in churches has been 

conceptualised from several starting points: Stolz and Usunier define this 

development as copying (successful) methods by using promotional 

instruments; Krönert and Hepp conceptualise branding as a method of 

presenting religion in a mediatized form; and Moberg has outlined branding 
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as a method of acting proactively in relation to the media environment.220 

Moreover, he has characterized it as a trend in which Nordic churches 

gradually adopt models from the third sector.221 Across all of these 

perspectives, marketing and branding are viewed as procedures, tools, or 

devices that can be absorbed and applied. However, this perspective alone is 

insufficient. Considering that the studied churches engage in branding by 

applying and drawing boundaries on both a verbal and practical level, I suggest 

that the best way to explain how the churches engage in patterns of branding 

(and marketing in general) is by using the term negotiation. Therefore, 

negotiation is the theme that connects the sub-studies in depth. 

 

“Negotiation” generally describes a discussion between two actors with 

‘different aims of intentions’, during which an agreement is sought.222 In this 

study, it is proposed that the churches negotiate their communications with 

marketing. In other words, negotiation refers to the interaction between 

church communication and marketing methods. Specifically, negotiation is 

the process of adjusting church communications in relation to marketing – 

and specifically branding. As Musa and Ahmadu have observed: 

 
As with any brand, how the church defines itself, its mission, its 
membership, its methods, etc., to the world, and how society engages, 
shapes, and defines the church as a cultural brand in the brave new 
world of social media, is a form of conversation.223 

 

Any system of adapting requires a conversation: How is the old adapted to the 

new? To what extent do they correspond, and how can they be they reconciled? 

 

Campbell, who studies digital religion, defines negotiation as the encounter of 

a religious actor with a new media.224 According to her research, negotiation 

refers to the process of adapting actions to the new digital environment. In this 

process, adaption takes place through a ‘negotiation process religious 

communities undergo when faced with a new form of media’.225 In relation to 

social media platforms in particular, Campbell has proposed a model of 

religious-social shaping of technology (RSST), rooted in the social shaping 

model of technology.226 RSST examines how new media is embraced by 

 

 

 

 
220 Stolz and Usunier 2018; Krönert and Hepp 2010; Moberg 2017, 151. 
221 Moberg 2020. 
222 Collins Dictionary.  
223 Musa and Ahmadu 2012, 74.  
224 Campbell 2010; 2012. 
225 Campbell 2010, 61.  
226 Campbell 2010. Moberg (2018) studied Lutheran discourses using the RSST model in Finland. STT 
model, e.g., Williams and Edge 1996.  
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religious communities, and illustrates a dialectic process through which 

religious communities engage with media forms. This process is multifaceted: 

it includes reviewing (1) history and tradition, (2) core beliefs and patterns, (3) 

the negotiation process, and (4) communal framing and discourse.227 As 

Campbell explains, the review of (1) tradition and media use aim to examine 

how the community's attitude towards media has developed. This approach 

would require a more historically oriented approach. The (2) relationship of 

core beliefs and the modern world, on the other hand, examines how beliefs 

function in contemporary life. Something similar to this process can also be 

found in this study, as a type of core beliefs may affect the negotiation. In this 

study, the viewpoint of (3) negotiation is found to be the most valuable, and is 

therefore adopted and further applied. Lastly, following the negotiation 

process, it is possible to (4) identify broader discourses in the community that 

frame the future. 

 

As in RSST, the research data of this study reveals some of the processes used 

by the churches negotiating with additional methods; that is, even the study's 

focus is broader than merely a particular type of technology. Campbell's 

definition of technology adoption is also useful in understanding how churches 

operate at a broader level.228 The data collected in the sub-studies in this study 

suggests that established churches negotiate their communications with a 

broad meaning of "technology": that is, marketing and specifically branding 

"technologies". These conversations with marketing communications are 

identified in the dataset in various ways, as elaborated in the following. 

 

The topic of negotiation can be further explored within the context of the sub-

studies. In addition, negotiation can be divided into two categories for 

clarification. First, there are the clear points of negotiation that explicitly 

reflect on or address the relationship between church communication and 

marketing. Second, there is so-called practical negotiation. Although it is 

implicit, it can be identified in various forms. It means, for example, that a 

certain manner of communicating on social media has been chosen, or what 

terms are used in strategies. Since the constant underlining of this division is 

not required in the case of examples, for reasons of obviousness, this division 

serves primarily as a background for clarification. 

 

 

 

 

 
227 Campbell 2010, 60–62. 
228 In addition, there are also some discussions regarding actual technological advancements and 
platforms: in sub-study 3, for example, the interviewee suggested that “a bishop could have a Twitter 
account”. Platforming is also discussed in sub-study 4 on social media. 
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In this section, each sub-study is addressed chronologically in relation to the 

subject of negotiation. In the first sub-study, the integration of strategies 

within the Lutheran Church represents an example of a more marketing-style 

approach. In addition, all Lutheran communication strategies emphasised 

public image and visibility, and also employed the idea of “brand” in the first 

strategy. However, “brand” methods are used in a distinctive way, embracing 

some aspects and rejecting others. In the second sub-study, the starting point 

of the negotiation was to bring in an advertising agency to help with church 

communication. Consequently, the campaigns were designed in accordance 

with the principles of advertising. Further, campaigns evolved over time, and 

their communication goals became more message-oriented. In the analysis, 

these are interpreted as brand messages. The second sub-study also provided 

a glimpse of the verbal negotiations that took place about the acceptance of 

campaigning as a non-traditional method for the Church. In this sub-study, it 

was revealed that the campaigning was only widely accepted after it was 

established that it was "effective", following the initial campaign's success. The 

third sub-study examined Orthodox Church strategies, which place an 

emphasis on strengthening the Church's positive public image. In this sub-

study it is noted, based on different discourses, that negotiating is a process of 

some actors being more willing to employ new methods than others (for 

instance, comparing the strategies and workers' discourses). Discussions such 

as these frame the core of the negotiation, because marketing methods are 

considered in relation to church functions. For example, it is highlighted that 

‘the [Orthodox] church’s core mission, well, it isn`t hanging around in the 

media but offering worship, baptizing, and burying people’. In more detail, a 

suitable application is considered essential. Finally, in the fourth sub-study, it 

was observed that the churches are present in a social media process that has 

already passed its negotiation phase, since the churches have entered various 

platforms. The outcome can still be analysed, since in their official Facebook 

pages both churches provide more traditional and devotional content, which 

represents a selected type of communicating. 

 

As suggested above, in the sub-studies the negotiation is formulated as the 

churches voluntarily applying marketing methods and adjusting their 

communications, public presence, and image in various ways. During this 

process, the churches customise their processes and patterns by blending their 

previous practices (and already accepted practices) and discuss their values 

with "new" and "experimental" methods in order to adapt and better present 

themselves. This process involves the churches renegotiating and 

reconstructing both their communications as well as the understanding and 

boundaries of ecclesiastical communication.  
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Returning to the more in-depth description provided by Campbell, she further 

suggests that ‘[w]hen religious communities must make choices about why, 

how, and in what contexts they will engage with new forms of media, they 

undergo a complex process of assessment’.229 This involves religious 

communities considering three options: accepting the technology, rejecting 

some aspects of it, or reconfiguring the technology, that is, considering the new 

technology to be valuable but requiring reconfiguration in order to be usable. 

The concepts of acceptance, decline, and reconfiguring technology are 

especially useful in elaborating church communication. According to the sub-

studies, it seems that the negotiation of the churches with marketing 

culminates in reconfiguring; marketing is neither fully accepted nor 

completely rejected but adjusted. One of the key findings of the sub-studies is 

that the churches do not utilize marketing fully, perhaps because of their 

position as spiritual organisations. For example, this emphasis is most visible 

and explicated in the third sub-study, since the Orthodox Church seems to 

acknowledge the value of the technology while emphasizing the need to 

restructure it in accordance with the Church’s values and goals.  

 

In addition to adopting methods, the process of reconfiguration can also take 

place when something “essential” is left out. For example, brands and 

marketing in general tend to have a clear key message, whereas in the case of 

the churches studied here, key messages are mostly left out. Instead, the 

churches seem to rely on their devotional content in a way that is barely 

explicated. This is the case, for example, in the use of strategies (sub-studies 1 

and 3). On the other hand, when some formulations are explicit, even these do 

not express solid key messages: the first strategy in sub-study 1 defined the 

‘profile goal’ of the Church as ‘a community of faith, hope, and love’. However, 

a corresponding main message was left out of subsequent strategies. Instead, 

it was emphasised that the goal of church strategies is not to tell ‘what’ is being 

communicated, but ‘how’. The only visible exception was when the Lutheran 

Church used selected messages in its campaigns, as seen in sub-study 2. In 

conclusion, the negotiations that take place within the churches lead to a 

reconfiguration of technology, rejecting some aspects and embracing others.  

 

When the communications are viewed through the lens of the brand, it can 

also be noted which aspects are the ones eventually embraced. This is the 

reason why negotiations are taking place. Although the sub-studies focus on 

different aspects of the same phenomenon, the central theme that was 

embraced certainly pertains to visibility. In particular, both Lutheran and 
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Orthodox strategies (sub-studies 1 and 3) highlight the importance of visibility 

and a positive public image for the churches. In terms of strategies, the ideal 

of presenting the Church in a clear manner, investing in public visibility, as 

well as the importance of public images (‘mielikuvat’), are all related to 

visibility. In other words, the churches negotiate with branding techniques in 

order to be visible in the public sphere, and to reach people.230 This “need” is 

mainly illustrated in the strategies of the churches, for example in the worry 

about ‘what kind of image the Church creates of itself in public’ (sub-study 1) 

or that the Church needs to ‘ensure positive visibility in society’ (sub-study 3). 

Moreover, sub-studies 2 and 4 both concern the use of advertising campaigns 

as well as the use of social media, which share a similar interest in being visible 

in public spaces.  

 

Regarding the goal of visibility and presence in a public space, this may be a 

lifeline for the established churches, considering the decline in membership 

and their special position in the state.231 This also explains why the churches 

are negotiating their methods. As Fischer-Nielsen has argued in his research 

on the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Denmark, being a church in a 

secularised society requires an active presence in the media to remain 

relevant.232 Moreover, Haapiainen et al. have suggested that a church is 

required to be able to justify its presence and existence in a public space.233 

Staying visible may be one method of staying relevant. Yet mere visibility in a 

public space may only provide a thin connection point to people and, therefore, 

the degree of visibility ideally deepens with what Stolz and Usunier have 

termed "recognizability". Ultimately, visibility can be defined as making 

churches known for a very specific set of things or being recognizable. As 

stated, ‘the branding process occurs when that idea or image is marketed so 

that it is recognizable by more and more people and identified with a certain 

service or product when many other companies are offering the same service 

or product’.234 When visibility is what keeps an actor visible in the public field, 

such as through an outdoor campaign, then recognizability is the ability to 

identify the actor by associating it with certain characteristics. In other words, 

actors have a need to be not only visible, but also recognized in a certain way.235 

Stolz and Usunier describe recognizability as a message that is not only seen, 

 

 

 

 
230 According to Gauthier (2020, 258), being on the Internet, for example, is vital nowadays. 
231 With branding so broadly utilised in society and communications, it is possible that the studied 
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232 Fischer-Nielsen 2012, 127–128.  
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but also known and even felt.236 Obviously, churches benefit most from certain 

associations over others, and they seek to be recognized as positive and 

necessary, rather than as negative and futile. This orientation is conveyed in 

the sub-studies: for instance, sub-study 3 emphasizes how the Orthodox 

Church portrays itself as the one “authentic” and “original” church, while sub-

study 2 discusses how the Lutheran Church suggests that it is an important 

institution, for example, or emphasises that the Church’s actions are 

responding to people’s needs. In the end, both the Orthodox and Lutheran 

examples convey a message about the importance of the organisation. 

Towards this end, marketing can offer tools and concepts.  

 

As presented earlier, branding can serve as a tool. However, it also works on a 

more profound level; that is, it creates stories. In the sub-studies, the necessity 

of visibility and recognizability is often operationalised in emphasizing the 

purpose, and as relaying a narrative. The sub-studies indicate that there is no 

single key message that is emphasized across all channels (strategies, 

campaigns, social media, employee discourse) of either church; rather, the 

stories are varied. Themes of storytelling and meaning-making crosscut all of 

the sub-studies: the discussions and strategies in sub-study 1 and 3 underline 

that the messages sent to the public are important, the campaigns in sub-study 

2 concretely formulate a purpose for the Lutheran Church as an organisation, 

and the social media presence in sub-study 4 both reflects the need to be 

connectable and to tell a certain (cultural Christian) story of the churches. 

Thus, branding, rather than being a mere communicational tool, is more 

accurately described as a narrative.237 When "negotiation" refers to a 

conversation taking place with church communications and marketing 

methods, it is the "narrative" that is eventually created. That is also the process 

taking place in the churches when they seek to emphasise their visibility and 

recognizability. The following section addresses issues related to churches 

telling stories. 

 

4.3.2 WHAT IS THE STORY TOLD, AND WHERE DOES IT LEAD 

 

This section aims to answer more profoundly the second research question: 

how does branding affect church communication? As a question, it already 

implies that branding is somehow different from church communication, and 

that it produces change. In a sense, the churches are both spiritual and secular 

at the same time; despite being spiritual actors, there are many operations in 
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churches that are similar to those in any other organisation. This chapter will 

explore how branding may influence, or alter, church communication when 

visibility, recognizability, and stories – or marketing communications in 

general – are embraced. That is to say, it appears that intertwining with 

marketing or branding influences the stories churches tell, as implied 

previously. 

 

Generally, storytelling involves the creation of meaning and identification, 

because (brand) stories are focused on offering a meaningful connection to the 

audience. It has been demonstrated in the sub-studies above that connecting 

with marketing has an effect in the way a church presents itself. In addition, 

embracing a selected message impacts the stories churches highlight. Since the 

need for visibility and recognizability escalates in stories that create meaning 

and identity, this inevitably leads to the question of what the churches end up 

offering. When looking at the messages constructed in the sub-studies, it is the 

church narratives that vary most. When examining the Lutheran Church's 

emphasis on the Church as a vital institution (sub-study 2), this emphasis does 

not appear as prominent on social media (sub-study 4) – if at all. It is evident 

from these examples that the stories vary. Further discussion of how stories 

convey not only one, but several different messages will follow. 

 

The Lutheran Church has long practised campaigning, which invites people to 

participate in Church elections. Moreover, it emphasizes, for example, that the 

Church provides ‘something for everyone’ through its parishes, or is a 

benefactor (sub-study 2). This provides a window into how recognizability and 

visibility are being constructed through the emphasis on value. According to 

Stolz and Usunier, this type of emphasis on ‘good works’ is a common 

phenomenon in creating a positive image of a religious organisation.238 If (and 

often, when) a religious organisation is already involved in diaconal work, for 

example, emphasising it may seem like an excellent way to present the 

usefulness of a church. When considering this emphasis on a church’s 

organisation (instead of "purely" emphasising a religious or spiritual 

meaning), it can be concluded that it is not a new emphasis, especially for 

Lutheranism. According to Ketola, the Lutheran interpretation of Christianity 

emphasises practicality, and this life rather than the afterlife. That is, Lutheran 

interpretations of Christianity are both spiritual and practical, even up to the 

point that "Lutheran values" in general have had more to do with everyday life 

than anything else. Ketola states that Lutheran values are linked to the 

community, and encompass, for example, the pursuit of the common good and 
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responsibility toward others.239 In addition, according to Gallup Ecclesiastica 

2015, more than 70 per cent of Finns agree that the Lutheran Church should 

act on behalf of the disadvantaged, voice grievances, and take a stand for well-

being.240 To conclude, ‘these values make Lutheranism a highly socially 

transforming religion — albeit often in a hidden way, as ways and views 

embedded in everyday actions, rather than as demands based on external 

coercion or religious norms’.241 The Lutheran Church appears, therefore, to be 

society-oriented. This conclusion aligns with what Valaskivi has noted about 

the Lutheran Church strengthening people's connection with the Church 

rather than with God.242  

 

Other recognizable messages are also portrayed in other, even opposing ways 

in the sub-studies. The Orthodox Church discourses in sub-study 3, for 

instance, conceptualised the Church as “authentic” and “original”, which also 

in a way emphasises the importance of the organisation. On the other hand, a 

different emphasis was found in the content production of the churches on 

social media (sub-study 4). The Facebook pages were aiming to “place”, to 

‘know, seek and ask about Orthodox life, church and faith’ (the Orthodox 

Church), and ‘answering people’s yearning for the holy, based on Lutheran 

premises’ (the Lutheran Church). Both convey Christian-related content. Also, 

the majority of the studied social media stories in this dataset are Christian 

based. That is, in sub-study 4 the content in both churches is much more 

devotional than any other data in this study. It was suggested that social media 

messages emphasize the church year and provide a contact surface to living as 

part of the (culturally) Christian churches. It can both offer devotional content 

and keep Finns connected as part of cultural Christianity, which is embodied 

in festivals during the year. In this light, the concept of cultural Christianity243 

can be more closely described as a cultural church, as the churches may not 

always emphasise Christian doctrine, but do support the connection to 

tradition and the church as an institution.  

 

Valaskivi's work on branding nations clarifies the churches' cases, as both 

emphasize marketing to a generally non-market-oriented entity.244 

Additionally, it provides a viewpoint on what is emphasised. When nation 
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branding is used, it is the necessity, the usefulness, and the usability of the 

branded entity that is emphasized rather than the actor ‘per se’.245 A similar 

focus can be found in the data of this study when a church's necessity is 

stressed. Yet, the necessity may not always be one of such straightforward 

utility as societal relevance (sub-study 2), but rather that of an authentic and 

valuable church; that is, emphasizing authentic spirituality (sub-study 3), or 

the cultural church.   

 

As seen in the examples above, the emphasis on the churches can vary. In the 

empirical data, the Orthodox approach appears to be more tradition-based. 

That is, the Orthodox Church is presented as an "original" tradition keeper 

(sub-study 3), whereas the Lutheran Church emphasizes its societal value 

(sub-study 2). Due to the fact that Lutheranism is a majority church, it is highly 

intertwined with Finnish culture and society. Comparatively, the situation for 

smaller communities with less social influence, such as the Orthodox Church 

of Finland, is somewhat different. In the absence of a well-established social 

status, the idea of a ‘societal mandate’ or a ‘public utility’,246 for example, are 

less common – compared to the position of the Lutheran Church. Because the 

Orthodox Church is not subject to the same public assumptions concerning its 

benefit to society as the Lutheran Church, and is not associated with the 

majority Finnish culture, its messages can differ quite significantly from those 

of the Lutheran Church. It may also be that the churches strengthen the 

already appreciated message, or what is expected of them. This approach could 

clarify why the messages emphasized in the Orthodox Church (sub-study 3) 

were more closely related to Christianity, such as an appreciation of the 

spiritual leaders of the Church or the origin of the Church. Depending on what 

is expected of the churches and what is relevant, or what is already considered 

to be their best and most attractive trait, may influence which messages and 

stories the churches choose to share.  

 

On the other hand, stories can vary for more concrete reasons as well. As 

discussed previously, church communication is complex and organized by 

many actors. Therefore, it is possible or even likely that different people or 

teams serve in different tasks within various positions of church 

communications, which may explain the differences in messages. For 

example, it was stated that the Orthodox Facebook pages in sub-study 4 were 

maintained ‘the employees of parishes, organisations, and communities who 

are active on social media’, and ‘a various number of representatives of 
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different occupations’ in the Lutheran Facebook pages. Although the purpose 

of this study was to examine how religious organisations brand themselves, 

the findings of the study indicate that branding is often an activity controlled 

by individuals instead of “the organisation”. That is, the churches do not end 

up communicating in the same way as a company's systematic marketing 

communications. Therefore, communication can become fragmented, as 

shown in this material.  

 

In this section, where these stories lead is finally discussed. It has been 

suggested that a key term for storytelling is identification. It has already been 

proposed that brands entangle profoundly in identification, since they seek to 

provide an identity people wish to connect. Generally, the goal of storytelling, 

when conceptualized within the frame of branding, is to establish a connection 

and create an identification. As stories create meaning, it is relevant to ask 

what type of identification is offered by the churches based upon their 

stories.247  

 

One answer is given through the messages on social media (sub-study 

4), which can contribute to creating a sense of belonging to a broader 

community: Finns have "always" belonged to the established churches, and 

believed in belonging even over doctrine.248 This aligns with an idea Ayeni 

proposed when examining Nigerian churches: churches can aim to sustain 

their community through brand promotion and particular communication 

practices on social media platforms.249 On the basis of the findings of sub-

study 4, displays of church year on social media suggest that the Finns follow 

the Christian calendar and that the churches are rooted in tradition. By 

providing the identification of tradition, a church can validate 

membership. Thus, the churches can offer participation, belonging to a 

community, and even faith in membership itself – a sense of belonging. As a 

matter of fact, it is quite similar to what brands provide, namely, a sense of 

community and interesting identification. As Gauthier has pointed out, 

branding ‘is particularly effective in creating, maintaining, and updating 

recognisable identities’.250 As stated above, according to studies from Finland 

such a belief in identifying with a group may actually be more relevant than 

belief in Christian doctrine itself.251   
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Identification seems to be closely linked to community. According to Valaskivi, 

branding ‘becomes an attempt to create a shared social imaginary or an 

imagined community by providing affective experiences and attachment’.252 

Aronczyk has argued that (nation) branding should be lived, embraced, and 

embodied by people who are connected to the brand.253 It can be 

conceptualised even as brand loyalty, since a brand is a form of relationship.254 

In this case, the brand's objective is to create a sense of belonging to a 

community. Therefore, marketing can be viewed as more than simply a 

method of advertising or enticement, since it reaches the core and identity of 

a brand and the lives of its members. In order to achieve stable member 

commitment, the brand should be developed specifically for group members, 

and not for 'outsiders'.  

 

This focus can be found in both the Lutheran and Orthodox churches since 

they seek to retain their members rather than to convert many new ones (since 

nearly 70 per cent of Finns belong to these two churches). In addition, the 

social imaginary, and the concept of participation in a brand are closely related 

to the situation of the churches; sub-study 1 in particular suggested that 

parishioners and church workers are supposed to participate in creating the 

public image of the Church as a type of "brand ambassadors". When it comes 

to the target audience, branding is rarely intended for "others".255 Both the 

Lutheran and Orthodox churches are situated in a dominant Lutheran society. 

As well as their size difference, there is also a significant difference in the 

audience to whom the churches "advertise" themselves. When the Lutheran 

church communicates "only to its members", it communicates to the vast 

majority of Finns. In a society dominated by Lutherans, a minority church 

presents a very different case from a majority church. When the Orthodox 

Church communicates with its members, it is a much smaller and, therefore, 

less influential group of people. As a result, the churches' target audiences are 

substantially different. It is possible that this is the reason why the empirical 

evidence indicates that the messages of the Orthodox Church are more 

Christian than those of the society-oriented Lutheran Church.  

 

It must be noted that, in terms of community, the downward trend in 

membership suggests that the belief in belonging has been compromised, 

particularly among Finns in their 30s, who are increasingly breaking away 
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from cultural Christianity.256 Therefore, the goal of applying marketing and 

branding in order to maintain the commitment of current members, 

reformulating what Cutright et al. argued, is what is occurring in the Finnish 

churches. On a broader scale, ‘[r]eligion has been reformatted to address 

issues of identity, belonging, and the pragmatics of life ethics’.257 When it 

comes to belonging and identity, these are highlighted aspects, as the 

empirical evidence from this study shows. Thus, branding in churches in 

general aims to become actively involved in strengthening members' 

perceptions of a church and improving their satisfaction with their 

commitment, as Abreu has written.258 As described in the sub-studies, this was 

illustrated particularly in actions taken, since the Lutheran Church encourages 

members to take part in its decision making (sub-study 2). Similarly, 

connecting people to established tradition through social media (sub-study 4) 

reflects a desired impact on commitment. It was, however, the strategies that 

were most clearly articulated when it came to this theme: both churches spoke 

of "strengthening” membership (the Lutheran Church in sub-study 1) and 

"engaging” members in Church (the Orthodox Church in sub-study 3).  

 

As shown above, there are ways the studied churches engage in marketing and 

branding, albeit at the level of concepts and ideas, that are not necessarily 

obvious at first glance. It appears from the sub-studies that telling church 

stories tends to lead to a particular form of communication: namely, 

storytelling. It has been suggested in this study that it is not necessary for a 

church to explicitly pursue branding in order to be examined through the 

brand lens. If churches, as a matter of fact, constitute branding, this raises the 

issue of what branding ultimately produces in churches.  

 

4.3.3 THE NON-NEUTRALITY OF BRANDING AND WHERE 
NARRATION EVENTUALLY LEADS  

 

In the process of renegotiating their communications, the churches are 

creating new links with marketing, as discussed above. In general, branding 

tends to create an identifiable story. What can be said when looking at church 

communications through a brand lens has already been discussed. One might 

then ask what follows if we assume that churches are branding themselves. 

What happens when church stories are "de facto" intertwined with marketing, 

and especially branding? In this section, the discussion is further expanded 
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with the suggestion that marketing and branding are not merely neutral 

methods. The following section discusses this critical viewpoint by examining 

how communication impacts its users. It has been discussed above that 

branding can have a profound impact on the received message. Thus, is 

branding or marketing ever merely a tool, a method that can be applied to all 

aspects of life? Assuming that churches already have an inherited purpose, is 

this especially true if a brand’s main purpose is to establish meaning?  

 

As stated in this study, marketing is often simply viewed as a means of 

reaching people or repackaging devotional messages. However, many scholars 

have argued in favour of marketing as a non-neutral “conceptual 

apparatus”. Gauthier has written that ‘the market is supposedly natural, non-

instituted, organically occurring, value-neutral, and self-regulating’. On the 

contrary, he writes, it is value-loaded.259 More specifically, Mautner has 

questioned whether ‘business techniques such as branding are neutral, and 

that adopting business language has no impact on substance (because it is, 

after all, ‘only language’)’.260 Mautner illustrates two points: first, that using 

market policy is unquestionably the status quo - a dominant, permeable state 

of the world; and second, that it is presented as being neutral and therefore is 

applicable to any situation. Essentially, conceptualizing the market as a 

driving force makes everything trade, and makes players act accordingly - such 

as marketing their products in a consumer-friendly manner. Valaskivi has also 

pointed out that the brand realm is presented as apolitical and ‘non-

ideological’ and merely a ’practical measure’.261 According to Valaskivi, 

branding is (in the context of nation branding) presented as both a ‘technical 

and universal practice’ for the construction of images. In contrast, branding 

does have its own objectives; namely, to promote competitiveness through 

promotional tactics and, as a result, to instrumentalize its object.262  

 

An additional critical theoretical lens that can be employed to elaborate this 

point is the idea of promotional culture, a concept that Aronczyk and Powers 

discuss within the context of branding.263 They base their argument on 

Wernick, who argues that capitalist exchange ultimately became dominant 

over all other forms of exchange.264 In general, the promotion process is 

designed to attract the desired attention and to construct a brand community 
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that people are eager to join.265 As a consequence, brands form symbols that 

define social networks and communities,266 and brand communities aim for 

‘living the brand’, as they attempt to encapsulate the selected identity and 

symbols in a form of collective identity.267 In addition to simply informing 

consumers about themselves, brands also seek to differentiate themselves 

from other groups.268 Particularly, promotional culture affects communication 

since practices and discourses are geared toward attracting and promoting. A 

closer examination of promotional culture leads to a question regarding how 

branding could ultimately affect churches if their stories become promotional 

in nature, for instance by calling for solid membership. 

 

On the basis of the theoretical discussion above, marketing is not neutral, and 

it was never intended to be neutral, since it has its own objectives (in selling or 

attracting attention), values (in discovering differences), and logic of 

operation. Thus, operating in accordance with marketing may have some 

implications which churches may not find appropriate. In light of the above 

critique, when churches utilize marketing techniques, they adopt the premises, 

values, and indeed the entire system of marketing, which is regarded as 

distinctly different not only from that of the established churches, but also 

from that of spiritual and religious life more generally. According to Sukowski 

et al., in religious communities marketing is often associated with unethical 

practices.269 Albeit, marketing tools are nevertheless used, but they are 

considered controversial.270 This discussion is profoundly supported by the 

way churches in sub-studies respond to the means of branding in the empirical 

chapters above: they are never prepared to embrace the models and ideas 

completely but modify or reconfigure them.  

  

This leads to the final discussion on different spheres, already referred to 

above. Gauthier and Martikainen have underlined the general differentiation 

of the religious and market realms, as they have written: 

 
With a bit of hindsight, it is not hard to see how religion and 
economics seemed completely heterogeneous not very long ago, and 
that this insolubility seemed to reach very far back in time. Until very 
recently, no one would even have thought that religion could even 
remotely be thought of in terms of ‘offer and demand’, that believers 
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could be understood as consumers of religious products, and that 
religious institutions could be advantageously cast as ‘private firms’. 
What happened? Is it religion that has changed, or our gaze?271   
 

Something has changed, perhaps both in the way religion is presented and how 

research is conducted, both of which are illustrated in this study. The polarity 

between religion and economics has a long history, as they have historically 

been regarded as “opposing forces”.272 In spite of this, the religious and 

commercial spheres are now overlapping in new ways as they are being 

combined in various ways.273 This is also the central theme of this study: it is 

the phenomenon Stolz and Usunier have described as the ‘blurring of genres’, 

which occurs as the boundaries between the religious and economic fields 

become less transparent and blurrier.274 In the sub-studies, communication 

efforts raised concrete conflicts in the datasets: although marketing was 

widely embraced following the first campaign, dissenting opinions were found 

before the campaign in sub-study 2. In addition, in sub-study 3, Orthodox 

Church workers identified several dilemmas arising from the relationship 

between the Church and marketing.  

 

Beyond the sub-studies conducted here, this concern has also been shared by 

other researchers: for example, Kraljevska concluded how the marketing 

campaigns pursued within the Macedonian Orthodox Church ‘might alter’ … 

‘the sacred character of its essential purpose’.275 Therefore, the debate of 

sacred and secular is closely linked with the churches' dilemma of how keep 

the old while embracing the new at the same time; that is, how is a church's 

sacred core adaptable to the concepts and methods of the modern 

world? Ultimately, it seems that the relationship between church and 

marketing, or the supposed neutral use of branding, is still rooted in the classic 

conflict between the secular and spiritual spheres. Since the process of 

negotiating communication appears to be centred on this dilemma of 

balancing the "sacred" church with the "secular", it may be able to more 

profoundly explain why negotiation and reconfiguring are required in the first 

place. A reconfiguration is, in essence, a matter of balancing between the 

demands of society and the needs of the churches – as well as reconfiguring 

the models that they use.  
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4.3.4 FINAL REMARKS  

 

Returning to the very beginning of this thesis, the biblical quote stated that 

reputation is more valuable than 'silver or gold'. We have found that these 

ancient words can describe the present state of modern churches: there is 

potential for commitment and respect, as well as criticism and resignation. It 

should be considered that when churches initiate some form of change, blur 

genres, and develop new methods of communication, it may not necessarily be 

to pursue spiritual salvation, as more mundane dilemmas may be faced in 

more concrete terms in the effort to maintain their membership. 

 

To conclude, in this study “the narrative” is conceptualized as branding, 

however it is actually the narratives that are being branded within the 

churches. Consequently, when considering church communications through 

the lens of branding, several forms of branding can be identified, since 

branding is located in language, in the utilization of concepts, in the tools of 

organisational communication, and in general discussions. This scene 

illustrates how branding impacts church communication in several different 

ways. Branding involves creating a visible and recognisable image and telling 

a story that people can connect with. To begin with, forms of branding affect 

how church messages are presented by incorporating them into storytelling. A 

second consequence is that it affects or even alters the message and story. With 

respect to the latter point, the churches emphasize different stories depending 

on the occasion or platform. It should be noted, however, that all narratives 

are part of meaning making, whether the examples present a church as an 

important entity, underline originality, or offer devotions through social 

media. In either case, stories can provide a purpose and legitimization for a 

church as an organisation or validate membership in it. As is evident, different 

datasets emphasise different themes, coherently sometimes, incoherently 

other times.  

 

The analysis of the case churches indicates that neoliberalism and consumer 

culture are incorporated into the established churches in unique ways. The 

churches follow what might be described as a narrative of neoliberalism, since 

they can provide a brand-shaped narrative, for instance. A blurring of genres 

is taking place, as church communications are increasingly being combined 

with marketing communication formulas. Although it can be asked whether 

church communications are actually any different from marketing, 

nonetheless it seems that they are, since marketing is never fully embraced in 

church communications. Therefore, the claim that church branding is 

governed by the same principles as elsewhere is not supported. The studied 

churches apply methods through reconfiguration since they reject some 

aspects and adopt others. 
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Kornberger has argued that brands in fact change the way organisations 

manage themselves: ‘Through the brand lens, organisations see themselves 

from the outside in. The brand becomes the vantage point for restructuring the 

organisation, the catalyst that transforms internal processes.’276 It can also 

formulate “the grammar” with which the churches speak.277 Therefore, brands 

provide a ‘discursive frame’ or a ‘device’ for framing and managing identity.278 

This is how branding, in general, may eventually affect churches: it offers 

churches a viewpoint to analyse their communication in accordance with 

marketing and structure communications accordingly. Therefore, it is not 

merely a matter of affecting the language used in the strategies, but rather a 

viewpoint to evaluate church messages and their presentation. 

 

As outlined in this study's theoretical framework, consumer culture is 

considered to be a significant influence on the human experience. Considering 

the empirical findings of this study, this change can be summarized in two 

parts. First, branding as a form of consumption alters the way that actors 

present themselves. As a consequence, it affects how actors communicate with 

individuals - and, on the other hand, how individuals can “read” the world 

around them. Thus, branded religion could be “read” in the same manner as 

other brands in a consumer society. Then again, consumer culture influences 

the formation of identity on an individual level since identity is more closely 

related to consumerism. Consumerism, on the other hand, promotes 

individual choice as the main expression of one`s subjectivity.279 Branding is 

intimately connected to the choices made by an individual, since engaging with 

a brand is ultimately an individual choice. In a sense, the entire brand concept 

can be considered a form of consumption. A religion's marketing can be an 

important element in people identifying with their brand. 

 

5. CONCLUDING REMARKS  
 

5.1 SUMMARY 
 

The purpose of this study was to examine branding in the established 

churches. As a case study, two established Finnish churches were chosen, the 

 

 

 

 
276 Kornberger 2010, 267.  
277 Gauthier 2020. 
278 Kornberger 2010, 267–268. 
279 Gauthier 2020, 7. 
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Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland and the Orthodox Church of Finland. 

The empirical part of the study consisted of four sub-studies.  

 

This thesis examined how these churches apply branding and how it impacts 

church communications. This study suggests that a coherent interpretation of 

church communication can be arrived at through the theoretical framework of 

branding. According to the sub-studies, the churches engage in a variety of 

discussions and actions in church communications that align with branding, 

albeit the churches seldom use the term or have a clear brand strategy. As a 

result, it is suggested that the processes through which the churches apply 

branding are characterized by negotiating communications. That is, the 

studied churches negotiate their communications through branding (and in a 

broader sense, marketing) techniques. Although marketing is often regarded 

as valuable, its use is adjusted to suit the church. Ultimately, branding should 

not be considered merely as a tool in the church context, as most theories 

assume; it should be regarded as a negotiation in which a reconfiguration takes 

place.  

 

The sub-studies demonstrate that there is a close relationship between church 

communications and their need to be visible in the public sphere. The 

churches seek to underline their visibility and find new ways to communicate. 

As churches are already recognized as such, the question is how they are 

recognized: as topical, regressed, mystical, or boring? This contributes to 

narrating a church. As with any brand, images may influence how people wish 

to connect with a church. Branding, then, is rather about underlining a 

church's purpose and providing a way to identify with it; that is, the churches 

seek to offer an eloquent and meaningful connection and ensure people's 

future engagement. While the mission may very well be viewed as spiritual or 

theological in nature, it also serves to establish the churches as an important 

institution and to make the Christian sphere visible in the public sphere.  

 

This project suggests that established Finnish churches are adopting modes of 

representing themselves by negotiating their communications with marketing. 

Essentially, it is a process in which the churches embrace marketing and 

reconfigure communications and their presence in the public field.  

 

5.2 CONTRIBUTIONS AND LIMITATIONS  
 

The purpose of this study was to contribute to the existing research in the 

sociology of religion. By examining and comparing church communication 

with branding, this study investigated the use of marketing communication in 

the churches, or marketisation. Firstly, this case provided new insights into 

the relationship between churches and marketisation, and specifically 
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branding. Second, it provided new insights into how the established churches 

communicate in public. Lastly, it discussed how communication is affected 

when mixed with marketing. 

 

During the theoretical part of this study, it was argued that even when there is 

a decline in church membership and attendance, the explanatory model of 

secularization, i.e., the general cultural decline of religion, is not enough to 

explain the changes occurring in religious organisations. Based on the 

empirical evidence, the neoliberal model of explanation is more appropriate to 

analyse communications in religious organisations. Although the theoretical 

perspective of this study suggests that changes in religion are best understood 

from the standpoint of consumerism and neoliberalism, changes in the field of 

religion, and specifically in the organisation of a church, are very complex 

phenomena that cannot be fully reduced to a single approach. Critically, one 

might ask whether the selected theories describe the studied churches more 

accurately than alternative interpretation frameworks. Moreover, it remains 

to be determined whether marketisation (in both academic research and 

religious organisations) is a short-term trend or a long-term 

development. However, it appears to be successful in encapsulating the 

blurring of genres, specifically how the religion and marketing spheres can 

become more intertwined and harder to separate. 

 

Prior to this study, Nordic Lutheran communication strategies were analysed 

within the context of the marketisation framework, resulting in the general 

conclusion that church discourses have become more marketized. This study 

supports the claim that marketisation influences church discourse, that 

churches apply marketing techniques, and that their communications are 

formatted according to marketing principles. In a continuation of previous 

research on the marketisation of church discourse and the use of marketing 

methods by the established churches, this study extended that focus to 

branding within the established churches. In this study, new findings were 

presented regarding the churches connecting with the public through 

branding. In a similar manner to marketized discourse, branding is most 

closely associated with language.280 Furthermore, focusing on branding 

provided a more precise framework for analysing church communications 

than the much broader marketisation framework. By focusing on the brand 

concept, this study developed the theoretical understanding of church 

marketing from its perspective. As an outcome, I suggest that the churches not 

 

 

 

 
280 See Moberg 2017. 
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only engage in marketing or branding in their strategic discourses, but also in 

more concrete actions. 

 

For the purposes of this research, it was assumed that marketisation is a 

framework that affects religious organisations either indirectly or directly. 

Generally, neoliberalism and consumerism are considered forces that 

shape ‘all spheres of social life’, and marketisation theories assume that 

markets "enter" and "transfer" into organisations. These ideas often imply that 

the process is inevitable, although empirical evidence indicated that the 

churches are actively incorporating ideas and models into their work. In 

addition, the empirical evidence for this study suggested that marketisation 

does affect the studied churches, but perhaps to a lesser degree than what has 

been assumed in the theoretical discourse to date. In this regard, the 

application of marketing communications and branding to a church is 

apparent from the brand framework that was used in this project, but the 

application in the churches cannot be considered very extensive. This 

conclusion is drawn from the fact that the churches only take on a few aspects 

(i.e., they reconfigure) and do not fully embrace branding or marketing in 

general.  

 

Despite the fact that marketing in religious communities is more prevalent in 

newer communities that have a focus on creating a new brand and growing, 

there is no denying that historically established religious organisations are 

implementing marketing in various ways. Based on the dataset studied here, 

this study suggested several reasons for the churches to brand themselves, 

such as detaching from churches, a general downward trend in valuations, 

declines in baptisms, and the use of effective methods common to other 

organisations. Additionally, prior research had focused largely on majority 

churches, with the viewpoint of minorities receiving less attention. In a society 

dominated by Lutherans, a minority church presents a very different case from 

a majority church. The Orthodox Church of Finland has not been the focus of 

much research attention in general, and its strategies and interviews 

contributed to a completely new dataset, as well as the theoretical perspective 

utilised here. In other words, many of the viewpoints raised in this study 

regarding the minority church were previously lacking in the field.  

 

When researching institutions such as churches, a wide range of material is 

available. Therefore, the datasets needed to be carefully selected. The 

Lutheran church, in particular, is an enormous organisation, and both 

churches have diverse decision-making bodies and hundreds of parishes in 

total. Further, parishes and parish unions manage their own local 

communications. The purpose of this project was to reach a portion of church 

communications at an organisational level, and therefore selected materials 
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were included in this project. The diversity of the data affects the phenomena 

that can be observed. For instance, the Lutheran Church does not address the 

same sort of criticism towards branding in this material as the Orthodox 

Church does. However, this does not mean criticism as a whole does not exist. 

The criticism may simply be different since branding in the Lutheran Church 

has a longer history than in the Orthodox Church. The material selected for 

the research was relevant to the research questions and comprehensive 

enough to enable the use of a theoretical lens on branding. The study also 

examined several materials, such as strategies and election campaigns, in a 

fresh light. A further source of topical material was the sample obtained from 

social media, specifically Facebook. We live in a world where social media is 

an integral part of our lives, and Facebook has become a part of 

communication within congregations and parishes. This viewpoint illustrated 

how social media platforms can function not only as a venue for delivering 

information, but also as a window and a platform for providing a contact point. 

 

Research on established religions has not placed sufficient emphasis on 

branding in order to recognize it as a phenomenon, even when it is not used 

directly by operators. The purpose of this study was to contribute to this field 

by focusing exclusively on the concept of branding. On the basis of the 

empirical evidence of this study, it can be concluded that, despite the efforts 

made, branding is a highly complex and multifaceted topic that cannot be fully 

dealt with in a project of this nature. In addition, the concept of branding is 

still regarded as only a hidden instrument since the established churches 

seldom use the term "brand" or undertake an actual branding effort. An 

important point relates to the thematization of religion within the context of 

marketing and branding. In spite of the fact that religious organisations may 

not consciously adhere to such principles, it is essential to view them through 

the lens of marketisation and branding. Research of this kind contributes to 

our understanding of the complex impact of neoliberalism and consumer 

culture on religion, reaching far beyond our current understanding and in a 

way that has not yet been fully explored. 

 

5.3 FUTURE DIRECTIONS  
 

Lastly, I will offer some follow-up questions derived from the empirical 

findings of this study and related observations that fell outside the study. It 

should be noted that this study has only scratched the surface of the topic of 

branding in the established churches, and more research is required.  

 

Taking the latter perspective first, numerous interesting things occurred in the 

communications of the case churches during this study project: all three 

Lutheran parish unions in the capital area of Helsinki (in the cities of Helsinki, 
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Espoo, and Vantaa) executed what was called a "brand campaign". Vantaa 

launched its campaign in 2019, Espoo in 2020, and Helsinki in 2021. These 

campaigns were called Uskon asialla (“for the faith”), Täällä rakastan minä 

(“here I love”) and Ilman sinua (“without you”). However, the Helsinki parish 

was not unfamiliar with such campaigns, as it had already conducted some 

rather visible campaigns in the early 2000s. Lohikoski and Saares also listed 

as ‘new campaign experiments’ the Pappien Pesula (“priests’ laundry”) and All 

Saints' Day’s Sytytän kynttilän (“I light a candle”) -campaigns.281 In the 

Orthodox Church, new media-related issues were executed as well, especially 

regarding social media campaigns. In the Orthodox Church these were 

presented as ”challenges”, and they were titled #parastakirkossa (“the best in 

the Church”) and #ristisaatto (“procession”). In addition, in the Lutheran 

Church a decision was made to split a previously allocated marketing budget 

for parish election campaigns and to use it more evenly in church marketing. 

What impact do these examples have on church marketing and storytelling? 

These additional examples indicate the churches are merely at the beginning 

of their process of integrating new methods and implementing new tools, 

thinking in a more market-oriented way, and deepening their connection with 

different platforms. In addition, these examples illustrate how communication 

in these churches is undergoing a multifaceted and constantly changing 

process.  

 

With regard to this study, applying “secular” methods raises the question of 

how it may eventually affect both the public image but also the internal 

understanding of the churches. In the third sub-study, this emerged 

particularly from respondents’ concerns about whether the core of the church 

would remain in place after adopting these new methods. Based on all of the 

empirical processes described in this study, it appears that the churches may 

even shift their focus, or at the very least how they present themselves. How 

does branding relate to a church's self-understanding or identity in a more 

profound sense? Will there be a brand (new) identity? In terms of the 

empirical data, interviews are clearly one of the most important sources of 

further evidence to consider, since they provide a range of perspectives not 

available in other data sources. Broader interviews would enable the 

exploration of what has emerged from the empirical material: that the 

churches are special organisations in which communication is heavily 

influenced by individuals.  

 

 

 

 

 
281 Lohikoski and Saares 2016, 65–66. 
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The role of the individual is also a central theme of the neoliberal age. ‘The 

individual has never been more important’, as Brown and Baker write: ‘In 

politics, education, the workplace, health and social care, leisure and almost 

every other sphere of public and private life the individual and his or her 

capacities are sovereign.’282 This study has discussed how consumer culture 

affects individuals, but a more in-depth analysis should be provided. It may be 

asked how narrating the churches in a neoliberal narrative impact individuals. 

When people are used to being viewed as "consumers" and seeking 

identification by belonging to a brand community, what effect does it have if 

churches act similarly? A more comprehensive study of the combination of 

communication and promotion is required. Further, studying social media 

more deeply is crucial since it profoundly impacts our understanding of the 

world. This study examined how social media presentations are intended to 

keep people connected. In developing this theme, we should consider what are 

the more profound methods for connecting with parishioners, and how is that 

relationship constructed through online dialogue. 

 

Returning to the Campbell’s approach to communal discourse, which comes 

after the negotiation and aims to offer guidelines for future actions, could help 

to further identify some of the processes of this study. Campbell has 

conceptualised communal discourse as ‘framing the internet’.283 The ways in 

which the ‘framing and justifying’ are accomplished in relationship to new 

technologies ‘creates boundaries’ and even ‘sets the trajectory for the future’, 

and seems to be identifiable in the case studies when studied through the 

negotiation process.284 Still, it could be more profoundly investigated with a 

different dataset, which could include, for example, churches' guidance and 

instructions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
282 Brown and Baker 2013, 26. 
283 Campbell 2010, 160. More closely on the three roles of framing boundaries for further use, in 
Campbell 2010, 156–157. 
284 Campbell 2010, 62. 
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