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Abstract

This study examines parish deacons’ perspectives on the impact the digital trans-
formation of society has had on diaconal work in the Church of Sweden. Based on
individual interviews with seven parish deacons, it explores the following research
question: What are the perceptions of deacons in the Church of Sweden regarding
the impact of the digital transformation on their work within their parishes? The
study shows that deacons encounter challenges such as digital exclusion, ethical
dilemmas, and the need for both physical and digital meeting places. It highlights
the complexities and opportunities that digital tools bring to diaconal work, em-
phasizing the importance of digital competence, ongoing dialogue, and ethical
reflection in navigating changes brought about by the digitalization of society.
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1. Introduction

Society is undergoing significant changes due to the so-called digital transforma-
tion. Beyond shifts in economy, working life, and organizational structures, this
transformation is also altering the relationships between individuals in society
(Hilbert: 2020; Karanja: 2025; Usmani: 2024). An increasingly digitalized society
demands new competencies from everyone, both in their personal and professional
lives (see for example lacobaeus: 2025). The Council of the European Union de-
scribes digital competence as “the confident, critical, and responsible use of, and
engagement with, digital technologies for learning, at work, and for participation
in society” (The Council of the European Union: 2018, C 189/9). It is defined as a
combination of knowledge, skills, and attitudes.

An increasingly digitalized society also changes the roles of citizens, as more
civic duties and interactions with societal institutions become digitalized. This
shift requires substantial resources at both the societal and individual level. At the
societal level, these include infrastructure and education of citizens, and actually
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all people.! At the individual level, additional resources are needed to acquire and
maintain digital competencies. These include education, cognitive abilities, and
financial means (for purchasing computers or smartphones, internet access, and
associated services). Furthermore, a permanent registered physical address and a
social security number are often necessary for internet subscriptions and services
such as making payments and using e-identification services (Iacobaeus: 2025; van
Dijk: 2020).

When individuals lack these resources, they risk finding themselves in vulnerable
situations, potentially unable to fulfil their civic duties or access basic civil rights.
Civil organizations, such as churches, adult education institutions, and libraries,
play a crucial role in bridging the gap for those who are falling through the cracks
of the welfare system, an issue particularly relevant in Sweden, where the welfare
state has weakened (Sj6berg: 2022).

The Church of Sweden operates in one of Europe’s most digitalized countries
(Marti & Puertas: 2023, 6), where rapid digitalization is significantly transforming
society. In 2000, 50% of all Swedes had internet access, a proportion increasing to
81% by 2009. According to the 2024 report from the Swedish Internet Foundation,
95% of all Swedes (16 year and older) use the internet, with most doing so daily. The
proliferation of smartphones and social media apps since the 2010s led to nearly
eight out of ten Swedes using social media daily by 2024. However, recent reports
indicate complex patterns of inclusion and exclusion within Sweden’s digitalization
processes (Internetstiftelsen & Jarvaveckan Research: 2024).

2. Diaconal Work in the Church of Sweden

The Lutheran church, i. e., the Church of Sweden, is, despite declining membership,
still the largest civil society organization in Sweden. Its 5.4 million members (Sven-
ska kyrkan: 2025) represent approx. 50% of the population of the country. It is called
a “folk church” (Swedish: folkkyrka), with “folk” meaning “people” and referring to
the church’s historical mandate as a state church, i. e., a territorial church for the
people of Sweden. It is governed by elected representatives together with bishops,
priests and deacons (Hansson: 2021a).

In a Bishiop’s Letter about Diaconica (2015), the Church of Sweden theologically
refers its social work (often called “diaconal work”) to the idea of the priesthood of
all believers. In the letter, it declares that “baptism is baptism in Christ and into a

1 ‘Citizen’ is a juridical term. Diaconia is, in the Church of Sweden’s self-understanding directed
towards all people regardless of their juridical status in a country. Therefore, it is more accurat to
use the term “all people” when focusing on the Church of Sweden in this study.
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community of other believers in Christ. [...] baptism is a baptism into the world,
the ordinary world that is God’s world, where the baptised are called to live [...],
together with all people of good will [...]” (The Church of Sweden: 2015, 9). This
gives direction for the diaconal work. Furthermore, the letter clarifies that “the way
in which [people] think about and live in diaconia is tested and reflected in every
encounter [they] have with other people” (The Church of Sweden: 2015, 9). Such
encounters can take place “on the streets, in the marketplace, in schools and at
work, online and in social media” (ibid). Already in the preface, the letter mentions
“vulnerability” and notes that being there for people in vulnerable or marginalized
life situations can take many forms.

To lead and coordinate the parishes’ diaconal work, many parishes employ dea-
cons. In addition to being leaders, it is also the task of the deacons to create spaces
for people in marginalized life situations, in the public sphere and the church by
serving as teachers and pastoral care givers. The vast majority of deacons in the
Church of Sweden are women. The average age of graduating deacons is 47 years;
only 30 percent of the active deacons are under 50 years old, and 31 percent are
over 60 years old (Sjoberg: 2023, 25f.).

To become a deacon in the Church of Sweden today, one must either have a
degree as a nurse or social worker or hold a bachelor’s degree in another care-
oriented study program. Moreover, for many, becoming a deacon is a second career.
Since 2015, deacons need to complete one year of pastoral education arranged by
the Church of Sweden itself (Edgardh: 2019, 31). Prior to that, deacons received
their training at diaconal institutions. Deacons, along with priests and bishops,
are ordained (Christiansson Drake: 2022). The actual work performed by deacons
can vary among parishes and depends on several factors, such as educational
background of the deacon, the organization and tradition of the local church or
specific conditions in the geographical parish where the deacon is employed (The
Church of Sweden: 2015, 46-51).

3. The Digital Transformation: Challenges and Opportunities

The aim of this article is to understand the effects of the digital transformation on
deacons, and their work within their parishes, as well as how deacons perceive and
relate to this transformation.

The spread of the internet since the 1990s has reshaped economic, political,
and social structures and led to the rise of the so-called information society and
shifts in social relations from traditional hierarchies to a more networked society
(Castells: 1996). More recent research explores how communication technology
influences individuals’ perceptions of the world through mediatization, a process
that transforms communication patterns between individuals and institutions in
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an increasingly digital society (Couldry & Hepp: 2017; Lundby: 2014). Stig Hjar-
vard (2013) emphasizes how mediatization affects various institutions, including
religious ones, as they adapt to media logics. Additionally, digital transformation
blurs the boundaries between virtual and physical reality, creating new interactive
spaces where both realms intertwine. Contemporary life takes place in a “hybrid
reality;” or a “third space,” in which virtual and physical reality, and “new” media
and “old” media, intersect (Chadwick: 2013; Echchaibi & Hoover: 2023; Markham
& Lindgren: 2014).

These changes entail some specific challenges. New ethical considerations are
raised in day-to-day interactions among individuals and between individuals and
institutions (Nordesjo et al.: 2021; Reamer: 2018; Steiner: 2021). Likewise, even
though digital media and the digital transformation are fostering societal participa-
tion and cohesion, they can also create obstacles and exclusion for those who lack
resources such as cultural, juridical, economic, educational, and cognitive capital
needed to participate in a digitalized society. Here, researchers such as Jan van Dijk
(2020) were among the first to identify a “digital divide”. Since the concept was
first introduced in the mid-1990s, it has evolved, and now encompasses disparities
in internet access, digital skills/digital literacy, and the ability to use technology
effectively (Helsper: 2021; Lythreatis et al.: 2022; Mubarak et al.: 2022; Ragnedda &
Ruiu: 2017; van Dijk: 2020). Such a divide can occur due to age (Mubarak & Suomi:
2022), between “digital natives” and “non-digital natives” (Dastane & Haba: 2023;
Evans & Robertson: 2020), as well as due to gender (Acilar & Saebg: 2023), migra-
tion (Leur & Smets: 2018; Merisalo & Jauhiainen: 2020), and disability (Johansson
etal.: 2021).

To address these challenges, resources and competencies at all levels of society are
required, as noted in the introduction. Deacons meet challenges and opportunities
in their daily work ranging from “information and data literacy” and “communi-
cation and collaboration competencies” to “digital content creation skills”, “safety
awareness” and “problem-solving abilities” (Carretero et al.: 2017; van Dijk: 2020;
van Laar et al.: 2017).

4. Diaconal Studies, Societal Transformation and Digitalization

Throughout history, society has constantly changed, with technological advances
(Hilbert: 2020) and communication (Crowley & Heyer: 2015) playing significant
roles. Responding and adapting to societal changes is nothing novel to diaconia.
Ninna Edgardh writes that diaconia “has manifested itself in traditional institu-
tional forms, but also in many other forms and structures, such as the 19th-century
society-based diaconia, city missions, religious orders, and other aid organiza-
tions. It has moved freely between the private and the public sphere, seeking places
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where it could be of use”(Edgardh: 2019, 28).? Through their research, Knut-Er-
land Berglund, Malin Lindberg and Cecilia Nahnfeldt (2016) demonstrate that
the Church of Sweden has a long tradition of adaptive strategies in response to
societal changes, using innovative approaches in addressing social needs. Lise-Lotte
Hellore (2023) highlights how deacons in the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Fin-
land formed new ways of engagement and support during the Covid-19 pandemic,
emphasizing that the pandemic led to a “unique chance to rethink ways of doing
things” (Hellore: 2023, 116). Elisabeth Tveito Johnsen investigates the online identi-
ties of Scandinavian majority churches during the Covid-19 pandemic, with a focus
on their presence on Facebook. In her comparative study, she notes that during this
challenging period, the Church of Sweden had a very strong diaconal focus in its
Facebook account. Furthermore, she argues that presenting the church as a care
provider on Facebook, not only benefits individuals seeking church care, but also
serves additional purposes, because it “publicly demonstrates that the church fills a
lacuna the state itself is unable to fill” and that the church is “an important part of
secular society” (Johnsen: 2023, 61).

Other studies explore how interactions between people in vulnerable life sit-
uations and social workers employed in civil society, including deacons in the
Church of Sweden, have been adapted to the societal changes brought about by
the Covid-19 pandemic (Hansson: 2021b; Hansson: 2021c; Hansson et al.: 2023).
Susanna Lofgren (2021) describes diaconal perspectives in the pandemic practices
of the Church of Sweden in her master’s thesis. In another master’s thesis, Laura
Pesonen (2023) conducts a comparative assessment of digital transformation in
diaconal work in Finland and Sweden.

Heidi Campbell describes how the Covid-19 pandemic made it apparent that
digital divides are a concern for churches. Lack of internet access, poor digital
literacy, differences in how digital technology is used depending on generational
affiliation, and digital reluctance are examples of challenges that have been high-
lighted in North American churches during the Covid-19 pandemic (Campbell:
2022; Campbell: 2023).

Many aspects of how churches in the Nordic countries relate to and handle
digital technology are by now well-researched (see, e.g., Fransson et al.: 2021;
Gelfgren: 2022; Gelfgren: 2024; Garpe & Idestrom: 2022; Lockneus: 2021). However,
questions remain concerning how the digitalization of society affects the diaconal
work of parishes and what competencies deacons need in order to work in a highly
digitalized societal context. Research on work of deacons in a digitalized society is
currently limited.

2 The quote is translated from Swedish to English by the authors.
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5. Societal Institutions, Social Work and Digitalization

Robust political discourses advocate the enhanced digitalization of welfare services
(European Commission: 2020). Problems arise, however, when people are left
behind in the digital transformation (Kaharevic et al.: 2022). In a research overview
on digital exclusion, Helena Tacobaeus et al. (2019) examine how digitalization
processes influence democracy. The research overview draws on van DijK’s research
on the underlying factors that create various digital divides (van Dijk: 2005; van
Dijk: 2006; van Dijk: 2013). They emphasize that digital exclusion is a democratic
issue that needs to be addressed. Furthermore, studies based on interviews with
librarians at public libraries in Sweden explore how street-level bureaucrats address
and negotiate challenges related to digital divides (Gustafsson & Wihlborg: 2021;
Tacobaeus: 2023). The case study by Rachel Zollinger and Carissa DiCindio (2021)
examines education in museums and digital divides during the Covid-19 pandemic.
In their research, Borka Blazi¢ and Andrej Blazi¢ (2020) provided seniors from four
European countries with touch screens, while observing and documenting their
challenges, and offered recommendations for digital inclusion. As this article will
show, there are many parallels between these challenges and those that deacons in
the Church of Sweden experience.

In relation to diaconal work, in which there is a focus on encounters between
parishioners and deacons, it is also of interest to look at other research on how the
social worker-client relationship is both strengthened and challenged by digitaliza-
tion. According to Kettil Nordesjo, Gabriella Scaramuzzino and Rickard Ulmestig
(2022) and Marinella Sibilla & Antonella Georgoni (2023), the use of digital tools
challenges “traditional” notions of the relationship between social workers and
clients, such as face-to-face encounters:

While digital tools can be successful at establishing relations with hard-to-reach groups,
they also make social workers concerned with informal gathering, sharing, and monitoring

of information [...] with implications for social work ethics (Nordesjo et al.: 2022, 304).

While digital exclusion is a pressing problem for many people in vulnerable life
situations, researchers also point out the need for social workers to enhance their
digital competence in order to deliver high-quality social work to youth (Lopez
Peldez et al.: 2020; Zhu & Andersen: 2022). Social workers need to enhance their
digital competence to reach groups that lead highly digitalized lives and may find
themselves in vulnerable situations in online and hybrid environments (e. g., Paat
& Markham: 2021).
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In striving to understand how deacons perceive the impact of digitalization on
their work, it is important to consider the societal context in which this occurs.
What Oliver Steiner writes about social workers also applies to deacons:

Whilst studies on formal ICT [Information and Communication Technology systems] in
social work already exist, there is little knowledge on informal uses of digital technologies
(Mishna et al., 2017). There is a profound research need for studies on the transformation
of communication, relationships and informal educational processes across different fields
of social work (Steiner: 2021, 3370).

The present article contributes to this discussion by examining the challenges that
deacons face in relation to digital technology, tools, and platforms.

In this section, we have illustrated how the digitalization of welfare services
is driven by strong political narratives, while simultaneously leaving some peo-
ple behind and creating digital divides that must be addressed. Existing research
emphasizes the importance of understanding these divides and that digital tools
in social work, including diaconal work, present both opportunities and ethical
challenges.

6. Aim and Research Question

The article examines how parish deacons perceive the impact of the digital trans-
formation of society on diaconal work in the Church of Sweden. It answers the
research question: How do deacons in the Church of Sweden perceive the impact
of digital transformation on their work within their parishes?

The article is part of a PhD project® with the overall aim of gaining a better
understanding of changes in diaconal parish work within the Church of Sweden, as
an increasing number of interactions between individuals and the church occur
through digital channels and platforms.

3 See https://www.umu.se/en/research/projects/diakonia-and-digitalization/.
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7. Method

To answer the overall research question about deacons, their work, and the digital
transformation, seven individual semi-structured interviews (Kvale & Brinkmann:
2009) were conducted.*

The deacons were selected after consultation with diocesan deacons in the Church
of Sweden, who made suggestions on whom to contact. The deacons were then
contacted via e-mail by the interviewer. The intention was to obtain broad represen-
tation within a limited number of interviewees. The interviewees therefore included
both women and men, and deacons from both rural and densely populated urban
parishes. The deacons were of different ages ranging from their mid-thirties to
over sixty. Three interviewees had, or had previously had, a specific focus on work
with people who experienced forced migration. Some of the interviewees primarily
worked with youth, some with all age groups, while others focused mainly on
seniors. All interviews were conducted via a digital platform and lasted 50 minutes
to one hour.

The interviews began with several questions concerning the deacons’ background,
current position, and view of their mission as deacons. The deacons were then asked
to reflect on their own digital competence, considering how the internet and digital
technology were part of their daily lives. This was followed by questions about
the interviewees’ perceptions of the digital competence of the parishioners they
encountered through their parish work. Afterwards, the researcher asked the in-
terviewees to describe how digital technology was embedded in their working
life. Toward the end of the interviews, the deacons were asked to reflect on chal-
lenges and opportunities (at a societal level) they identified in the ongoing digital
transformation.

The interviews were conducted and transcribed in Swedish. The transcribed
interviews are referred to in the text as deacon A, B, C, D, E, F and G. Selected
extracts were translated into English by the researchers. Thematic analysis (Alvinius
et al.: 2023) was used to code and categorize the interviews in line with the overall
research question.

One of the authors of this article, who also conducted the interviews, is a deacon
by profession. Both authors contributed to the interview guide and discussed and
analyzed the findings in a joint collaboration. Possible positionality biases were
discussed along the way (Carling et.al.: 2014; Finlay: 2012; Warren: 2012).

4  Before initiating the process of selecting deacons, the study was approved by the Swedish Ethical
Review Authority (ref: 2023-00931-01). The interview guides, ethical considerations, and questions
concerning data management were taken account of during the ethical vetting process.
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8. Findings: The Work of Deacons and Digitalization

This empirical section highlights five recurrent themes found in the interviews.
These are (1) how the deacons describe their role; (2) the different digital tools the
deacons come across and use in their work; (3) how the deacons encounter people
who are digitally excluded; (4) ethical issues arising when digital platforms/tools are
used; and (5) how the deacons stress the importance of diaconal meeting places in
a digital age. Together, these five themes give insights into how deacons encounter
and perceive the digital transformation in relation to their work in their parishes.

8.1 The Self-Perceived Role of Deacons

An important factor in understanding how the deacons perceive their role and
needs in an increasingly digital context is their view of their profession and what
it entails. Therefore, this section provides context for understanding the deacons’
experiences and views of digitalization and clarifies some of the challenges and
opportunities they face in their work.

The interviewed deacons described themselves as either “the church’s social
workers” (deacons A, B, C, D, F, and G) or “the church’s counselors” (deacon E).
They emphasized that diaconal work involves the entire parish, focusing on mutual
care and support. According to them, being a deacon is closely linked to having
“Jesus as a role model” (deacon F) and “participating in worship before engaging
with the community” (deacon G). The deacons highlighted the importance of
personal encounters, although they found it challenging to precisely define their
roles due to the broad scope of their work (all interviewees). Their narratives showed
an awareness of the varying contexts and needs of different parishes. Deacon D, for
example, had worked in two different parishes and described the different societal
support structures provided by the municipality and other NGOs for digitally
excluded parishioners in the two contexts. Such experiences led deacons to adapt
their support so that it complements, rather than competes with, existing structures.

8.2 Deacons’ Use of Digital Tools

In their work, the deacons utilized digital tools for various purposes, reflecting their
digital competencies and previous experiences. They described employing these
tools for professional networking, education, and collaboration with other civil
society organizations. The benefits of digital tools for professional networking were
particularly highlighted by deacons in geographically vast and sparsely populated
parishes. Social media platforms such as Facebook and Instagram were used to
engage with parishioners, especially with those who did not regularly attend church.

13
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The deacons created online and hybrid diaconal meeting places, assisted digitally
excluded parishioners in accessing public e-services, and provided physical spaces
with digital resources. Importantly, digital tools were seen to facilitate personal
encounters, which remained central to the diaconal work.

8.3 Encounters with Digitally Excluded Parishioners

None of the deacons spontaneously started to talk about digitalization processes,
digital tools, or digital platforms. Instead, the researcher conducting the interviews
had to raise the impacts of these matters on diaconal encounters so that the deacons
would start reflecting on them. For the deacons, the main driving force was always
encounters with and among parishioners in different parish settings. That said, the
interviews with deacon A, C, D, E, and G revealed a recurring theme of encounters
with parishioners experiencing various forms of digital exclusion. To illustrate the
deacons’ thoughts about this, some examples are given. Deacon D talked about
aging and impairment: “There are [parishioners] who cannot manage them [i.e.,
digital tools] with either their sight or their fingers — there are limitations there as
well”

Deacon A talked about how the parish hall has functioned almost like a service
point as large parts of society have become increasingly digitalized. The deacon told
about scanning letters and printing invoices for parishioners who lacked access to
e-services. Another example involved a parishioner who had borrowed a computer
at the parish hall: “['The parishioner] sat in the parish hall during his digital meetings
with the employment service because he doesn’t have an internet connection at
home.”

There were also examples of how the deacons had educated parishioners lacking
digital skills on how to create and access online meeting places such as Bible studies
and online social and cultural gatherings, during the pandemic (deacons C, D, F, and
G). These encounters with parishioners who, in diverse ways, experienced digital
exclusion can be contrasted with a quote from deacon B who worked primarily
with youth, the age group often referred to as digital natives. Deacon B exclaimed:
“Well, they have high digital competence! Extremely high digital competence. They
can do much more than we can. That is how it is”

Awareness of the need for more digital competence in interactions with young
people was illustrated by deacon D, who told about asking colleagues (i. e.,catechists)
to take part in diaconal online youth work to learn more about digital platforms
used in interactions with young parishioners.

Overall, the interviewed deacons reported having elaborate strategies for deter-
mining when to offer practical help, when to educate, when to collaborate with
other NGOs, and when to refer parishioners needing digital assistance to others
with more expertise. Most interviewees (except for deacon G) indicated that they
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found it more challenging to relate to the everyday digital life of young parishioners
who had grown up with digital technology, than to practically assist parishioners
facing digital exclusion.

8.4  Ethical Challenges with Digital Tools and Platforms

The interviews revealed several ethically challenging encounters faced by the dea-
cons, which can be categorized into three main areas: digital exclusion, the ability of
digital tools to overcome geographical boundaries, and the informal use of digital
platforms.

8.4.1 Digital Exclusion

Guiding parishioners facing digital exclusion posed ethical challenges. Deacon D,
for example, recounted encounters with parishioners who lacked access to digital
devices at home. To help these parishioners apply for financial support, the deacon
sat next to the parishioners when they used the computer in the deacon’s office.
The deacon described discomfort and concerns with how these parishioners were
left in a vulnerable situation regarding privacy and autonomy: “I feel as though it’s
[...] uncomfortable, but also a matter of trust [...] and it feels a bit emotionally
revealing [for the parishioner], you know? That’s how I see it.”

The deacon emphasized the vulnerability of parishioners who, despite being ca-
pable individuals, found themselves in precarious situations due to digital exclusion
as in the above example. The desire to provide support while ensuring that the
parishioner was not placed in an even more vulnerable situation was characterized
as a dilemma.

8.4.2 Challenges Created by Digital Tools’ Ability to Transcend Borders

The ethical implications of digital platforms’ ability to overcome geographical
boundaries were also discussed. Deacon C, who frequently interacted with in-
dividuals who had experienced forced migration, highlighted the challenges of
maintaining support for relocated parishioners. The deacon stressed the impor-
tance of collaborating with new parishes to ensure continued support, rather than
clinging to individuals based on personal preference, even though it may be easy to
do so given the available digital platforms and tools. Deacon C emphasized that
it felt ethically wrong to “hold on to someone just because I like them or because
someone thinks Tm the best at helping this person’ or something like that [...]”
When encountering people in vulnerable life situations who were moving to other
parishes, this deacon adhered to the concept of the responsibility of the geographical
parish in navigating the situation.

15
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8.4.3 Informal Use of Social Media

The blurring of boundaries between private life and working life due to informal
social media use was another returning theme. Deacon D described an instance in
which a young parishioner contacted the deacon via the private Messenger account
for financial support, illustrating the challenges of managing such interactions
outside of formal working hours. Deacon G highlighted the necessity of setting clear
boundaries in order to support parishioners effectively. This deacon also emphasised
the importance of being responsible for one’s own social media accounts and said:
“However private I may be, I still have my own Facebook, TikTok and Instagram
accounts. So, no matter what I do, I am always a representative of the church. I can’t
escape that fact”

All deacons, except deacon B, who did not use social media, had developed
personal strategies for navigating issues concerning personal social media accounts,
though these strategies were not typically discussed with colleagues. For example,
all interviewees had clear strategies for handling friend requests on Facebook from
parishioners. These strategies had been formed individually, without consultation
with colleagues.

Overall, the interviews illustrate the deacons’ efforts to address ethical chal-
lenges associated with digital tools, underlining the need for clear boundaries and
collaborative support systems.

8.5 Diaconal Meeting Places in the Digital Age

The interviewed deacons elaborated on their different experiences of how digital
media are, and can be, used in various settings, thereby affecting the nature of
meeting places. Their experiences of the Covid 19 pandemic made them especially
aware of how digital meetings can offer alternatives to physical ones. They said that
the meeting place could be fully online, fully offline, or a combination of the two
(i. e. hybrid), each of which has its own advantages and disadvantages.

8.5.1 Offline Diaconal Meeting Places in the Digital Age

Deacon A discussed the creation of an outdoor, intergenerational meeting place
during the early stages of the pandemic, which continued after the “emergency
phase” of the pandemic was over.” This weekly event attracted parishioners of all
ages, fostering a sense of community. Despite the focus on digitalization, physical

5 When writing about and quoting how the deacons talked about “during the pandemic”, this refers
both to the emergency phase of the pandemic which the World Helath Organisatin declared over
in spring 2023 and to health measures taken by The Public Health Agency of Sweden, such as
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meeting places remain relevant according to the deacon, as they bridge generational
gaps:

When the 92-year-old is admitted to the hospital, the 40-year-old asks, ‘Where did he
go?” ‘What happened?” When someone has broken their arm, they say, ‘Well, I'll bring

some soup and come by tomorrow’

Deacon B emphasized “green diaconia,” advocating for outdoor meetings without
digital tools, underscoring the value of physical interactions at a time when people
are often communicating via screens.

8.5.2 Online Presence and Digital Meeting Places

All seven deacons shared insights on establishing online meeting places during
the Covid 19 pandemic. Deacon F stressed the necessity of adapting to digital
transformation within their profession. Deacon E highlighted the positive impact
of Facebook in sparsely populated areas, which has helped counteract social iso-
lation. Deacons C, D, F, and G educated parishioners on using platforms such as
Zoom and Teams for various church activities. Deacon B reported on maintaining
contact with traveling youth via online counseling sessions. Deacon G noted the
unexpected benefit of parishioners and church staft being able to reconnect with
former parishioners through a digital language café that was set up during the
pandemic. People who had been forced to leave Sweden due to negative asylum
application decisions and were now living in other countries found the link to
the digital language café and turned up on screen: “Suddenly, we were sitting at
the language café together again, even though we were in different countries!” In
a sense, the digital language café opened a window, connecting parish meeting
places with the outside world. This was not planned but, according to the deacon, a
positive unforeseen effect of making the café digital.

8.5.3 Hybrid Solutions to Include Parishioners

The pandemic prompted innovative hybrid solutions to include parishioners as
well. Deacon G recounted visiting a homebound parishioner and using digital tools
to enable her participation in Sunday services. This hybrid approach allowed her to
engage with the congregation from home.

restrictions on public gatherings, that were lifted earlier than that. When talking about “after the
pandemic” this implies the time after “the emergency phase” of the pandemic.
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However, despite these advances, the interviews revealed that colleagues and
parishes were not systematically sharing their experiences of using digital tools.

9. Discussion

This article examines parish deacons’ perspectives on the impact that digital trans-
formation of society has had on diaconal work in the Church of Sweden. We will
discuss the following themes in more depth below: (1) Digital divides and digital
competence in diaconal work; (2) Ethical challenges in diaconal work in the digital
age; and (3) Meeting places in the digital age and the intrinsic value of encounters.

9.1 Digital Divides and Digital Competence in Diaconal Work

As illustrated in the finding’s section, the digital transformation has affected the
deacons and their parish work in many ways. Digitalized society has created new and
previously unforeseen challenges, and new patterns of inclusion and exclusion have
emerged (cf. van Dijk: 2020). Digital inclusion is, according to Helena Iacobaeus
and colleagues, an ongoing process:

Since digital development is continuous, digital competence and inclusion cannot be
seen as completed processes; people must constantly upgrade their skills to keep up.
However, people who are on the upper steps can slip down due to a change in life situation.
(Tacobaeus et al: 2019, 3)

This emphasis on the fact that a person’s digital competence can shift due to changed
life circumstances resonates well with the Church of Sweden’s diaconal emphasis on
encountering people in “vulnerable life situations” (Svenska kyrkan: 2024). While
the private sector focuses on “customers” (supply and demand) and public authori-
ties on “citizens” (a juridical term concerning civic rights and obligations), churches
and other faith-based organizations have the opportunity to take other positions
and relate to people through different logics than juridical and/or economically
driven ones.

The deacons in this study stressed, for example, in line with the official documents
of the Church of Sweden (2015), that diaconia “is a mission for the whole parish”
An example from the interviews is deacon C’s description of how the parishioners
and church staff, during the pandemic, when a quick and thorough digitalization of
diaconal work was required, “had to learn [how to use digital tools and platforms]
together”. The interviewees suggested that the pandemic created a context in which
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mutual vulnerability made various forms of digital divides and necessary digital
competencies more apparent (cf,, e. g., Campbell: 2022; Campbell: 2023).

When the deacons discussed these digital divides and the digital competencies
required to navigate the rapid digital transformation, they positioned themselves
on different sides of the digital divide, depending on the specific encounter and
context. When dealing with digitally excluded parishioners, they described the
elaborate strategies they used to meet their needs. These strategies could relate to
older people lacking digital skills, people with cognitive disabilities, individuals
experiencing forced migration and without a Swedish social security number or
those without the financial means to own and access digital devices and services.
They included deciding when to offer practical help, when to educate, when to
collaborate, and when to refer people to others who were more qualified to assist.
Conversely, the deacons also mentioned their own lack of digital competence when
interacting with other parishioners. This issue was especially evident when engaging
with youth, who are often regarded as digital natives with strong digital skills (see,
e.g., Lopez Peldez et al.: 2020).

Adding to the complexity, as Kettil Nordesj6 and colleagues have pointed out,
“digitalization is not a homogeneous concept” (Nordesjo et al.: 2022, 312). For
instance, when interacting with individuals who have undergone forced migration
or with youth, it is important to nuance the discussion of digital divides. While
navigating e-services with public authorities can be challenging for newcomers
to Sweden or young people, these individuals may possess strong digital commu-
nication, collaboration, and problem-solving skills in their everyday digital lives
(Ponzanesi et al.: 2022). Thus, a person might simultaneously need support in using
public e-services while also being able to offer expert insights into other digital
platforms and forums, which many in the parish, including deacons, might know
little about.

This leads us into a discussion of digital competencies. To know how to support
someone, it is essential to understand what can be done, as well as to recognize
one’s own digital shortcomings, knowing when and how to seek assistance from
others. In this context, Stephanie Carreto et al. (2017), referring to the EU’s digital
competence framework for citizens, highlighted the need for digital competencies.
It is evident that deacons require different competencies depending on who they
are meeting and how they perceive their role. These competencies go beyond basic
access to digital devices and services. When meeting people who have experienced
forced migration, competencies in information and data literacy in Swedish and
safety issues like digital footprints, along with access to necessary digital services,
may suffice. In contrast, when meeting older people who are well accustomed
to Swedish society, communication and collaboration competencies and digital
content creation skills are emphasized. For encounters with youth, safety issues and
problem-solving skills are necessary. In other words, different encounters demand

19



20

‘ Lina Sohlén, Stefan Gelfgren

different sets of competencies and resources, which is a significant change brought
about by the ongoing digital transformation.

9.2 Ethical Challenges with Diaconal Work in the Digital Age

As stated above, the deacons’ work necessitated different forms of digital compe-
tence to handle a wide range of practical issues when encountering parishioners in
vulnerable life situations. However, the use of digital tools and platforms in diaconal
work also raises a new set of ethical concerns. Oliver Steiner emphasized that there
is a “profound research need for studies on the transformation of communication,
relationships and informal educational processes across different fields of social
work” (Steiner: 2021, 3370). The Church of Sweden’s own documents state:

Diaconia speaks of creating an environment that ‘signals openness to people’s situations
and care combined with respect for each individuals integrity. It is also said that meeting
others in the parish ‘must never reduce anyone’s self-confidence and must always serve to
build them up and to set them free’® (Linde et al.: 2020, 21; see also Svenska kyrkan: 2015,
31).

When meeting parishioners who are digitally excluded, the question of how to
preserve their integrity when guiding them through digital contact with the au-
thorities becomes obvious. When parishioners who are comfortable using digital
tools reach out to a deacon, they may do so via email, through informal platforms
such as Messenger, WhatsApp, and Snapchat, or by leaving a comment on a social
media post on the deacon’s personal account. Handling these questions requires
digital competence—such as safety, communication, and collaboration skills—and
also pertains to aspects that cannot be defined solely as digital competence.
Philosopher Jonna Bornemark has discussed “phronetic knowledge”, which is
characterised by the ability to capture what is important and assess when and what
theoretical knowledge is needed, despite much being unknown. This knowledge
can then be translated into non-arbitrary action, but “based on a complex ability
to take in the world, be a part of the world, and drive the world in a certain direc-
tion”” (Bornemark: 2020, 72; see also Koutsikouri et al.: 2023). The interviewed
deacons were able to provide concrete examples of how this phronetic knowledge is
articulated in relation to the digital ability to transcend, for instance, temporal and
geographic boundaries, and the capacity to blur the distinction between personal
and private spheres. They could also provide examples of how they have acted in

6 The quote is translated from Swedish to English by the authors.
7 The quote is translated from Swedish to English by the authors.
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such situations (see, e. g., Baym: 2015; Kitchin: 2023; Reamer: 2021). Interestingly,
however, the interviewees had very different strategies for addressing similar dilem-
mas. None of the interviewed deacons discussed with their colleagues how to handle
personal social media accounts in relation to friend requests from parishioners.
Instead, they found solutions themselves.

Diaconal knowledge is sometimes referred to as “tacit knowledge” (Sjoberg: 2023,
46; Svenska kyrkan: 2021, 21). The concept of tacit knowledge goes back to Michael
Polanyi’s writings (Collins: 2019) and has often been described as knowledge that is
difficult to transfer to another person by means of writing it down or verbalizing it. It
involves the know-how or skills that individuals gain through personal experience
and context, often without being consciously aware of it. Harry Collins (2019)
discusses relational tacit knowledge, referring to things that could be described in
principle if someone were to put effort into describing them. This is the case with
the deacons’ strategies for handling digital tools and platforms. The deacons had
knowledge about practical and ethical dilemmas that new digital tools and platforms
could create, as they cited many relevant examples from everyday life. During the
interviews, they reflected on their own digital competence (and sometimes lack of it)
in relation to this knowledge. The deacons’ strategies for handling ethical dilemmas
related to digital platforms were not explicit, as they had not previously discussed
them with others. However, their strategies were very conscious. The deacons had
no problem verbalizing them, and they described how they had developed and
altered them over time.

9.3 Meeting Places in the Digital Age and the Intrinsic Value of the
Encounters

Digitalization of social and diaconal work is, according to the deacons interviewed,
never a goal. This contrasts with the Swedish governments ambition for Sweden to
become leading in digital transformation. It states on its website that “the goal of
the digitalization policy is for Sweden to be the best in the world at utilizing the
opportunities of digitalization” (Regeringskansliet: 2017).8 There are no such aspi-
rations amongst the deacons regarding digital tools and technology in their settings.
The deacons approach towards the emerging technology is very pragmatic. It is the
encounters between people that take center stage. Sometimes digital technology
helps and sometimes it hinders these encounters.

These encounters have according to the deacons an intrinsic value. This view
can be traced to the Church of Sweden’s own understanding of what diaconia is
about: “[Diaconia] is about meeting people in vulnerable life situations through

8 The quote is translated from Swedish to English by the authors.
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participation, with respect, and in mutual solidarity”(Svenska kyrkan: 2024).° The
word mutual is a key in this context, being a relational word. With regard to meeting
places, digital tools were sometimes considered to facilitate encounters. For example,
Deacon E believed that Facebook was useful for overcoming isolation in sparsely
populated but geographically vast parishes. In other cases such tools were of less
use. Deacon A saw, for instance, the need for an intergenerational physical meeting
place in the parish. In a third case, digital tools allowed unexpected re-encounters
with former parishioners forced to leave Sweden, as in the case of the language café
that became digital during the the Covid-19 pandemic.

Oliver Steiner (2021, 3362) argues that while digital media theories in social
work are often drawn from media sciences and sociological approaches, they tend
to overlook power imbalances and social inequality. He emphasizes that social work
should critically integrate digital studies into its existing practices, arguing that
actor-network theory (ANT) offers a promising framework by emphasizing the in-
terconnectedness of social, natural, and technological entities. The idea of networks
being dynamic and that the roles of actors can change over time, corresponds well
with the diaconal idea of adhering to people’s changing living conditions.

Many meeting places created by civil society, including those established by the
diaconal work of the Church of Sweden (see, e. g., Gemzde: 2021) or by public
libraries (see Iacobaeus: 2023), are venues where people of different geographic
origins, beliefs, political views, and ages get together. These places are valuable,
since they offer a space for people to gather and interact. The deacons emphasized
the intrinsic value of encounters among people. The importance they place on
diaconal meeting places in the digital age is a key finding of this study.

10. Conclusions and Implications for Further Research

The aim of this article has been to explore how deacons in the Church of Sweden
perceive the impact of digital transformation on their work within their parishes.
The analysis of the interviews revealed that the deacons who participated in this
study had met many parishioners facing various forms of digital exclusion. They
found themselves on different sides of the digital divide depending on the context
of the specific encounters. Different encounters demanded different sets of com-
petencies and resources, and represented a significant change brought about by
the ongoing digital transformation of society. Furthermore, the digital transforma-
tion is altering how the deacons interact with the parishioners, raising new ethical

9  The quote is translated from Swedish to English by the authors.
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questions. The interviews suggest that the deacons do not view the digitalization of
diaconal work as goal in itself.

Finally, there are numerous examples in the empirical material where the deacons
stressed the importance of meeting places. As people are relational beings, the
interviewees seemed to understand that creating meeting places for people who
would not otherwise meet is a priority.

Digital tools and platforms can both hinder and enable encounters between
people. However, according to the interviewed deacons, encounters among people
have intrinsic value. It is therefore important to have enough digital competence to
evaluate what facilitates and impedes such encounters.

Further research - and strategic work within churches - is needed to examine
how digital competence is integrated into the education and professional practice
of deacons. This includes investigating how digital tools shape relationships and
collaboration across different organizational levels within the churches, from local
parishes to dioceses and national bodies. Understanding these dynamics can provide
insights into how the digital transformation influences the core of diaconal work
and its capacity to create spaces for meaningful encounters in a rapidly changing
society.
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