
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

ABSTRACT 

(In)Effective Communication Strategies Among Church Leadership:  
Assessing the Influence of Communication Channels on Effective Communication 
Between Church Leadership and Their Members During the Coronavirus Shutdown 

 
Heather L. Penna, M.A. 

 
Mentor: Jessica L. Ford, Ph.D. 

 
 
 The Coronavirus shutdown forced many churches to move from in-person 

services to a purely online platform. The purpose of this study is to look into the 

communicative strategies that churches employed during the Coronavirus shutdown to 

communicate with their members and outreach their community through the use of 

different communication channels. This study analyzes the effect of limited 

communication channels on church communication. Data was collected through 

interviews with 21 staff members and leaders at different Christian churches. This study 

used qualitative methods and network sampling to find and interview participants. All 

data was coded using a thematic analysis, generated from the components of Channel 

Expansion Theory, to analyze trends among interviews. This paper provides a discussion 

of effective church communication that offers insight into both the scholarly field of 

communication and practical strategies. 

Keywords: church communication, Coronavirus, online church, organizational 

communication, effective communication, Channel Expansion Theory 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Introduction 
 
 

According to Pew Research Center (Pew Research Center, 2015a), Americans are 

leaving churches at record rates. These individuals tend to be younger, with one-third of 

millennials claiming no religion at all. As churches continue to decline in numbers, it has 

been made clear that it is essential that churches develop new ways to communicate with 

their members as well as those outside of the church (McCully, 2014). The Coronavirus 

outbreak in the United States has further emphasized the need for church leaders to 

incorporate new technology and communication mediums into their churches. As 

churches struggle to shift to an online setting, there has been a surprising increase in 

participation and attendance in online church services from individuals who are not 

church members or regular church attenders (Gallup Inc., 2020; Weinstein, 2020). This 

increase in participation and attendance offers promising implications for churches: 

effectively communicating through new channel usage may help churches combat the 

decline in church attendance. While there is no proof that certain channels are more 

effective at reaching non-believers than others, it is likely that individuals are 

participating in online church due to its accessibility and the uncertainty surrounding the 

pandemic (The Pandemic May Increase Faith but Not Religious Participation, 2020). 

Regardless of why church attendance has increased during the shutdown, it is important 

that churches learn how to best communicate with their new audience through online 

channels.  
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Communication research has studied various aspects of religion, as evidenced by 

the Journal of Communication and Religion. Religious communication research has 

looked at a wide array of religious topics, including membership (Garner, 2016; 

Lazerwitz & Harrison, 1980; Taylor, 1997), leadership (Björnsdóttir, 2016; Burton, 

2010), and religious messages (Endacott et al., 2017; Garner, 2012). While there are areas 

of abundant research in church communication, there are also areas that are considerably 

lacking. One area ripe for communication research is an examination of the effectiveness 

of the various channels used for church communication (see McCully, 2014; Ward, 2015; 

Waters, Friedman, Mills, & Zeng, 2011 for exceptions). In fact, Ward (2015) claims that, 

“Religious communication is least often studied through organizational frames” (p.5). 

There are numerous popular press books and articles that offer communication strategies 

that can be used by churches to achieve communication success; however, academic 

research is scant on church communication from a strategic communication framework. 

Moreover, little academic research gives practical advice for churches to enhance their 

communication. Additionally, there is little academic research examining how churches 

should communicate when no one is allowed to physically attend church, as was 

recommended by the guidelines created by the Center of Disease Control during the 

Coronavirus shutdown (CDC, 2020a). Considering the unprecedented nature of this 

pandemic, many pastors and organizations that work with churches have scrambled 

provide churches with resources about how to communicate with their members during 

the shutdown (Aten & Annan, 2020; Vanderbloemen, 2020b), but scholarly research in 

this area is currently nonexistent. Scholars who have studied churches through an 

organizational framework frequently call other scholars to take up similar research, but 
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few others actually do so (see Considine, 2002; McDaniel, 1989; Vokurka & McDaniel, 

2004 for exceptions). Churches need organizational tools for communication now more 

than ever before as they are seeking a roadmap to help as they navigate their response to 

the virus and communication during this crisis. 

In addition to limited knowledge of how the Coronavirus pandemic has impacted 

church communication, research on how churches utilize technology-mediated 

communication—such as social media—is scant. Waters et al., (2002) found that 

churches do not use communicative strategies, such as networking and feedback, 

effectively in crafting their websites. Waters and colleagues (2002) note, “… additionally 

research needs to be conducted to determine how religious organizations… are using 

social media to reach out to individuals online” (p. 101). This call to research was echoed 

in a study by McCully (2014) who writes, “Further study should consider the role of 

social media both across denominations and also across religious traditions” (p. 97). 

Given the rise of new technologies and the increased dependence on mediated 

communication during the Coronavirus pandemic, there is a need for research to apply 

and analyze the strategic communication methods churches use to reach their members as 

well as potential churchgoers.  

In an effort to better communicate with members and potential churchgoers, 

churches need to consider channels of communication. The importance of the channel 

selection was noted by Marshall McLuhan (1967) when he coined the phrase “ the 

medium is the message” (p. 2). With the increase in technology and communication 

channels, this phrase holds more weight than ever before. Individuals and organizations 

are constantly communicating through an ever-growing variety of channels. Although we 
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continue to develop more channels through which to communicate, some are more 

effective at delivering messages than others. Daft and Lengel (1986) developed Media 

Richness Theory which argues that mediums vary on their richness and the medium 

through which an individual chooses to communicate influences the reception of the 

message. The richest media for communicating is face-to-face; but not all communication 

can be face-to-face, thus making it important that communicators understand which 

channel best fits their intended message (D’Urso & Rains, 2008). For example, the 

church bulletin should communicate the upcoming events at a church, but it would not be 

effective to transcribe the entire sermon onto the bulletin. The medium or channel in 

which a message is communicated can change and create a message of its own. 

Carlson and Zmud’s (1999) theory of Channel Expansion further extends the 

notion that the communication channel is central to itself. The Channel Expansion 

Theory argues that a communicator’s experience with and perception of a channel 

influences their ability to communicate through that channel effectively. Channel 

Expansion Theory has four fundamental constructs that rely on an individual’s 

perceptions of and experience with the: (a) (communication) channel, (b) messaging 

topic, (c) organizational context, and (d) the other individuals in the communication 

context (Carlson & Zmud, 1999). Ultimately, this theory is useful in understanding the 

way an individual’s own experiences impact their ability to communicate effectively 

through various channels of communication. This theory is easily applied to both 

interpersonal and organizational communication. In this study, I use Channel Expansion 

Theory to guide my research and better understand the effectiveness of different 
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communication channels as churches work to communicate with their members during 

the Coronavirus shutdown. 

Murphy, Campbell, and Land (2017) extended the Channel Expansion Theory by 

using it as a tool for organizations to test their communication effectiveness. In their 

study, they interviewed employees at three different mid-size law firms and found that 

the channel through which internal communication occurs, greatly impacts the message’s 

perceived effectiveness. In my research, the application of Channel Expansion Theory is 

extended by applying it to churches. Much like the Murphy et al. (2017) study, my 

research involves interviewing leaders at churches to better understand the impact that the 

communication channel they use to deliver internal messages has on the effectiveness of 

that message. 

The goal of this thesis is to understand the way different communication channels 

impact the effectiveness of various messages given by organizational leaders and 

volunteers at Christian churches throughout Texas during the Coronavirus shutdown. In 

this study, I interview church leaders and volunteers to understand their perceived 

effectiveness of different communication channels in their specific ministry amid the 

unprecedented change brought about from the Coronavirus shutdown. Communication 

was considered effective when church leaders believed that members were engaging with 

and participating in church through the new online channels. This study uses the four 

fundamental tenets of Channel Expansion Theory as a guide for evaluating church 

leaders’ perceptions of channel effectiveness. Specifically, I use the tenets of Channel 

Expansion Theory to understand different communication channels churches have used to 

communicate with their members during the Coronavirus shutdown, such as online 
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streaming services, the church website, and emails, and the ways these communication 

channels influence message effectiveness. I begin by reviewing Channel Expansion 

Theory and current church communication research to give a basis and show the need for 

this research. I go on to conduct interviews with church staff members and leaders to gain 

a better understanding of the channels they communicated through during the 

Coronavirus shutdown and how they perceive the effectiveness of these channels based 

on their ability to communicate with members in an engaging way. Message 

effectiveness is assessed using the leader’s perception of the message’s effectiveness 

based on whether or not that message produced the leader’s desired outcome for 

engagement and participation online. After conducting interviews with church leaders, I 

use leaders’ perceptions of communication effectiveness and the tenets of Channel 

Expansion Theory to analyze and explain how different communication channels 

influence the effectiveness of communication within churches. 

Overall, this research supports both academic and church needs as the 

Coronavirus shutdown continues to impact church communication, and scholarly 

attention to church communication strategies is lacking. This study helps fill the gap in 

communication research looking at churches through a strategic communication lens 

while also giving insight into how churches can effectively respond to the Coronavirus 

shutdown. This research helps to further current understanding of both Channel 

Expansion Theory and church communication, both amid the pandemic and after. 

Furthermore, this research is important for churches because if churches do not know the 

most effective channels to communicate different messages through, then their 

communication efforts will fall short and be ineffective. While there may never be a 
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global event quite like this again, it is important that churches learn how to effectively 

respond, adapt, and communicate during times of crisis. This research allows churches to 

better communicate with the church members through new technologies and ultimately 

be more successful in their ministry. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 
Literature Review 

 

The Coronavirus shutdown has led to an increase in church attendance and 

participation through an online channel (Gallup Inc., 2020). Although church attendance 

increased during Coronavirus, the trend in church attendance in the past ten years had 

been steadily declining as audiences have grown increasingly uninterested in church 

(Jones, 2019; Pew Research Center, 2015a). While there are a multitude of reasons as to 

why Americans are choosing to leave the church, such as religious apathy (Pew Research 

Center, 2015b); churches need to find new ways to bring people in without compromising 

the church’s beliefs (Daehn, 2011; Vokurka & McDaniel, 2004). The Coronavirus 

shutdown has prompted many churches to change how they communicate by moving 

entirely to mediated communication, and in doing so have seen a rise in new attendees 

(Kim, 2020). Regardless of whether this rise in viewership is attributed to the technology 

or the crisis, the present study seeks to understand how churches can better communicate 

and function as an organization while implementing new communication technologies 

and emphasizing the importance of church membership (Burton, 2010).  

Church communication is undeniably difficult to understand and nearly 

impossible to perfect, but is a necessary skill for all churches in order to grow (Considine, 

1995, 2000, 2002). Research examining church communication looks at churches through 

a wide array of perspectives, such as member identification (Lazerwitz & Harrison, 

1980), leadership burnout (Chandler, 2009), and rhetorical studies (see Mikkelson & 
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Hesse, 2009). Although there is abundant communication research regarding religion, 

such as religious messages (see Mikkelson & Hesse, 2009), there is little research that 

examines how new technologies and communication channels are used to accomplish 

church-related goals. Furthermore, Murphy et al. (2017) notes that there is even less 

academic literature that evaluates the effectiveness of churches’ strategic communication. 

Strategic communication is, “the purposeful use of communication by an organization to 

fulfill its mission” (Hallahan et al., 2007, p. 3). Studying churches’ use of strategic 

communication offers the potential to provide these unique organizations with practical 

applications for better communicating with their members as well as possibly attracting 

new members. 

The new audience members brought about from the Coronavirus shutdown and 

the previous decline of church attendance represents a dire reality for churches to learn 

how to communicate through new channels (Pew Research Center, 2019). Churches must 

make compelling arguments as to why church is important (Waters et al., 2011), while 

also offering hope, community, and love during difficult times (Weinstein, 2020). Before 

the Coronavirus shutdown, Pew Research Center (2019) reported that the American 

population experienced an 8% decline in Protestantism in the past 10 years, while both 

agonistics and atheists have increased by 2% and a belief in “nothing in particular” has 

increased by 5%. Churches have a unique opportunity at this time to enhance their online 

communication and reach people in ways they had never imagined before. While 

McDaniel (1989) recognizes that churches employ different marketing techniques, he 

goes on to add that there is little research done over their effectiveness. It is important 

that churches know how to effectively market their church to help combat the decline in 
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church attendance while also using new communication channels to see greater church 

growth even after the Coronavirus shutdown. Furthermore, churches need to learn how to 

better communicate with their members in order to encourage current members to get 

involved in and stay at the church (Taylor, 1997). Therefore, scholarly attention is needed 

to examine how churches communicate (in)effectively through multiple channels to their 

members. 

Given the many aspects of communication within churches, this study focuses on 

the channels used to communicate in the following three areas—church leadership, 

church membership, and church outreach. This study focuses on communication between 

leaders and members, but research on outreach is used in order to gain a holistic view of 

church communication channels effectiveness overall. Using Channel Expansion Theory 

(Carlson & Zmud, 1999) this study examines the perceived effectiveness of 

communication through a variety of channels. For this study, I focus on churches use of 

online streaming services, the church website, and emails as churches transitioned 

exclusively to online communication due to the Coronavirus shutdown. While I am 

focusing on these channels, I am leaving the questions open to learn of other 

communication channels churches use in their communication with members during the 

Coronavirus shutdown. Moving forward, I begin by giving context to the Coronavirus 

shutdown. Subsequently, I go on to explain the applicability of Channel Expansion 

Theory to the present study. Lastly, I review the current research on both internal and 

external church communication before detailing this study’s methodology. 
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Coronavirus Pandemic 
 
 The Coronavirus of 2019 was first discovered in Wuhan, China in 2019 and by 

March 2020 it had spread to individuals in nearly every country around the world 

(Shereen et al., 2020). Shortly after, the virus was named a global pandemic (CDC, 

2020b) and countries all over the world began implementing various measures to ensure 

their citizens stayed safe. As individual governments devised their own response to 

combat the pandemic, the United States of America, called for large-scale shutdowns. In 

March of 2020 Americans were asked by their local and state governments to stay inside 

and avoid gathering in large groups (Schwellenbach, 2020). For most churches, this 

meant that they were no longer able to physically meet in-person for church services and 

events (CDC, 2020a). Beginning in March 2020 churches started closing their doors in 

response to state-mandated stay-at-home orders; however, this was met with backlash 

from some churches who continued to hold in-person services (Shaffer et al., 2020). 

While not every church initially complied with the government’s request for a shutdown, 

most churches eventually decided that the best way to keep their members safe was to 

stop meeting in the physical church building (Brown, 2020). Around the country, 

churches began to move to an online platform to communicate with members in ways 

they had never used before. More churches than ever before began streaming their 

Sunday services, while other churches began implementing new channels of 

communication through which they could share information, meet for Bible studies, and 

reach out to those who were not members of their church (Wakefield, 2020). For many 

churches, online Easter services proved harder to navigate due to Easter’s importance in 

the Christian faith and the churches inability to gather together and follow their traditions, 
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such as communion, a Passover meal, and special events (Vanderbloemen, 2020a; 

Weinstein, 2020).  

 This study investigates how the shift to online channels of communication 

impacted churches’ communication effectiveness—measured by leaders’ perceptions of 

online engagement and participation. Such research will not only help churches now as 

they adapt to meet new social distancing guidelines (see CDC, 2020), but this research 

will hopefully serve as a catalyst for churches to begin to implement new technologies 

into their church. Ultimately, this study helps churches further their understanding of 

communication and adopt new ways to reach people with their message. Toward this end, 

this study uses Channel Expansion Theory as a framework to analyze interview data from 

church leaders who were navigating a new and complex communicative environment 

caused by the Coronavirus shutdown. 

 
Channel Expansion Theory 

 
 Carlson and Zmud (1999) originally developed Channel Expansion Theory to 

further understand the role of channels within communication and the factors that play 

into the channel’s effectiveness. Similar to Media Richness Theory (Daft & Lengel, 

1986), Channel Expansion Theory looks closely at how the channel impacts 

communication. However, Channel Expansion Theory differs from Media Richness 

Theory because it focuses on the individual delivering the message and their perceptions 

of and experience with the communication channel. For example, churches can create 

social media content to promote an event. However, if the individual creating the content 

has never done so before and does not know much about the event, then that social media 

post will not communicate the event as effectively as another channel, or individual 
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might have been able to communicate. Ultimately, Carlson and Zmud (1999) believed 

that, if done correctly, this theory can explain the effectiveness of using different 

channels to communicate messages. In other words, this theory was designed to be a 

useful tool to better understand message effectiveness. 

Channel Expansion Theory uses four tenets to evaluate the effectiveness of 

communication channels: (a) an individual’s experience with the channel, (b) experience 

with the messaging topic, (c) experience with the organizational context, and (d) 

experience with communication co-participants. Each of these tenets work together to 

impact the overall effectiveness of a message. For example, an individual might know a 

great deal about a particular channel but know little about the topic and context of the 

message. In this scenario, the individual’s lack of understanding about the topic and 

context will make the message less effective. In my research, I will use these four tenets 

as guiding principles for my research questions and also as a scaffolding for my analysis. 

In order to gain a deeper understanding of this theory, I look at each of the tenets of this 

theory individually.  

 In Channel Expansion Theory, Carlson and Zmud (1999) describe experience 

with a channel to be any prior experience an individual has with a communication 

channel that impacts an individual’s ability to communicate through that channel. For 

example, an individual promoting a fundraising campaign within a church may have 

more tenure on Facebook than on Instagram but may be more effective at communicating 

via Instagram due to their experience with and deeper understanding of this platform. 

Looking at this first tenet of Channel Expansion Theory, it would appear that this 

individual—if using their social media skills within an organization—would be effective 
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communicating through Instagram rather than Facebook; however, all four tenets of this 

theory work together to achieve message effectiveness.  

 The second tenet of Channel Expansion Theory is the individual’s experience 

with the messaging topic. For example, the church may turn to the youth pastor to 

communicate a youth event rather than the communication minister, since the youth 

pastor knows more about the event. It is likely that individual in the communication role 

knows more about how to market and communicate the event, but their lack of 

knowledge about the event itself is likely to make that communication less effective. In 

order to communicate this message more effectively, it should be done by the person who 

has the most experience communicating about the given topic. 

 The third tenet of Channel Expansion Theory is an individual’s experience with 

the organizational context. This means that as an individual becomes more acquainted 

with an organization, they are more likely to be able to communicate more effectively 

within that organization. Furthermore, factors such as the organizational demographics—

average age, location, size—all contribute to the context of an organization. For example, 

a new pastor might be tempted to communicate to their new church through the same 

channels that they used in their old church due to their ability to use that channel 

effectively in that context. If the new church is unfamiliar with that channel or has had a 

bad experience using that channel for communication, the pastor’s communication will 

not be effective because the channel does not align with the organizational context of the 

church. It is important that the pastor, or any communicator, use a channel that the 

intended audience is familiar with to promote message effectiveness. The effectiveness of 

a message is typically measured by the receiver of those messages. In other words, the 
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communication channel effectiveness depends on the intended audience, as well as the 

sender of the message. 

 Lastly, an individuals’ experience with the communication co-participants also 

plays a key role in the effectiveness of the channel. This tenet suggests that individuals’ 

experience and ability to communicate alongside others impacts the channel’s 

effectiveness. For example, the communication minister may know a great deal about 

how to use Instagram to reach out to the youth group, but know little about the youth 

event being marketed. On the other hand, the youth pastor may know more about the 

youth event, but be less skilled of a communicator on Instagram than the communication 

minister. Assuming that the church’s youth group communicates heavily through 

Instagram, the most effective messaging technique would involve the communication 

minister and youth pastor working together to market the youth event. 

 Since its development in 1999, Channel Expansion Theory has been used by a 

variety of scholars to better understand the role the communication channel plays on 

communication effectiveness. In order to fully understand the extent to which this theory 

can be extended to various communication channels, Timmerman & Madhavapeddi 

(2008) replicated Carlson and Zmud’s (1999) study. They found that the four tenets of 

Channel Expansion Theory can be applied to a variety of communication channels, such 

as social media, face-to-face interactions, and phone calls, and are a useful measure of 

channel effectiveness. Similarly, D’urso and Rains (2008) conducted a study to test this 

theory’s validity. Their study found not only that the tenets of this theory are significant 

predictors of communication effectiveness, but also that the richness of the medium is not 

fixed and varies based on interpersonal factors, such as the individual’s relevant 
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experiences. In other words, an individual can communicate more effectively through a 

less rich medium if they have had more positive experiences communicating through that 

medium. For example, while face-to-face communication is considered the richest 

medium, an individual may be able to communicate more effectively through an email 

due to interpersonal factors, such as personality, training, and relevant experiences. 

Additionally, Kock and Garza (2011) conducted a study using Media Naturalness theory, 

which is used to indicate the computer-mediated communication mediums that most 

closely fit the ways in which humans innately communicate, and Channel Expansion 

theory comparing face-to-face and online college classes and found that online classes 

can have both positive and negative effects on students, with the end of semester grades 

usually being impacted positively with students receiving higher grades in online classes. 

Lastly, Murphy et al. (2017) applied Channel Expansion Theory as a lens within an 

organization and found that the tenets of this theory are important for business leaders to 

consider while crafting organizational messages. For example, this study found that the 

effectiveness of channels varies within organizations due to the size, location, and 

resources of that organization. These theories show the usefulness and applicability of 

Channel Expansion Theory to a variety of communicative channels. 

 Channel Expansion Theory, while useful in evaluating channel effectiveness, is 

not without critiques. In the original study, Carlson and Zmud (1999) looked solely at 

email as a channel and did not test this theory against other channels. Furthermore, 

Germonprez (2001) argues that Channel Expansion Theory makes validity claims that 

need to be examined more in-depth. Germonprez (2001) goes on to offer an approach to 

using the theory that further accounts for the social dimensions of this theory, such as the 
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organizational context, co-participants, and the individual sending the message by 

analyzing the theory through a critical social theory lens. Research, such as that by 

Fernandez et al. (2013) and Hew and Kadir (2016), has shown that this theory can be 

extended to many different communication channels, such as social media, phone calls, 

and online media. While additional research shows the applicability of Channel 

Expansion Theory in a wide variety of channels (see D’Urso & Rains, 2008; Hew & 

Kadir, 2016; Kock & Garza, 2011; Murphy et al., 2017; Timmerman & Madhavapeddi, 

2008), this theory is still in need of further examination particularly when it comes to 

looking at interpersonal communication and case studies within a variety of 

organizations, such as churches and nonprofits.  

 According to Channel Expansion Theory, the most effective way to communicate 

includes an understanding of and positive experience with the communication channel, 

the messaging topic, the organizational context, and the communication co-participants. 

A message’s effectiveness varies based on these four tenets. In this study, I use Channel 

Expansion Theory to better understand the role of online streaming services, the church 

website, and emails on church communication and the way they impact the overall 

message effectiveness based on the perceptions of online communication engagement 

and participation from church leaders as they adapt their communication during the 

Coronavirus shutdown. Toward this end, I use interviews with leaders at several Christian 

churches in Texas to understand the extent to which their communication choices during 

the Coronavirus shutdown were influenced by the four tenets of Channel Expansion 

Theory. Subsequently, I analyze their responses based on these tenets and evaluate how 

(in)effectively the church leaders were communicating during the shutdown and what 



18 
 

online channels churches should continue to employ after the shutdown. Before 

presenting the results and findings of this study, I explain previous research over various 

aspects of church communication, including internal and external communication. 

 
Internal Church Communication 

 
 Internal communication is any and all communication that takes place within the 

church between staff members, volunteers, and members (Germonprez, 2001). Internal 

communication does not have to occur within the four walls of the church, but rather it 

occurs between church stakeholders. Internal communication channels can include 

sermons, Bible studies, bulletins, announcements during the service, social media posts, 

newsletters, and mass text messages. Even amid the Coronavirus pandemic, churches 

communicate internally through their use of streaming services, their website, and email. 

Understanding which channel to use for delivering a message is essential to the 

effectiveness of that message (Carlson, 1995). In order for churches to have strong 

internal communication, church leaders need to choose a channel that they both have 

experience with and have proven to be an effective channel for their desired audience 

(Murphy et al., 2017). This is especially true for churches trying to navigate the “new 

normal” of online communication channels. 

 It is important to understand the facets of church communication overall, in order 

to obtain a clearer understanding of church behavior and functioning. Of course, 

communication is going to look different within every church and each church needs 

different strategic communication plans to meet their unique audience and goals, but 

there are recurring patterns for communication within churches. For example, most 

churches communicate through a printed bulletin or by giving verbal announcements 
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during the church service. Moreover, for many churches, seemingly minor details can 

cause major disputes. For instance, Johnson et al. (2010) looked at the impact of different 

styles of worship on church members’ identification. These findings suggest that a 

church’s worship style can play a key role in how a member identifies with their church. 

This study shows that member identification is tied in with the communication style of 

church. Different styles of worship within churches may then require that the church 

communicate with different individuals in the group in unique ways. Additionally, this 

study shows the importance of strategically choosing the appropriate channel for 

communication given a church’s demographic makeup. Understanding internal 

communication within churches requires attention to the ways certain channels are used 

by church leadership to staff and church members.  

 
Church Leadership 

 The pastor of a church is often the single most influential individual who works 

for the church. The pastor is not only responsible for giving a sermon on Sunday 

morning, but typically also sets the tone and culture that defines the church as an 

organization (Björnsdóttir, 2016). There have been numerous studies that examine the 

pastor’s influence within a church. For example, Holt (2012) conducted a study that 

looked at how a church’s size is correlated with a pastor’s leadership style. This study 

found that a pastor’s dominance was positively correlated with the church size. Another 

similar study found no significant correlation between pastoral leadership style and 

church growth (Burton, 2010). While these studies seem contradictory in nature, much of 

this due to the fact that all churches are different. In some churches and denominations 

pastors are voted in, while in others they are placed (Bell, 1999; Zech, 2001). In every 
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church the role of the pastor is vital, but the pastor’s relationship to church growth varies 

by context.  

Given the weightiness of the head pastor role at any church, much of scholarly 

attention around churches has studied the pastoral role and its management (Björnsdóttir, 

2016; Burton, 2010; Chandler, 2009; Forward, 1997; Holt, 2012; Perkins, 2004; Zech, 

2001). Given the emotional labor required from pastors to be “always-on,” burnout is a 

common issue faced by pastors (Chandler, 2009). According to Chandler (2009), one of 

the main causes of pastoral burnout is “spiritual dryness” (p. 257). This term refers to 

emotional exhaustion, high job stress, and poor spiritual well-being. Knowing that 

pastoral burnout is common among pastors, Forward (1997) examined how pastors cope 

with the stress of their job. Forward (1997) found that for many pastors, having mentors 

is an important factor in the way in which they handle the stress of the job. Additionally, 

pastors noted that they desire better training and guidance on how to manage 

relationships they develop with church members due to the heaviness of their role in the 

church. Ultimately, this research shows not only the stress of the pastoral role but also the 

need to educate pastors on the most effective forms and channels of communication as 

they lead their church and maintain relationships with their members.  

Given the uncertainty regarding the Coronavirus pandemic, pastors need to be 

able to communicate with their members more relationally than ever before. 

Vanderbloemen (2020d) explains that after the shutdown is over, pastors will need to be 

hyper-localized and focused on their relationships within the congregation. This article 

suggests that pastors will need to know how to communicate with their congregation 

more effectively than they ever have before. According to Forward (1997), many pastors 
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have already expressed a need and desire for better interpersonal communication training. 

The pandemic and this new calling for pastors to become hyper-localized may be a push 

for pastors to seek out research from communication experts as they build deeper 

relationships with their congregation and community. The influence and centrality of the 

pastor’s role in communicating with a diverse audience is becoming more important than 

it was before the shutdown; however, the pastor is not the only influential leader within 

the church. 

While pastors may be the most influential person within a church, there are many 

other leaders at the church that play a key role in the way the church functions. A 

church’s identity influences the way the members identify themselves and find belonging 

within the church (Wilson et al., 1993). Boggs and Fields (2010) conducted a study that 

looked at church leaders’ influence on church performance to further understand the way 

in which leaders impact church culture and member identification. This study found that 

by strengthening internal church culture, leaders are better able to enhance overall church 

performance and operations.  

Individual leaders play a large role within a church, but the leadership structure 

itself can be highly influential on the ways in which the church communicates. Several 

scholars conducted studies in an effort to understand the role that leadership hierarchy 

and structure play within a church. Endacott et al. (2017), for example, created a scale to 

measure how church leadership teams used different decision making processes (i.e., 

taking a church wide perspective, position based perspective, or a perspective of seeking 

God’s will) and the affect those processes had on overall leadership team performance. 

This study found that the performance of leadership teams was most affected by the time 
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they spent making critical decisions, the implementation of careful decision-making 

processes, members perceptions of stress caused by dysfunctional communication, and 

the degree to which the team sought God’s perspective on their decisions. This research 

is important to my study because the leadership structures churches had in place before 

the Coronavirus shutdown directly impacted the way they communicated during the 

shutdown. Similarly, in his dissertation, Perkins (2004) looked at the effect of 

relationships among ministerial staff and the senior pastor with church performance using 

Leader-Member Exchange Theory. Perkins study found that management teams who 

scored high using Leader-Member Exchange experienced higher annual growth. Grandy 

(2013) notes that organizational leadership studies are yet to be applied to nonprofits, 

specifically churches. Churches must implement organizational communication strategies 

in order to market themselves, fulfill daily functions, work together as a staff, and meet 

their specific goals. These studies are important to this research because they provide 

insight into the ways church leaders are able to communicate with their church based on 

the hierarchical structure. Given that Channel Expansion theory designates an 

individual’s communication co-participants as pertinent to their channel selection and 

effectiveness, it is important to consider how a church’s hierarchical leadership structure 

and leader interactions influence the organization’s communication. 

Church leadership also plays a vital role in the way a church adapts to and handles 

organizational change (Grandy, 2013). One important aspect of church functioning is 

understanding the impact of organizational change in regard to churches. The current 

literature regarding church leadership and readiness for change within churches shows 

that leaders communication with the church plays a large role in the church’s ability to 
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adapt to change (Allen, Smith, & Silva, 2013; Browning & McNamee, 2012; Flory, 

Sauquet, & Simpson, 2012; Grandy, 2013). Considering, that church leaders are the ones 

communicating with the members of the church and that the organizational structure of 

leadership influences leader’s communication effectiveness, it is crucial for scholars 

continue to look at church leadership. In this study, I look at church leaders use of 

communication channels before and during the Coronavirus shutdown and the ways in 

which they co-communicate with other leaders through these channels. 

Furthermore, by drawing from extant literature on organizational leadership and 

non-profits, there are relevant findings that may help better understand internal 

communication and the role of church leaders. Allen et al. (2013) conducted a study to 

understand organizational leadership strategies within nonprofits. The goal of this study 

was to learn how leaders of nonprofits can best equip their members for change. The 

findings of this study suggest that transformational leaders are most effective at creating 

readiness for change in their organization. While this research does not specifically set 

out to understand leadership within religious organizations, its focus on nonprofits 

provides a parallel organizational classification to churches. Similarly, Grandy (2013) 

sought to study the role of nonprofit leadership organizational change. In this study, 

Grandy analyzed churches and extended the findings to nonprofit organizations. This 

research shows that organizational communication research and church communication 

research overlap and should be used together to both enhance organizational and church 

communication research. 

Overall, research on church leadership indicates that leaders play a key role in 

church functioning and communication (Berry, 2008; Burton, 2010; Grandy, 2013). 
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Given the weight associated with being the leader of a faith-based organization, church 

leadership, along with church membership, and rhetoric within churches, is a well-

researched topic. At the same time, there is relatively little research done regarding 

religious organizations in general by communication scholars (see McNamee, 2010, 

2011; Sturgill, 2004; Boggs & Fields, 2010 for several exceptions). Furthermore, there is 

little research that assesses communication strategies used in churches, especially 

regarding social media (McCully, 2014; Murphy et al., 2017; Wood, 1999). My study 

fills this gap by interviewing church leaders to better understand the (in)effectiveness of 

certain communication channels employed during the Coronavirus shutdown of 2020.  

 
Church Membership 

Churches cannot exist without members, but managing members can be difficult 

for church leaders (Forward, 1997). This is especially true as the Coronavirus shutdown 

has kept churches from being able to meet in person in the same ways they were before. 

Connecting with members is not only more difficult now, but it is also vital to the health 

of the church (Vanderbloemen, 2020c). Due to the importance of church members on 

church functioning, there have been numerous academic studies looking at church 

members. One of the most common ways scholars have studied church membership is by 

looking at members’ organizational identification with the church. Identification is 

perceived membership with an organization or group (McNamee, 2011). Identification in 

churches is similar to what we know about organizational identification; however, given 

the role of faith within these organizations, there are differences that need to be noted, 

such as the role of faith and calling on an individual’s choice of church. While 

communication research regarding faith is lacking, scholars interested in studying 



25 
 

religion through an organizational communication framework have noted the need for 

future research on church communication (see McNamee, 2011; Sturgill, 2004).  

Church member identification is a vital part of understanding the role of the 

church in the lives of individuals (Cuba & Hummon, 1992; Lazerwitz & Harrison, 1980). 

Given that for religious individuals, religion and their church can be central to their 

personal identity, it is important that scholars look at church members organizational 

identification within the church (Lazerwitz & Harrison, 1980) McNamee (2011) furthers 

scholars understanding of this idea by looking at how church communication practices 

impact organizational members’ individual and organizational identities. McNamee 

(2011) found that members’ church identity and personal faith were at times in conflict 

with each other due to the communication within the church. For example, when church 

communication focused on spiritual discipline it was often interpreted as manipulative 

and created an environment in which members were unable to act according to what they 

believed to be best. Furthermore, this study suggested that individuals’ personal identities 

were at times in conflict with their organizational identities within the church (McNamee, 

2011). These findings show the delicate nature of communication and organizational 

identification within faith-based contexts and the need to understand the role of 

communication channels in a message’s perceived effectiveness. 

Identification is important in churches at all times, but it especially important 

during times of change (Chreim, 2002). Small changes can lead members to disidentify 

themselves with the church and no longer feel as highly identified as they were before 

(Wortmann & Schrader, 2007). In order to further understand the effects of change on 

member identification, Wortmann and Schrader (2007) found that changes within 
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churches led older members to feel as though they lost their church home and were no 

longer important to the church. For example, over 50% of participants in this study 

claimed that they did not feel represented at their church. In cases like this, church 

members tend to either adapt, leave, or oppose the change initiatives (Garner, 2009; 

Garner & Wargo, 2009; Wortmann & Schrader, 2007). 

Church members who oppose the current culture of the church might express their 

concern and call for change in the church, rather than just de-identifying or leaving the 

church (Garner, 2009, 2012, 2016; Garner & Wargo, 2009). Dissent among church 

members is not uncommon, but it is difficult to manage. Garner and Wargo (2009) 

studied the messages members used to express dissent within the church. This study 

found that members more frequently communicate messages of dissent with leaders 

rather than other members. This study is important because it highlights the role of 

leaders in organizational dissent and shows the communication that takes place when 

members dissent. My proposed study does not look specifically at dissent, but it does 

look at communication channels within churches. As this study shows, church members 

typically express dissent through face-to-face interactions with members. 

Outside of simply knowing the communication channels of dissent, understanding 

what leads to dissent and members perceived ability to dissent gives deeper 

understanding to internal communication within churches. Garner (2016) conducted a 

study to further understand how church members perceived their role in the organization 

and their ability to dissent. The study found that members’ perception of divine authority 

influenced whether or not they would dissent and that members believe transparency to 

be essential in church-decision making. Furthermore, Garner (2012) examined the 
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motivators behind church member dissent. Some of the top triggers for dissent that 

Garner (2012) found included: scheduled offerings, budget issues, conduct of other 

members, worship style, conduct of leaders, facilities, gender issues, and the desire to 

include everyone. Though many of these issues are belief issues, the communicative 

processes undergirding these issues impact the management of dissent. These studies on 

dissent are important for church leaders to understand so they can better manage and 

communicate with members when they dissent.  

Additionally, research on organizational identification provides an explanation for 

differing levels of church participation. However, identification is not the only factor that 

determines how likely a member is to participate at church. Taylor (1997) analyzed the 

ways that communication satisfaction impacts member satisfaction and participation 

levels. Ultimately, satisfaction with and participation in church was found to positively 

correlate with the satisfaction an individual felt about the communication of the church. 

This study suggests that the warmth and openness of internal communication in churches 

plays a significant role in how church members feel about their church. In a similar study, 

Wilson et al. (1993) set out to better understand the guiding communicative strategies 

employed by a large growing church. In this study, the authors analyzed a highly 

successful and growing Methodist church to find how their communication led to highly 

identified members. Wilson and colleagues found that the church was effective at using 

specific communication strategies to share their philosophy, as well as information on 

their small groups, and volunteer opportunities. Together these communication strategies 

created an environment in which members were able to establish themselves individually 

and create their own identity within the church. Though this research illuminates what 
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types of messages are most effective in church communication, the role communication 

channels play in this communication is still unknown. 

 Another important aspect of church membership is participation. Participation in 

church can be looked at through event attendance, giving, and volunteers (Wilken, 1971). 

Volunteering in church can take on a variety of different forms. In an effort to better 

understand the motivation behind volunteerism at church, Bragg (2013) conducted a 

study that looked specifically at older individuals and their motives in volunteering. The 

findings suggest that for many older individuals, volunteering in church is used to reduce 

personal feelings of guilt. There are, however, other reasons individuals choose to 

volunteer, such as a desire to help others or socialize. Volunteering in the church or at 

organizations that partners with the church can help members feel more connected to and 

identified with the church. Communicating through effective channels will allow 

churches to increase participation within the church, whether that be through attendance, 

events, or volunteer opportunities. Furthermore, as church attendance has increased given 

the new online channels of communication (Gallup Inc., 2020; Weinstein, 2020), it is 

important that churches continue to use these channels of communication to reach out to 

new individuals and increase church attendance (Kim, 2020). 

 
External Church Communication 

 
Although many church communication scholars study membership, leadership 

and other forms of internal communication, external strategies of communication have 

been somewhat neglected by organizational communication scholars (McCully, 2014; 

Sturgill, 2004; Waters et al., 2011). There are, however, numerous books and popular 

press articles surrounding these topics, such as The Social Church: A Theology of Digital 
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Communication by Justin Wise (2014). In this book the author notes, “There is a 

significant gap between knowledge and application in the body of Christ surrounding 

social media” (Wise, 2014, p. 4). Despite what appears to be evidence that this topic has 

been addressed by popular press, scholarly attention has not mirrored this support. 

Sturgill (2004) attempted to address the lack of research on external church 

communication by conducting a discourse analysis of the church websites to better 

understand the outward communication strategies of churches. In this study, Sturgill 

found that church websites tend to be more focused on bringing new members into the 

church and evangelism, rather than used as a tool to communicate with current members. 

This research is important because it shows the uses of the church website, the audience 

churches tailor their website to, and the communication on church websites. Furthermore, 

research looking at external church communication is necessary now as churches are 

faced with communicating through new channels and unable to meet in person. There is 

no research looking at best practices during a pandemic because this is an unprecedented 

event in the modern church. 

 
Outreach 

 Outreach is one of the ways in which churches communicate externally to those in 

the community (Kanagy, 1992). Some churches reach out to the community by passing 

out flyers, providing daycare, or having large events where they welcome those outside 

of the church. In a study looking at how churches can better reach out to others, Cierva et 

al. (2016) expressed the importance of strong communication during large events. For 

many churches, these large events are just one step in how they share their beliefs with 

the community. Large outreach events can play a role in evangelism, but evangelism 
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research more specifically seeks to understand the messages used to communicate the 

spread of the gospel. Understanding external communication, outreach, and evangelism 

are important to the present study because these functions require the use of strategic 

communication channels churches to reach those outside of the church. Furthermore, 

churches have had to implement new channels of communication to reach out to the 

community during the Coronavirus shutdown. My research helps church leaders better 

understand what online channels are (in)effective to reach those outside of the church. 

 
Evangelism 

 According to the Lexico dictionary, evangelism is defined as, “the spreading of 

the Christian gospel by public preaching or personal.” Sharing the gospel and 

evangelizing to others is not only done by churches in an effort to grow, but it is also a 

direct calling they have from God. The Bible says:  

Then Jesus came to them and said, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been 
given to me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the 
name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to 
obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the 
very end of the age. (Matthew 28:18-20, English Standard Version) 
 

This passage makes it clear that understanding what and how to share Christian beliefs is 

essential in evangelism and outreach. To help Christians better understand how to share 

their beliefs, Tveit (2010) conducted a study that looked at the role of communication in 

sharing key biblical truths. This study found that communication is a key motivator for 

evangelism and should focus not only on what needs to be addressed but also on what 

needs to be achieved. This is useful for churches because it illustrates how churches can 

more effectively preach and evangelize to others. Although there are other forms of 

evangelism, preaching messages that effectively share the gospel is one of the main ways 
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churches share their beliefs with others (Hubbard, 1918). While few academic studies 

look at how churches can better communicate their beliefs, many popular press articles 

and books exist to help pastors understand how to share more effectively. For example, 

Penna (2013) wrote an article to help pastors starting churches understand the importance 

of strong preaching within church plants. This article argues that church plants need to 

deliver their messages effectively to ensure that their church can grow and become 

established. It is clear in the existing literature that communication is essential to sharing 

the gospel and plays a vital role in a church’s ability to reach others. Knowing the ways 

in which churches reach others, helps to give a deeper understanding of the role of 

different communication channels within churches. 

Knowing the communication channel that best communicates these messages is 

essential for effective outreach and evangelism (Carlson & Zmud, 1999; D’Urso & Rains, 

2008). Churches have typically used face-to-face conversations to share the gospel; 

however, as churches move online it is pivotal that churches use online channels in ways 

that are effective for sharing the message of Jesus Christ. Currently, televangelism is the 

closest comparison to online church services. While televangelism is widely criticized, 

there are important aspects of televangelism that churches could learn from as they begin 

to reach others through digital platforms (Abelman & Neuendorf, 1986). Even as we 

begin to reopen churches after the Coronavirus shutdown, online evangelism methods, 

such as streaming services and online evangelism messages, needs to continue to be 

utilized in order to reach new audiences. 
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Churches as Organizations 
 

While church communication can and should use the communication strategies of 

non-religious organizations, it is important to note that all churches are unique and will 

not fit into a uniform organizational mold. Yet, communication research on churches 

does not need to treat churches as if they are a completely different entity and are in no 

way similar to other organizations. Much like any organization, churches need to develop 

a strategic communication plan. While many sources exist to help churches craft these 

documents and establish an identity, Gift (2007) found that some churches stay 

purposefully ambiguous in their communication of their identity in an effort to reach the 

most people. Studying churches as an organization is further complicated by the fact that 

it is not a one-size-fits all study. The size, location, and demographics of a church play a 

large role in the way the church chooses to communicate. Furthermore, the denomination 

affiliation of a church is a substantial factor in the way a church functions (Kaylor, 2008).  

Churches also need to market themselves effectively in order to grow, but 

understanding how to do so has proven to be difficult for many churches (Considine, 

1995, 2000, 2002). Medel & Ferguson (2018) emphasize this need to market in their 

argument that the Apostle Paul used public relations to better communicate the gospel. 

Although church communication and outreach looks quite different today, this claim 

furthers the argument that Christianity has always relied on some marketing tools to 

fulfill the call to share the gospel. Seeking to help churches learn to better market 

themselves, Vokura and McDaniel (2004) conducted the first study of its kind that looked 

at churches through a strategic marketing lens and measured the impact of these 

strategies on church growth. In this study, they sought to understand how churches decide 
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which ministries to highlight and why they make these specific ministries. Not only does 

this study give insight into church marketing, but it is also a useful tool in understanding 

organizational strategy at large. Church marketing and organizational communication 

studies have become increasing important as churches have had to move online and find 

new channels to communicate with their audience. The Coronavirus shutdown has forced 

churches to look at church communication in new ways regarding the channels they 

choose to use and how they choose to use those channels. 

 
Study Goals 

 
There are numerous communication studies that address church leadership, 

membership, outreach, and messages, but none have looked at the effects of different 

channels on a church’s ability to communicate messages. The present study addresses 

this gap. Furthermore, this study looks at churches during the Coronavirus shutdown—

when all churches were forced to use online channels to communicate with their 

members. This research gives insight into the (in)effective communication channels 

being used within churches both before and during the shutdown. To understand the 

effectiveness of different channels on the communication of messages regarding events 

and programs from church leaders, I conduct a qualitative study. My research seeks to 

further communication research on churches as well as highlight some of the ways in 

which organizational communication research can be enhanced by looking at church 

communication.  

For this research, I use the four tenets of Channel Expansion Theory—(a) 

experience with communication channel, (b) experience with messaging topic, (c) 

organizational context, and (d) the other individuals in the communication context—to 
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better understand the role of channels within church communication. Specifically, this 

research gives deeper understanding to the impact of different communication channels 

during the Coronavirus shutdown on the overall effectiveness of how churches 

communicate messages internally to their members and outwardly to the community. 

Furthermore, using leaders’ perceptions of their communication effectiveness based on 

their understanding of members online engagement and participation shows how different 

ministries, with different goals, require different communication channels to ensure that 

their messages are well-received by the intended audience. This study provides churches 

with an understanding of best communication practices through a variety of mediated 

channels. My goal in this research is not only that communication effectiveness among 

churches is enhanced during shutdown events, such as a pandemic, but also that such 

research encourages organizational communication scholars to look at churches’ 

communication strategies more frequently in their research.  

 
Research Questions 

 
RQ 1a: What are the channels through which churches communicate different 

messages and how do church leaders perceive the effectiveness of those 

messages? 

RQ 1b: What online channels have been most effective for communicating 

different messages during the Coronavirus shutdown? 

RQ 2a: How does church leaders’ prior experience with different communication 

channels influence their perceived ability to craft effective messages through 

different channels? 
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RQ 2b: In what ways has leaders’ prior experience with different communication 

channels shaped their channel selection during the Coronavirus shift to online 

communication? 

RQ 3a: How have churches adapted their communication channels during the 

Coronavirus pandemic? 

RQ 3b: How has the shift in communication channels due to Coronavirus 

impacted churches ability to communicate effectively to their members? 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 
Methodology 

 

 This chapter outlines the methodology of this study. In this section, the sampling 

method, participant demographics, interview protocol, and the analysis procedures are 

explained in detail. 

 
Participants  

 
The participants in this study were church staff and volunteer leaders in central 

Texas. To be eligible for this study, participants had to serve in a leadership role at their 

church and communicate with members regularly. In order to find participants for this 

study, I used snowball sampling. In this type of sampling, participants are asked to 

recommend other participants for this study (Etikan et al., 2016). I began by reaching out 

to individuals in my social network who serve as church leaders and staff and asked them 

for recommendations. I had several individuals reach out to church leaders and staff that 

they knew and ask them to be a part of this study. Participants were sent an email 

explaining the study and asked to sign up for a time slot. After fifteen interviews there 

was little new information presented by participants. To ensure that I had data saturation, 

I conducted six more interviews. Ultimately, I completed a total of twenty-one 

interviews. 

 The range of different denominations represented in this study ranged Baptist 

(57%, n = 12), Methodist (19%, n = 4), nondenominational (14%, n = 3), Presbyterian 

(4%, n = 1), and Episcopal (4%, n = 1). Of the twenty-one participants, seven were 
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female (33%) and fourteen were male (67%). Three participants served in a volunteer 

leadership position, while eighteen participants worked full-time in a leadership role at 

their church. Tenure working at the church ranges from eleven months to thirty-seven 

years (M = 9 years).  

Procedures 
 

As the sole researcher on this project, I conducted, transcribed, and analyzed 

every interview. Interviews were conducted individually through Zoom and over the 

phone. Before interviews began, participants were emailed a link to choose a time slot 

and their preferred method of communication (Zoom or phone). Of the twenty-one 

interviews conducted, fifteen took place on Zoom and six were over the phone. 

Participants were scheduled in hour increments, but none of the interviews lasted longer 

than 45-minutes. The longest interview lasted 44-minutes and the shortest interview was 

10-minutes. On average, the interviews lasted 29- minutes. 

Before the interview, participants were informed about the purpose of the study 

and asked to give verbal consent to participate in the study. During this time, I explained 

that participants were not expected to answer questions they were uncomfortable with 

and that they had the ability to end the interview at any time. There were no incentives 

and minimal risks for participating in this study. Furthermore, I explained to all 

participants that any information obtained during the interview would not be presented in 

a way that would give away their identity.  

For this research, I chose to conduct individual structured interviews rather than 

focus groups because I wanted to ensure that participants did not feel any social pressure 

to answer in a certain way (Morgan & Krueger, 2020). The interviews were composed of 
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various types of questions, some of which naturally elicited a narrative response from the 

participant. (i.e., please share a story about an experience you had communicating 

through XYZ channel). However, I did not conduct a narrative interview by only asking 

questions that warranted a narrative response. Some prompts asked participants to 

generate a list of the channels they use (i.e., what channels have you used to 

communicate with church members during the pandemic?). Other prompts asked 

participants to explain their perceived effectiveness of these channels (i.e., what mediums 

have you found to be the most effective for sending messages to your intended 

audience?).Participants were asked to answer each question as honestly and accurately as 

possible. Interviews followed the interview guide, although there were some slight 

changes as information is revealed. For example, Gary, a pastor, explained that he was 

the only church leader at a church with a total attendance of 10; therefore, he was not 

asked questions regarding communication co-participants. Every interview was recorded 

and transcribed for analysis. I used the iPhone app, Otter, to record and transcribe the 

interviews that occurred on Zoom. All interviews that happened over the phone were 

recorded using the iPhone app TapeACall and later transcribed using Otter. 

 Data collection occurred over the course of a month, April 17th to May 15th. The 

data collection period occurred during the Coronavirus shutdown and before churches 

began to reopen. The data resulted in 10.25 hours of data and 107 pages of single-spaced 

transcriptions. During transcription, participants were given a pseudonym to ensure 

confidentially and any information they gave that could give away their identity was 

changed or removed. 
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Data Analysis 
 
 After all interviews were transcribed, data analysis began. Before analyzing any 

data, I read through each transcript to familiarize myself with the data. After the initial 

read-through, I created codes based on the four tenets of Channel Expansion Theory: a) 

an individual’s experience with the channel, (b) experience with the messaging topic, (c) 

experience with the organizational context, and (d) experience with communication co-

participants. For example, if a participant talked about working with other staff or leaders 

to communicate, that was coded as an individual’s experience with communication co-

participants. Codes were created to reflect a participants complete thought in response to 

a question. For example, when asked if he was working with other church leaders to 

communicate with church members, Richard, a volunteer leader, responded, “No, I just 

call them on my own.” This response was coded as experience with communication co-

participants. After all interviews were thematically coded (Clarke & Braun, 2017) using 

the four tenants of Channel Expansion Theory, I created second-level codes (i.e., before 

the Coronavirus, during the Coronavirus) based on whether the response was about 

communication before or during the Coronavirus shutdown. Third-level codes were also 

created (i.e., church member’s responses, positive experiences, negative experiences, and 

implications for the future, outreach) to better understand pertinent or useful information 

from participants during the interviews. The number of themes that emerged revealed 

how prevalent the perceived effectiveness of different communication channels were 

among church leaders and staff. For example, 5 participants noted the bulletin as an 

ineffective channel of communication in their church, while 8 participants claimed it was 

one of their most effective channels of communication before the shutdown. These two 
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themes show how the bulletin can be both an effective and ineffective channel of 

communication for a church and varies based on the organizational context of the church 

and messaging topic of the bulletin. In total, the coding process resulted in a total of 38 

overall codes applied 539 times to 368 excepts. The responses given from participants 

often resulted in multiple codes being applied to one excerpt. For example, Michelle, a 

children’s pastor, responded to a question by saying: 

I think for the most part email is effective. Except I know there are people who 
aren’t reading it. Sometimes, I will tell them that a big email went out that I need 
everyone to see, but I only do that occasionally. 
 

This response resulted in 3 codes: perceived effectiveness of channel usage, previous 

positive experience with a channel, and previous negative experience with a channel.  

After creating 1st, 2nd, and 3rd level codes, I read through the transcripts two more 

times and assigned codes. After coding was complete, I established the reliability of the 

codes by sending ten blank transcripts to a fellow graduate student and having her code 

them using the codebook I had created. After she had finished assigning codes to the 

data, we discussed the meanings of the codes and any discrepancies we had before 

reaching an agreement on how the data should be coded. For example, one discrepancy 

we had was over the code “personal experience communicating during the Coronavirus”. 

I originally created this code to use when participants gave answers explaining how they 

had to adapt their communication during the shutdown and how that adaption was 

affecting them personally. However, after talking through the meaning of codes, we 

decided that this was already accounted for by the codes previous positive/negative 

experience with a channel, channels used during the Coronavirus shutdown, and change 

in channel usage during the Coronavirus shutdown. After our discussion, I used the 
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insight she shared with me to code the data one last time. Using the 35 codes in the 

codebook, the final coding process resulted in 497 individual codes to 368 excerpts. The 

next section details the findings from the analysis and the themes that emerged.  

 

 

 

  



42 
 

 
 

 
CHAPTER FOUR 

 
Findings 

 
 

This section outlines the findings and key themes of this study. The initial open 

coding process resulted in 38 codes that was later condensed into 15 categories, which 

here then used as themes for responses regarding channel usage both pre-Coronavirus 

shutdown and during the Coronavirus shutdown. These categories are organized into four 

overarching themes: an individual’s experience with a channel, an individual’s 

experience with a messaging topic, an individual’s experience with the organizational 

context, and an individual’s experience with communication co-participants, which 

represent the four tenets of Channel Expansion Theory (Carlson & Zmud, 1999). Table 1 

provides an overview of the themes and categories. Additionally, during the coding 

process, five other themes emerged to capture (a) communication channels, (b) church 

outreach, (c) challenges faced by churches, (d) frequency of communication, and (e) 

communication after COVID-19. The findings to the research questions are organized by 

whether the question asked to the participants was about communication channels before 

the Coronavirus shutdown as opposed to during the shutdown.  
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Table 4.1. 

Summary of thematic findings 

 

 

Before the Coronavirus Shutdown 
 

RQ 1a and 2a focus on communication before the Coronavirus Shutdown. 

Specifically, participants were asked how they communicated before the Coronavirus 

Core Category Subcategories Definition 
Individual’s experience with a channel Previous positive experience 

Previous negative experience 
Lack of Confidence 
Perceived ability to use the 
channel 
Perceived effectiveness of 
channel usage 
 

An individual’s perception of 
their ability to use a channel 
based on their understanding 
of that channel.  

Individual’s experience with the 
messaging topic 

Change in topic 
Previous positive experience 
Previous negative experience 
Perceived ability to 
communicate the topic 
 

Messages pertaining to the 
topic of the message’s 
individuals communicate 
within their organization 
using different channels. 

Individual’s experience with the 
organizational context 

Previous positive experience 
with the organization 
Previous negative experience 
with the organization 
Perceived ability to 
communicate within the 
organization 
 

How an individual’s 
experience with the context 
(demographics of church 
members, size, location, 
common channels used, etc.) 
of the organization (church) 
influences channel usage. 

Individual’s experience with 
communication co-participants 

Previous positive experience 
with communication co-
participants 
Previous negative experience 
with communication co-
participants 
Frequency of communicating 
with co-participants 

Messages detailing how 
individuals’ experience with 
communication co-
participants (other staff, 
leaders, or members) 
influence channel usage and 
effectiveness. 
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shutdown and how their previous experience with particular channels impacted their 

ability to communicate effectively through those channels. The interview questions 

focused on the four tenets of Channel Expansion Theory (Carlson and Zmud, 1999) and 

were later compared to the answer’s participants gave about their communication during 

the pandemic. Participants were also later asked about the communication co-participants 

involved in their communication at their church, the organizational context that the 

channels were used in, and the messages that they communicated through these channels. 

While every church experienced a change in channel usage during the shutdown, 

churches varied on how much change occurred within the other three tenets of Channel 

Expansion Theory. 

 
Channels of Communication 

In an effort to answer RQ 1a, participants were asked to name the top two 

channels they used to communicate before the shutdown began and how they measured 

the effectiveness of those channels. Participants cited 11 different channels of 

communication used within their church. The most frequently cited channels before the 

pandemic included Facebook (15 participants), Email (13 participants), and a paper 

bulletin (8 participants). Although many of these channels used an online platform to 

communicate with their audience, such as a weekly email, social media posts, or church 

website, every church included in this study was meeting in-person for their Sunday 

services before the pandemic began. Furthermore, eleven of the churches were already 

streaming their Sunday services before the Coronavirus shutdown.  
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Individual’s Experience with the Channel 

According to Channel Expansion Theory (Carlson and Zmud,1999), an 

individual’s previous experience with a channel impacts the effectiveness of that channel 

and the way the individual will use that channel in a future context. If an individual is 

confident with a channel, they will likely be effective in their communication through 

that channel (Carlson & Zmud, 1999). On the other hand, if the communicator has had a 

negative experience communicating through a certain channel, the communication they 

produce through that channel is likely to be ineffective. In this study, an individual’s 

previous experience with communication is important to understanding how effectively 

they can communicate within their church and ultimately resulted in the emergence of 

four subthemes - change in topic, previous positive experience, previous negative 

experience, and perceived ability to communicate the topic. 

Participants were asked to examine their own experience with the channels they 

were communicating through before the shutdown in their church and provide stories 

about when the channels were used both effectively and ineffectively. Jessica, a youth 

pastor, explained that her top channel for communication with church members was 

email and that, “every church I have ever been (worked) in has used email.” She not only 

expected to use email when entering into her current role as the youth pastor, but also 

knew exactly what to expect from that channel. Jessica went on later to say that her 

second most frequently used channel for communication is text messaging, though she 

has had little experience using text messages as a formal channel for communication 

within a church context. Although she had little previous experience with this channel in 

this context, Jessica was quickly able to adjust her communication to this channel and use 
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it in a way she believed to be effective. Learning how to communicate effectively 

through text messaging as a channel was important for Jessica in her role of youth pastor, 

because it fit the organizational context of her church and more specifically her ministry. 

Furthermore, communicating via text allowed Jessica to remind youth about events close 

to the time they began, which she believed to be effective because more students attended 

events. 

Personal experience with a channel outside of the organizational context also 

played a role in the effectiveness of the channel. For example, James, a volunteer leader, 

emphasized how his experience with email made his communication through that channel 

more effective within his church. James currently works in an IT position outside of the 

church which makes him feel confident in his communication through most computer-

mediated channels of communication. He explained, “I am an expert. I work in IT, so it’s 

a way of life.” While other participants did not have the same experience with online 

channels as James, the prevalence of email in many organizations enabled participants to 

feel that they can and do communicate through email effectively. 

Social media was the channel that most participants had the least experience with 

and expertise in. When asked, “Where does your church have the most room for 

growth?,” Laura, an executive pastor, quickly answered, “Social media. We have to get 

better at social media.” Laura explained that her church’s social media needed to better 

engage with her members, but she did know what that would look like or how to do so. 

Laura was not alone in this response. Social media was one of the top noted areas for 

growth, with 5 participants mentioning a need to better use this channel in their church. 

Several participants noted the need to develop a communication strategy and learn how to 



47 
 

communicate in a way that individuals outside of the church could understand. These 

answers point to the growing need for churches to effectively use social media as an 

organization. Furthermore, these findings suggest that while it is helpful to have a 

positive previous experience with a communication channel, like James the volunteer 

leader had, it is not essential in using a channel effectively, as can be seen by Jessica’s 

experience. Church leader’s felt their communication was ineffective when using a 

channel they had little prior experience with; although, as leaders gained experience, their 

confidence and perceived effectiveness of using a particular channel grew. Additionally, 

Channel Expansion Theory explains that previous experience with a communication 

channel is not the only indicator of whether or not a channel is being used to 

communicate effectively. 

 
Individual’s Experience with the Messaging Topic 

An individual’s experience with a messaging topic plays a role in how they 

perceive their effectiveness of communicating that topic through a particular channel 

(Carlson & Zmud, 1999). As such, RQ2a asked: how a church leaders’ prior experience 

with different communication channels influence their perceived ability to craft effective 

messages through different channels. Responses to this question yielded four categories: 

change in topic, previous positive experience, previous negative experience, and 

perceived ability to communicate the topic. Ultimately, the messaging topic varied for 

churches depending on the channel they were using. Worship services, Sunday School, 

and small group Bible studies typically focused on messages of evangelism and 

discipleship; whereas, newsletters, email, and social media focused more on upcoming 

events. These results were consistent among all participants. The bulletin, however, was 
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used to communicate different messages among the different churches. Of the twenty-one 

churches included in this study, 19 of them used a bulletin as form of communication 

before the Coronavirus shutdown. All of those churches used it to communicate 

upcoming events. For three of the churches in this study, they used the bulletin also as a 

guide to worship. It is important to note that the churches who used the bulletin as guide 

to worship are liturgical; whereas the churches who used it to communicate solely about 

events were evangelical. Alex, the rector of a liturgical Episcopal church, noted, “we 

have a paper bulletin, which is pretty substantial. I think it is probably 24 to 32 pages.” 

Alex went on to explain that the bulletin not only housed upcoming events and programs 

that church members needed to be aware of, but also the lyrics to the songs they were 

singing, the script for call and responses, and the scripture they were going to be reading 

that day. 

Participants frequently claimed that their communication skills as an organization 

were not as effective at reaching their members and those outside of the church as they 

wanted to be, but no one claimed that the topic played a role in their perceived 

effectiveness. It was clear that many of these churches are struggling to understand how 

to communicate effectively to their congregation, regardless of the message topic. A head 

pastor, Josiah, explained, “people always claim that we don’t do a good job 

[communicating].” Josiah works hard to understand how to communicate with his 

congregation but frequently falls short. While Josiah tries fix this by explaining messages 

and presenting information to the congregation in new ways, such as rewording it or 

changing when he presents the information to the church, the congregation continues to 

believe that messages are not being communicated effectively to them. Ultimately, this 
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suggest that the problem might not be the topic of the message being communicated, but 

rather that the channel or means of communication does not fit the organizational context 

of the church.  

 
Individual’s Experience with the Organizational Context 

The organizational context impacts the perceived effectiveness of that channel 

due to different organizations requiring different strategies to communicate effectively 

(Carlson & Zmud, 1999). Looking at the organizational context of the church helps to 

answer RQ 2a ,which asked: how a church leaders’ prior experience with different 

communication channels influence their perceived ability to craft effective messages 

through different channels, by explaining how church leaders adapt their channels and 

messages based on their experience with the organizational context of the church. The 

theme of an individual’s experience with the organizational context is made up of three 

categories—previous positive experience with the organization, previous negative 

experience with the organization, and perceived ability to communicate within the 

organization. To understand the role of the organizational context on the effectiveness of 

communication channels, participants were asked how their understanding of the church 

influenced their decision to communication through different channels. For example, 

Dylan, a family and teaching pastor, had to use Facebook as a main means to 

communication in his church, even though it was not a channel he used frequently to 

communicate messages before coming to the church. He noted, “I have not been in a 

church that utilizes Facebook this much. It is more than I’ve ever seen.” This observation 

shows the importance of understanding the organization in how you choose to 

communicate. For Dylan, the most effective channel of communication is Facebook due 
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to its prevalence among members. Whereas in different organizations, Dylan may have 

been more successful using a different channel of communication. The effectiveness of a 

message does not solely rely on the channel of communication or the topic of that 

communication, but also the organization that the communication is taking place in. 

Dylan went on to later explain that although he had previous experience with Facebook, 

communicating in his current church required him to become more familiar with 

Facebook as a means of communication because it was the most effective channel for the 

specific organizational context of his church. 

The church bulletin was another channel that’s effectiveness relied heavily on the 

context of the church. Laura, an executive pastor, believed that members depend on the 

bulletin for vital information within her church. Similarly, Oliver, a creative director, 

explained that at his large, non-denominational church, a study was conducted to find the 

most effective channel of communication. Oliver states: 

The bulletin was every single person’s number one channel of communication 
across every age breakdown. It was fascinating to me. I was convinced it was 
archaic and no one reads the bulletin. And basically, except for high school 
students who had it as their second or third channel of communication, it was 
everyone’s number one. 
 

It is clear that for these churches the bulletin is an essential means of communication due 

to their organizational context. 

On the other hand, Jacob, an associate pastor, explained that the bulletin is not 

effective for his church. He said that when the church meets in-person again he doesn’t 

think the bulletin will be utilized since people often do not take them home or use them 

outside of church to find information. Similarly, several participants claimed that no one 

reads the bulletin in their church and that they are often just left on the floor after service. 
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Daniel, a senior pastor, even joked about making T-shirts for church leaders to wear 

saying, “the information is in the bulletin” since members frequently ignore the 

information provided in the weekly bulletin. While some church leaders, like Daniel, 

believe the bulletin does nothing more than waste paper, other churches, claim that 

bulletins are necessary to communicate effectively with their church. Ultimately, the 

organizational context is central to the perceived effectiveness of a given channel. 

The organizational context impacts more than just the channel that church leaders 

communicate through, but also the way they choose to do so. When asked about the 

organizational context of his church, Josiah, a lead pastor, frequently emphasized the 

uniqueness of his church and that he communicates in quirky ways due to the church’s 

culture. For example, he said that rather than buying a projector for his congregation to 

use on Sunday mornings, he frequently would bring out a television on a cart to show 

videos. He believed in doing this he was able to engage his audience in a unique and 

light-hearted way. Similarly, Troy, who pastors a Spanish speaking church, explained 

that Cinco De Mayo is important for the members of his church so he always puts on a 

special event in celebration. Troy’s effort to celebrate Cinco de Mayo shows how the 

unique context of his church shapes how he approaches his communication with 

members. He went on to explain events like this are important because, “we have to take 

the time to understand other cultures if we are going to minister to them.” The 

organizational context of a church is made up of it is members, church culture, location, 

size, and history of the church, which all need to be considered when deciding on which 

channels to communicate through and how.  
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Individual’s Experience with Communication Co-Participants 

Another key aspect of Channel Expansion Theory (Carlson and Zmud, 1999) are 

the communication co-participants. In this study, communication co-participants are the 

other staff members and church leaders who play a role in the communication within the 

church. I asked participants to explain how they work with other staff and leaders in their 

communication to church members (RQ 2a). The theme of individual’s experience with 

communication co-participants is made up of three categories: previous positive 

experience with communication co-participants, previous negative experience with 

communication co-participants, and frequency of communicating with co-participants. 

Participants frequently noted that they worked closely with other staff and leaders within 

the church when deciding both how and what to communicate. For most participants, 

these conversations happened among staff during a weekly staff meeting. Outside of staff 

meetings, the participants would seek help from the co-communicators to ensure that 

their communication would be effective for the purpose it was serving. James, a 

volunteer leader, explained that for his staff-parish relations committee to be successful, 

the committee had to work together to decide how they were going to communicate and 

who they needed to communicate to.  

On the contrary, Jessica, a youth minister, was the one exception to this pattern of 

communication. She claimed that all of her communication is done by herself. While she 

seeks feedback from her audience—via email, face-to-face communication, or phone 

calls—generating the content of every email, text message, and social media post is her 

responsibility. She made it clear that her church does not work between departments to 

accomplish their tasks unless they absolutely must work together on an assignment. 
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While Jessica was not bothered about this lack of interaction, she explained that she 

believes the church could communicate more effectively and strategically if staff 

members and other leaders would work together to decide how the church would 

communicate. 

Communication During the Coronavirus Shutdown 

In mid-March, churches were confronted with having to shift their 

communication to online channels as the country began to implement shutdowns. 

Churches had to act quickly and develop a plan for online worship and gatherings as it 

became increasingly clear to church leaders that it was no longer safe for their church to 

congregate in-person. Many churches turned to online streaming for their Sunday 

services but this was not the only communicative change that occurred. Churches were no 

longer able to meet for small groups, hold large events, or serve their community in 

person. The changes created challenges for churches and church members as they 

communicated new topics, through new channels, and sought to engage participants in 

new ways. I asked participants to describe the communication changes that were 

implemented in response to the Coronavirus pandemic. Participants’ responses identified 

their church’s communication methods and their channels used at the height of the 

pandemic and nation-wide lockdown, from mid-April to mid-May 2020. Responses 

addressed RQ 1b, 2b, 3a, and 3b which focus on how the shift to online communication 

has impacted church leader’s ability to communicate effectively. Again, these questions 

were analyzed through the lens of Channel Expansion Theory (Carlson & Zmud, 1999) 

which ultimately led to the same themes and categories as the questions regarding 

communication channels before the shutdown. These themes were (a) an individual’s 
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experience with the channel, (b) an individual’s experience with the messaging topic, (c) 

individual’s experience with the organizational context, and (d) individual’s experience 

with the communication co-participants. Ultimately, the goal of these research questions 

is to understand how church leaders have had to change their communication in response 

to the Coronavirus shutdown and the degree to which they perceive these changes to be 

effective.  

 
Channels of Communication 

The Coronavirus shutdown led many churches to choose to meet and 

communicate solely through online channels. RQ 3a asked how churches have changed 

their communication channels during the Coronavirus shutdown and research question 1b 

asked what online channels of communication have been most effective during the 

Coronavirus shutdown. In order to answer these questions, church leaders were asked to 

name the top two channels of communication that they used to communicate during the 

Coronavirus shutdown and the perceived effectiveness of those channels. All but one 

participant in this study noted that they moved their services and communication online. 

The one participant whose church did not begin to stream services was made up of only 

ten members who decided that it was best for the church not to meet at all during this 

time due no previous experience with online channels of communication. The only 

channel of communication for this church was through phone calls, where the pastor 

would occasionally check in on members. While Gary, the pastor, did not say how often 

he calls members, he explained that he has made it a point to check in with each of them. 

It is important to note that this church did not have systems for streaming in place before 

the pandemic and was described as an “older congregation.” For the other twenty 
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participants in this study, this was not the case. Eleven of the twenty-one participants 

were streaming their services through Facebook Live. The participants streaming through 

this channel noted that their congregation enjoyed this channel of communication 

because they were able to chat with each other during the service. Diana, a volunteer 

Sunday school teacher, commented, “Sunday mornings, even when you're doing 

Facebook Live, everybody's making comments and saying, “Hey, good to see you" and 

things like that.” Several participants even noted that their engagement went up when 

they were streaming through online platforms. For example, Alex, a rector, held a prayer 

service every Sunday at 5:00 am before church when they were meeting in person. He 

said that only 1-2 people ever showed up and it was frequently just him. Once he began 

streaming this service through Facebook Live he would see 20 plus individuals engaged 

in this service. Although Facebook Live was the most popular channel for many of the 

participants, it was not the only effective channel for churches to communicate through. 

 Three participants streamed their services on YouTube during the shutdown. Of 

these three churches, Oliver, a creative director, was the only participant whose church 

had been streaming through this service before the shutdown. All of these churches were 

streaming through other platforms as well, such as Facebook and their website, but the 

three churches included here cited YouTube as their top channel for streaming services. 

Oliver, a creative director, claimed, “YouTube works better for a younger demographic. 

Facebook has definitely aged.” Oliver explained that his church chooses to stream 

through Facebook in order to reach those over 25. This seemed to be consistent among 

the participants who were streaming through YouTube. Churches with a younger 
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congregation found YouTube to work well for them, while churches with an average age 

of over 25 were not as successful using this channel.  

Equally cited among participants as one of their top communication channels for 

streaming services was Zoom, with three churches using this channel. Similar to 

Facebook Live, church members enjoyed using Zoom because it gave them a chance to 

connect and experience some sense of normalcy. Laura, an executive pastor, claimed, 

“Zoom allows people to have a sense of community.” Furthermore, 17 of the twenty-one 

participants began using Zoom for small group Bible studies and/or staff meetings. While 

this channel was not ideal for most churches when it comes to Sunday worship, due to 

Zoom allowing individuals to talk to and see each other on the same screen it did seem to 

be effective for communication between smaller groups in the church. Zoom allowed 

members to experience some of the interaction they felt they were missing as church had 

to move online. Zoom was not only successful for keeping church members engaged in 

small groups, but this channel also allowed visitors to be a part of small groups. Jacob, an 

associate pastor, explained, “we have seen visitors joining our small groups through 

Zoom.” Many participants believed visitors were joining Zoom small groups due to 

individual’s feeling lonely and isolated during the shutdown. Jacob believed visitors 

might be joining for an opposite reason. He noted, “for some people, maybe they didn’t 

feel comfortable coming to Sunday school, but they think ‘I’ll just jump on a Zoom call 

and maybe no one will notice I am there’”. This suggests that the growth in small group 

attendance through online channels might be due to a variety of personal factors—

wanting community through interaction or wanting community while remaining 

unnoticed. Lastly, three churches were streaming directly from their church website 
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rather than streaming through a different channel and then uploading the video to their 

website. These churches had all been previously streaming through their website before 

the Coronavirus shutdown and did not implement new channels for Sunday worship at 

the time when these interviews occurred.  

The four most common channels for churches to use for their Sunday worship 

were Facebook Live, YouTube, Zoom, and the church’s website. However, the ministries 

of a church extend beyond Sunday services. These other functions—such as small group 

meetings—occurred through Zoom and Facebook Live. Even though many churches 

experienced increased viewership and participation in small groups through these new 

online channels, participants still frequently found the change in channel usage to be 

overwhelming and difficult to manage. Tanya, a children’s and family pastor, said, “you 

know we’re just putting all this out there hoping something will work” in response to her 

increase of online channel usage and her desire to create communication that is helpful 

for families as they try to get their kids engaged with church online. Participants made it 

clear that while they felt like their communication was effective because they 

communicated through more channels during the shutdown, they also felt as though the 

extra work it took to communicate through more channels was hard to manage. 

Ultimately, these findings suggest that while church leaders felt less confident and 

overwhelmed when having to communicate through new online channels of 

communication, they were able to reach a new and broader audience using these 

channels. The online channels of communication allowed church leaders to be more 

effective in their communication to members and those outside of the church. 
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Specifically, Facebook Live, YouTube, and Zoom have been the most effective channels 

of communication for churches as they have had to move online. 

 
Communication Changes  

RQ 3b asks how the shift in communication channels due to Coronavirus 

impacted churches ability to communicate effectively to their members. In order to 

answer this question and better understand the changes in channel usage that occurred 

during the Coronavirus shutdown, participants were asked to explain some of the changes 

their church had to make in response to the shutdown. Although many participants noted 

that they had been streaming services before the Coronavirus shutdown, none of the 

churches included in this research were doing so exclusively. The shutdown not only 

changed the way the churches held services, but the way they were able to communicate 

with their members overall. Bible studies, small groups, and outreach, which had not 

previously happened through an online context, were moved solely to online channels. 

Along with a shift in channel usage, many churches found that they had to change how to 

communicate internally among staff and volunteers while also changing their message to 

fit the global context.  

For some participants, all of the change that came with the shutdown seemed 

overwhelming and difficult. Many participants claimed they were personally exhausted 

from all the extra work they had to do to move online and experienced high levels of 

screen fatigue. For example, Tanya, a children and family pastor, had to create online 

resources for children that she had never had to do before. She explained that creating a 

Sunday school lesson for parents to teach while at home was much more work for her 

than when she just had to share a Biblical passage with Sunday school teachers and let 
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them decide on every other aspect of the class. Furthermore, Troy, a head pastor, 

explained, “I feel like I am busier now than ever before” due to the increasing need to 

communicate more through additional channels. As a result of moving online and 

creating new resources for church members, church leaders found that they were not the 

only ones experiencing screen fatigue, but their members were as well. Darren, a lead 

pastor, noted, “people are not fully engaged [in worship] after looking at screens all day.” 

He went on to add: 

There is a lot of screen fatigue because if you have school-aged children they’re 
having to deal with their schoolwork and working from home. They are dealing 
with their own communication technology then they’re having to help their kids, 
so there’s a lot of screen fatigue. 
 

 Furthermore, participants noted that their staff and members (typically older members) 

were having difficulty learning new channels that had never been used previously. James, 

a volunteer leader, explained that his church had been sending people out to help teach 

older members how to use the new technologies and be engaged in the church through 

these new channels. 

Other participants were more hopeful focusing on what this change in channels 

can lead to, rather than what they are missing out on. Alex, a rector, explained that this 

shift online might have been what churches needed to find new ways to communicate and 

reach new audiences. He said, “Churches are often reluctant to change, but a push can 

take them to fields that are ripe for harvest.” He later went on to add, “I think it’s just 

been a wakeup call to help us realize the power of online worship and digital media in 

ministry.” This response emphasizes how many churches are behind the curve when it 

comes to the use of technology. Furthermore, a desire for tradition keeps churches from 

moving online and implementing new channels. However, churches may be able to reach 
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more unchurched people by using new online channels of communication. Senior pastor, 

Daniel explained: 

 I think churches were, unfortunately, anti-online. I saw this cartoon and it said, 
‘ten years ago pastors on Facebook Live’ and there was a dog with an angry 
growl and next to it was picture to represent today that said, ‘come visit our 
Facebook Live service’.  
 

Daniel went on to add, “There are these people we can reach online, that we couldn’t 

have before.” Rector, Alex went on to further emphasize that he hopes that churches 

continue using online channels in order to reach new people.  

Regardless of whether participants felt discouraged from adapting their 

communication or excited about the future of church communication, every church 

adapted their communication channels to fit the global context and country-wide 

shutdown. Mario, a discipleship pastor, explained, “We’re having to figure out how to 

stay connected to people in meaningful ways. Moving online, means we have to be a lot 

more purposeful in how we choose to communicate.” On the other hand, Tina, a lead 

pastor, emphasized how the changes in communication had an effect on worship 

experiences. “We can no longer connect with God the way we are used to because so 

much of how you connect with God has to do with community.” While the changes in 

channel usage had varying effects on the communication of churches at large, these 

responses explain how online church communication has to be done carefully due to the 

highly personal nature of spirituality. Ultimately, the findings of this section explain that 

moving to an online context made it harder for churches to communicate effectively with 

their members, due to screen fatigue, a lack of experience with the online channels, and 

feeling overwhelmed. On the other hand, participants noted an excitement about being 

able to use channels in new ways to reach a new audience. Furthermore, while 
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participants felt as though they were not communicating effectively during the virus 

when asked about channel usage during the virus, participants noted that they had been 

experiencing more engagement online than they had before the shutdown began. 

 
Individual’s Experience with the Channel  

RQ 2b asks in what ways did leaders’ prior experience with different 

communication channels shape their channel selection during the Coronavirus shift to 

online communication. In order to answer this question, participants were asked to 

explain how their previous experience with their new online communication channels 

impacted their decision to use certain channels. The responses to this question resulted in 

the emergence of three themes: positive experience with a channel, negative experience 

with a channel, and confidence in channel usage. These themes resulted due to church 

leaders having to shift to online channels of communication. Many church leaders had to 

adapt their communication to completely new online channels, or previously used 

channels that had to be used in a new way. For some participants, prior experience made 

it easy to communicate. For example, Dylan, a family and teaching pastor, explained that 

he had been creating videos to send to members and encourage them throughout the 

week, but they are more personal now and seem to be more effective. Yet for others, they 

were forced to learn a completely new way of communicating in a limited amount of 

time. For example, Tina, a lead pastor, was less enthusiastic about her experience using 

online channels. When asked about her experiences streaming service using Zoom Tina, 

an executive pastor, noted, “I think you know there's obviously a big technical learning 

curve to doing things online and also there's Zoom fatigue already.” Communicating 

solely online was a new challenge for Tina as she had to determine which online channels 
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to use based on how confident she was in her own ability to communicate through that 

channel as well as how confident she was in her members’ ability to learn and 

communicate through that channel. 

Church staff and leaders were not the only ones having to learn new channels of 

communication. Church members often had to seek the help of church leaders as they 

learned the new channels the church decided to communicate through. This was 

especially true for older members which is one of the main reasons that the church Gary 

pastors chose not to meet during the shutdown. Other participants explained they did not 

have the equipment, resources, or means to stream their service in place before the 

shutdown, which made it difficult for them to move online. Luckily, most church 

congregants were able to find ways to engage through online services, but for some, the 

lack of previous experience with online channels led them to disconnect from the church 

completely during the Coronavirus shutdown. One participant even had a church member 

who was so adamant that church services had to held in person that she would come into 

church to watch them as they streamed the service because she felt a need to be at church, 

regardless of the pandemic. While some churches would have simply not let any 

congregants come inside, the head pastor, Bryan decided that as long as it was only one 

member attending church during the streaming services, it was not hurting anyone. This 

example shows how members’ prior experience with a communication channel 

influenced their ability to effectively receive communication through that channel. In the 

end, church leaders did not have the ability to choose channels based simply on their 

prior experience with that channel, but rather they had to choose channels they believed 

church members could and would participate in using. 
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Experience with the Messaging Topic 

Participants were asked questions about the messaging topics they choose to 

communicate with their members during the Coronavirus shutdown. The answers to these 

questions were used to give deeper insight into understanding R Q3a, which ask how 

church leaders have adapted their communication channels during the Coronavirus 

pandemic, and RQ 3b, which asked how the shift in communication channels due to 

Coronavirus has impacted churches ability to communicate effectively to their members. 

Understanding messaging changes during the shutdown provides insight into the 

effectiveness of different channels of communication and how different messaging topics 

may necessitate the use of certain channels. During the shutdown, church leaders not only 

had to learn how to communicate through new online channels, but also what to 

communicate. In order to better understand the messages churches were sending during 

the shutdown, I asked participants if their messages had changed to address the 

Coronavirus pandemic and if so, how. While every church made a point to stick to their 

core message as they usually would in-person, some decided they needed to address the 

pandemic from the pulpit as well. Josiah, a lead pastor, explained that when writing his 

sermons, he often thought about the words quoted from theologian Karl Barth, “keep the 

Bible in one hand and the newspaper in the other.” He went on to explain that for him, it 

is necessary to look at the current state of the world through a Biblical lens. Other 

participants found this balance to be difficult due to varying opinions among the 

congregation as to the seriousness of the virus. Jacob, an associate pastor, noted, “It’s 

hard to balance all the different ideas about the virus. Some think it’s no big deal; others 
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are scared to death. I just don’t know how I can keep everyone happy if I address the 

virus.” 

Many participants claimed to be addressing the Coronavirus shutdown through 

newsletters, social media, and emails rather than from the pulpit. As the shutdown 

continued to make it hard for churches to plan future events and programs, channels that 

had previously been used to communicate about events suddenly were used to 

communicate about COVID-19. Joseph, a pastor, explained that his church created a 

community section in their bulletin to address the Coronavirus, instead of the upcoming 

events. 

Ultimately, churches have found it difficult to measure the effectiveness of the 

messaging topic through different channels since they are now giving new messages. 

Darren, an executive pastor, pointed out that his church is struggling to even know what 

to communicate at this time. Whether churches directly addresses the Coronavirus 

pandemic or only communicate about the logistical changes due to the shutdown, 

churches clearly sense the polarizing nature of communication surrounding COVID-19. 

For most participants, the church service message has stayed the same, but most are also 

making an effort to address the pandemic in other contexts. 

 
Experience with the Organizational Context 

Channel Expansion Theory posits that the organizational context plays a role in 

the perceived effectiveness of a given message (Carlson & Zmud, 1999). Participants 

answered questions about the organizational context of their church and how that played 

a role in their decision to use certain channels (RQ 3a). Additionally, participants were 

asked how church leaders have adapted their communication channels during the 
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Coronavirus pandemic (RQ 3b), and how the shift in communication channels has 

impacted their church’s ability to communicate effectively to their members. Using 

Channel Expansion Theory as key categories, the themes that emerged were consistent 

with those from before the shutdown – previous positive experience with the 

organization, previous negative experience with the organization, and perceived ability to 

communicate within the organization. Even though the most effective channels of 

communication had changed, churches continued to make decisions on how to best 

communicate with members during the Coronavirus pandemic based on what they 

already knew about their congregation. For example, Gary, a pastor whose church did not 

meet online during the shutdown, considered the organizational context of his church 

when he decided that it was best for his church to refrain from moving online because his 

church is smaller and made up of older members. Given that this church had no prior 

online communication channels and they did not have the resources to implement new 

online services at the time. Rather than streaming services, Gary’s church decided to call 

individual members to check-in with them. 

Ultimately, churches had to make decisions about how to communicate based on 

the demographics of their congregation and the resources of the church. The church that 

Oliver, a creative director, was a part of had previously been streaming services through 

Facebook Live, its website, and YouTube. For his church, the organizational context was 

already online so when they could no longer meet in person, the church was ready. The 

church did begin holding small groups through Zoom, which was new for them but given 

that the average age of their congregation was twenty-five, their members quickly 

adjusted. Contrarily, the more rural churches noted that they did not have the resources to 
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properly videotape their services. Even though they were streaming their services, they 

recognized their videos did not have as high a quality as some of the larger churches.  

Outside of knowing which channels to use online, churches have also had to make 

decisions regarding when to open up again. Many of the participants explained that they 

did not know what the future for them held due to the multi-generational composition of 

the church. For example, Jessica, a youth pastor, claimed her church would not be 

opening up again until the virus is completely gone to ensure the safety of its members. 

Tanya, a children and family pastor, noted that even when they do decide to reopen the 

church, they will most likely continue to stream their services until there is a vaccine 

since some of their members will not be comfortable attending church until then. As the 

country continues to make plans to reopen, churches are still having to make difficult 

decisions about when to up again. Darren, an executive pastor, explained, “Just because 

the businesses are opening back up, we’re not throwing open the doors saying, ‘come in’. 

We are a multi-generational church and we have to keep all our members safe.” As 

churches have had to make decisions regarding when to reopen, there has been an 

increasing need for staff and leaders to communicate with each other and to church 

members. 

 
Experience with Communication Co-Participants 

Questions regarding participants’ experience with communication co-participants 

addressed RQ3a, which asked how church leaders have adapted their communication 

channels during the Coronavirus pandemic, and RQ 3b, which asked how the shift in 

communication channels due to Coronavirus has impacted the ability for churches to 

communicate effectively to their members. Participants noted that the shutdown did not 
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lead to changes in communication co-participants, but rather led to new ways of 

communicating with co-participants. Because staff and leaders no longer had the 

opportunity to meet face-to-face, many staff meetings moved to Zoom. The leaders and 

staff met on Zoom to make decisions moving forward, then created their communication 

plan for members accordingly. While the process of assigning responsibilities has not 

changed much, the way these leaders had to go about their communication and working 

alongside others was different now. For example, many participants explained that before 

the shutdown when they had questions about how they were communicating something 

they would pop into their co-worker’s office and ask for help. Now that communication 

among co-workers moved online, participants reported feeling siloed off and as though 

they are communicating in their ministry on their own. Jessica, a youth pastor, expressed 

her discontent with the lack of interaction when she said, “I feel very detached from my 

ministry and my co-workers.” 

 
Outreach 

Although participants were never directly asked about their outreach techniques 

during the shutdown, this theme emerged as many participants explained the importance 

of outreach in their church and their desire to find new ways to do so through online 

channels. When asked questions regarding challenges they were facing during the 

shutdown, how their communication channels had changed in response to the virus, and 

what they think the long-term impact of church communication will be due to the 

Coronavirus pandemic, participants frequently noted concerns regarding outreach and the 

importance of learning how to share the gospel best online. Senior pastor, Daniel’s 

church is particularly focused on evangelism and sharing the message of the gospel with 
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others, but reaching out to non-believers has proven to be difficult. Similarly, Joseph, a 

pastor, emphasized the need to be sharing the gospel when he said, “How do we take care 

of ourselves, but keep in mind that everyday people are dying without Jesus? We need to 

be ministering!” 

While many church leaders were left questioning how to reach the lost during 

these unprecedented times, others expressed excitement about outreach as the world 

moves online. Darren, an executive pastor, explained, "We will have to leverage 

technology for the cause of Christ and the proclamation of the gospel and the training of 

Christ-followers because people are not going to come to the church as often as they once 

did.” Daniel, a senior pastor, further emphasized this point when he said, “We have to go 

online; we can reach the world.” These church leaders are excited about the potential for 

outreach now that their church is using online channels in new ways, but some expressed 

concerns that they had before the shutdown. Alex, a rector, expressed concern about 

knowing how to do outreach when he said, “You can have the best communication 

strategy in the world and still fail to reach people.” Participants emphasized that outreach 

was central to many of their ministries and churches must learn how to effectively do 

outreach through online channels. 

 
Communicating After COVID-19 

 
I asked participants to share their thoughts on the lasting impact of shutdown on 

their church. Answers ranged from communication looking entirely different to 

everything will go back to the way it was before. Darren, an executive pastor, for 

example, believes that Sunday services will continue to be online for most churches. He 

noted, “Online church is just more comfortable for some people.” Alex, a rector, 
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furthered this idea by claiming, “I think everybody pretends to prefer in-person worship, 

but even when things go back to normal there are still people that can’t come or will want 

to check you out online before they visit in person.” Dylan, a family and teaching pastor, 

simply stated, “this is the new normal.” No one knows exactly what church 

communication channels will look like after COVID-19, but responses emphasized an 

understanding among most church leaders that things will not be exactly like they were 

before 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

Discussion and Implications 
 

This study offers a qualitative analysis of the (in)effectiveness of different 

channels used by churches to communicate during the Coronavirus shutdown. The results 

of this study are understood through the tenets of Channel Expansion Theory: (a) an 

individual’s experience with channel, (b) an individual’s experience with the messaging 

topic, (c) an individual’s experience with the organizational context, and d) an 

individual’s experience with communication co-participants (Carlson & Zmud, 1999). 

Examining church communication through Channel Expansion Theory provides useful 

insight into how churches can best communicate with their intended audience. The 

following discussion connects the findings to extant literature on Channel Expansion 

Theory and church communication. Furthermore, this chapter offers practical and 

theoretical implications of this study as well as suggestions for future research. 

 
Summary of Findings 

 
The findings of this study suggest that churches can communicate effectively 

through online channels by applying the four tenets of Channel Expansion (Carlson & 

Zmud, 1999). Although churches faced challenges as they were forced to move their 

communication online, many of the participants in this study found ways to effectively 

reach their congregation, which was noted by an increase in member participation during 

the shutdown. Ultimately, church leaders perceived channels of communication to be 

effective when the numbers of participants matched or surpassed regular attendance 
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numbers before the Coronavirus shutdown. While church leaders did perceive channels 

as effective or ineffective, based on their personal experience with the channel, it did not 

play a significant role on the attendance numbers of members as churches communicated 

online.  

Participants noted Facebook Live and Zoom as the most effective channels for 

overall communication. These channels were effective for church communication 

because they allowed individuals to engage with each other during church services or 

small groups, via chat boxes or talking with each other over video. While Facebook Live 

proved to be more effective for Sunday morning worship than Zoom, the features of 

Zoom provided individuals with the ability to hold small group meetings that facilitated a 

sense of community and fellowship. Given that Zoom allows everyone to talk and see 

each other, this feature can be distracting during a Sunday service; whereas the ability to 

chat during Facebook Live allows members to connect without becoming a distraction to 

the service. Participants repeatedly claimed that they were seeing more involvement in 

worship through Facebook Live and in small groups through Zoom than they had seen 

when the church was still meeting face-to-face. Furthermore, the churches continued to 

use newsletters and emails to communicate about current events and provide the 

congregation with the information they needed, although the messaging topic and 

communication co-participants had changed. The only new channel that participants 

added during the shutdown was Zoom, even though they were using old channels 

(Facebook, Email, Newsletters) in new ways. These findings are further explained in 

relationship to the tenets of Channel Expansion Theory (Carlson & Zmud, 1999).  
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Theoretical Implications 
 
 
Channel Expansion Theory 

The findings of this research further emphasize that each of the four tenets of 

Channel Expansion Theory are useful in understanding channel effectiveness: (a) an 

individual’s experience with the channel, (b) an individual’s experience with the 

messaging topic, (c) an individual’s experience with the organizational context, and (d) 

an individual’s experience with communication co-participants (Carlson & Zmud, 1999). 

However, this study demonstrates that not all four tenants are necessary for effective 

communication during a crisis. For example, while an individual’s experience with a 

channel can play a role in how they perceive the effectiveness of that communication 

channel, the audience’s experience with that channel is more important in whether or not 

that message will be communicated to them effectively. While Channel Expansion 

Theory provides a lens to evaluate an individual’s perceived effectiveness of different 

communication channels, the audience’s perception of channel effectiveness is more 

important than that of the communicator. Furthermore, these findings suggest that the 

organizational context is the most important aspect of Channel Expansion Theory for 

communicators to consider when choosing an effective channel of communication during 

a time of crisis. The following sections discuss the findings of this research in relation to 

each of the four tenets of Channel Expansion Theory. 

 
Individual’s experience with the channel. An individual’s experience with the 

communication channel was central to participant's comfortability and confidence in 

communicating through that channel. According to Carlson and Zmud’s (1999) Channel 
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Expansion Theory, an individual’s prior experience with a communication channel 

influences their ability to communicate effectively through that channel. The findings of 

this research suggest that a communicators confidence in using a particular channel is 

influenced by their perceptions of the effectiveness of that channel. Individuals who 

believed that they could communicate well through a channel also believed that they 

were communicating effectively through that channel. These findings are consistent with 

Channel Expansion Theory. Inconsistent with Channel Expansion Theory (Carlson & 

Zmud, 1999), were findings that suggested that individuals can learn how to effectively 

communicate through a channel, even if they had previously had a negative experience 

with that channel. Furthermore, an individual’s ability to communicate through a channel 

was found to be less influential on the effectiveness of the channel, than other tenets of 

Channel Expansion Theory (Carlson & Zmud, 1999). 

 
 Experience with the messaging topic. Channel Expansion Theory (Carlson & 

Zmud, 1999) further posits that an individual’s experience with the messaging topic 

influences the effectiveness of the communication of that topic through a channel. The 

findings of this research suggest that while this tenet of Chanel Expansion Theory 

(Carlson & Zmud, 1999) may play a role on the effectiveness of communication through 

certain channels, it is not imperative to the effectiveness of a communication channel. In 

this study, few participants noted a change in the messages being communicated to 

church members during the shutdown. For many of the churches included in the study, 

messages regarding the Coronavirus shutdown were limited to how their church was 

responding. Church leaders made it a point not to turn their Sunday services into a news 

session. Rather than address Coronavirus during service, church leaders frequently used 
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their newsletter or weekly emails to address concerns about the virus. Church leaders 

used the channels that had previously focused on upcoming events to address the 

Coronavirus since the events had been canceled due to the shutdown. Church leaders 

overwhelmingly felt ill-prepared to discuss the shutdown outside of what the church was 

doing and therefore decided to stick to their normal topics of communication.  

 
Experience with the organizational context. One of the most influential factors in 

the effectiveness of certain channels was the organizational context. According to 

Channel Expansion Theory (Carlson & Zmud, 1999), an individual’s experience 

communicating with and understanding of a specific organizational context influences the 

effectiveness of that communication. For example, if churches had previous streaming 

channels in place, they frequently continued to use those channels while also 

implementing new channels. Furthermore, church leaders implemented a multi-channel 

approach to communication as they worked to communicate within a multi-generational 

context. Churches had to consider their demographics and resources when planning the 

channel they were going to use to communicate with their church. Consistent with 

Channel Expansion Theory (Carlson & Zmud, 1999) church leaders who had positive 

prior experiences communicating with their church and an understanding of what 

channels were most effective within their congregation, were able to better communicate 

during the shutdown than those who did not. 

 
Experience with the communication co-participants. The communication co-

participants also had an impact on the effectiveness of the communication channel. 

Leaders and staff were able to communicate more effectively when they had the 
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opportunity to work as a team, rather than by themselves. Leaders reported feeling siloed 

and alone in their ministry when they did not have the opportunity to work together to 

construct messages for their church in the same way they did before the shutdown. 

Several leaders reported not being as involved in meetings via Zoom because they did not 

want to talk over others. The lack of interaction among staff made them feel as though 

they were on their own in their ministry and did not have the opportunity to have their 

voice heard in the overall communication of the church. Ultimately, churches found 

online communication among staff and leaders as less effective during the Coronavirus 

shutdown, even though Zoom proved to be an effective channel in other contexts. 

These findings suggest that each of the four tenets of Channel Expansion Theory 

(Carlson & Zmud, 1999) plays a role in an individual’s ability to communicate through 

certain channels. An individual’s previous experience with a communication channel 

played a role in the effectiveness of that channel because individuals who felt less 

confident in their ability to use that channel either used it less or not at all. The messaging 

topic also seemed to play a role in channel effectiveness because individuals frequently 

stuck to the topics they were communicating before the virus. The organizational context 

was one of the most influential factors in whether or not a channel was effective. The 

churches who communicated through different channels depending on the demographics 

of their intended audience, such as using YouTube to stream their services to high school 

and college students, were more effective than those who did not. This finding further 

supports the notion that communication is most effective when it is created for a specific 

audience (Webster, 1998). Communication co-participants helped safeguard against 

message ineffectiveness, but the shutdown made it harder—but not impossible—to 
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communicate with other church leaders. Most of these churches believed they were 

communicating as effectively as they could due to their need to implement new channels 

quickly in response to the Coronavirus shutdown. At the same time, every participant 

noted areas of their communication that could be more effective and areas for growth 

within their church, such as creating and implementing consistent communication 

strategies, learning to communicate in a way that those who do not regularly attend 

church can understand, and using social media in a more engaging way. The findings of 

this research further support the utility of Channel Expansion Theory (Carlson & Zmud, 

1999). Specifically, this theory can assist church leaders in deciding what channels to 

communicate through. These findings suggest that communicators are more comfortable 

in their communication when they have had positive prior experience with the channel. 

Contrarily, these findings also suggest that previous experience with the communication 

channel and communication co-participants are less influential on the actual effectiveness 

of a channel, whereas the organizational context and messaging topic are more influential 

on the effectiveness of communication using a certain channel. Inconsistent with Channel 

Expansion Theory (Carlson & Zmud, 1999), these findings suggest that the receiver of a 

message is more influential in understanding the effectiveness of that channel than the 

sender. Although it is important for a communicator to consider their own abilities when 

choosing what and how to communicate, understanding the audience receiving the 

messages from a specific channel is more important to the overall effectiveness of that 

channel. Moreover, an individual’s prior experience with a communication channel had a 

strong influence over whether or not they perceived a channel to be effective for 

communication, even though the response from the audience suggested otherwise. This 
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finding serves as reminder that the effectiveness of communication needs to be assessed 

from the perspective of the audience, not just from the communicator. Furthermore, this 

research highlights the importance of evaluating the organizational context when 

assessing how to communicate effectively within an organization.  

 
Contributions to Communication Literature 

 
The findings of this study further our understanding of church communication 

research by explaining how churches have had to shift their communication channels 

amid the Coronavirus pandemic and the perceived effectiveness of those channels. 

Furthermore, this research allows us to look at communication through the lens of the 

communicator rather than the audience to measure communication effectiveness. While 

audience perception may be a better tool to understand the effectiveness of 

communication, understanding how communicators perceive their effectiveness gives 

deeper understanding to why individuals choose to communicate through the channels 

they do.  

Given the lack of research on churches use of strategic communication, as noted 

by McCully (2014), Murphy et al.(2017), and Wood (1999), this research offers also 

insight into how churches can better communicate and market themselves in an online 

context. Vokura and McDaniel (2004) as well as Medel and Ferguson (2018) call 

researchers to study the marketing techniques of churches. While this study does not 

specifically look at marketing, it does provide a deeper understanding of how churches 

can communicate online and reach out to those outside of the church. Furthermore, 

Sturgill (2004) looked at church websites and found that many churches were not 

utilizing them to their full potential. Given that churches have moved online, this research 
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will serve as an aid for researchers looking to better understand how churches use online 

channels. 

Additionally, this research offers contributions to church communication 

literature by demonstrating the importance of outreach and fellowship. For example, 

Matthew 28:18-20 calls Christians to go and “make disciples.” As church leaders have 

been required to stay inside, they are trying to find new ways to fulfill this calling. Much 

like research from Tveit (2010), this study offers a deeper look at church outreach 

through mediated channels. The increasing church attendance that has been seen during 

the pandemic illustrates how implementing new communication channels allows 

churches to reach new people and share the gospel. Furthermore, participants in this 

study frequently noted a desire for in-person worship and fellowship. These findings 

suggest that the interpersonal relationships fostered within churches are an important part 

of church membership. The findings from this study also offer important practical 

implications for church communication. 

 
Practical Implications 

 
The finding from this study offer further insight into channels of church 

communication that church leaders should take into consideration when planning how 

they communicate during times of crisis. During the Coronavirus, communicating 

through channels that allowed for feedback and interaction proved to the most effective 

in keeping members engaged and reaching out to those outside of the church. I 

recommend churches continue to use these channels, even as they reopen their doors, to 

ensure that they are able to reach a broad audience. Moreover, churches need to choose 

communication channels based on their audience, rather than their personal channel 
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preference. The findings of this study suggest that even though church leaders may not be 

as confident with certain channels, individuals can learn how to use a variety of channels. 

By considering their audience and focusing on the channels that their members are 

familiar with, leaders will be able to communicate in their church more effectively than if 

they only focused on channels they know. Additionally, taking a multi-channel approach 

to communication in churches gives churches the opportunity to reach a wide array of 

members and encourage members who might not have been communicated with to get 

involved. Specifically, in regard to the Coronavirus shutdown, using many different 

channels of online communication helped churches in this study reach multi-generational 

audiences. Furthermore, in order for channels to be used most effectively, communication 

between staff members and leaders is essential. Church leaders need to communicate 

together, rather than dividing up duties and working separately. As churches moved 

online, Zoom was found to be an effective channel for communicating in small groups, 

whether that be a work meeting or a Bible study. Lastly, churches need to find ways to 

communicate Biblical truths while also addressing the context of their community and the 

globe. For example, it is important that church leaders talk to their congregation about the 

Biblical calling to serve those in need and take care of people, while also acknowledging 

the situation the world is facing in response to the Coronavirus pandemic. While the 

pulpit does not need to become a news broadcast, church members need to know how to 

apply Biblical truths to the world around them, such as serving others, sharing the gospel, 

and showing love to all people. While this research offers practical implications, it also 

offers insight into areas for future research. 
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Future Research 
 

Researchers need to continue to look at churches as rich sources of information 

regarding different aspects of communication studies, such as interpersonal, 

organizational, and rhetorical studies. Studies focusing on church communication ought 

to continue to investigate aspects of their communication strategies, organizational 

membership, and member dissent. Church communication studies also offer the 

opportunity to understand religious rhetoric and the unique interpersonal communication 

individuals experience within a religious context.  

  One of the key findings in this study was the importance of outreach within 

churches. By studying the effectiveness of different channels used for outreach, 

researchers are able to understand how churches can better reach their community 

through online channels. The Coronavirus shutdown left church leaders with questions 

scrambling to fulfill their missions through new online channels. I suggest that scholars 

begin looking at online channels of communication and the opportunities they afford for 

churches to share the gospel to both those around them and across the globe. It is likely 

that churches will continue to use online channels, so understanding how to utilize them 

most effectively will help churches reach a broader audience and fulfill their mission. 

Lastly, as the world continues to be affected by COVID-19, researchers must 

continue to study how churches have adjusted their communication strategies and 

channels to fit a new online context. By understanding how churches have responded 

during this shutdown, we will be more prepared for future events. Furthermore, the 

effects of COVID-19 will continue to be seen in churches for years to come. As many 

participants in this study noted, this may be our “new normal” and churches will need to 
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direct more energy toward their online communication. There is undoubtedly going to be 

a learning curve for churches as they adapt to this new technology, and research on 

church communication can help churches learn to navigate online communication. 

 
Limitations 

 
This study shows how the four tenets of Channel Expansion Theory (Carlson & 

Zmud, 1999) played a role in the perceived effectiveness of church leader’s 

communication in response to the Coronavirus shutdown; however, several limitations 

need to be considered in this study. First, this study had a small sample size, with only 

twenty-one participants, whose churches were all located in central Texas. This study is 

not representative of the experiences of all churches across the United States as the 

shutdown affected different areas of the country differently. Secondly, while this study 

included churches from different denominational backgrounds, most of the churches 

represented in this study were Baptist. Third, the interviews took place over the course of 

a month, during which the shutdown was in different phases. Individuals interviewed in 

April were experiencing a different phase of the shutdown than did those who were 

interviewed in May. Lastly, since this research looked at staff and leaders in differing 

roles within the church, their personal use of communication channels varied based on 

their specific ministry. 

Conclusion 
 

Only time will tell the lasting impact of the Coronavirus pandemic on church 

communication. It is certain, however, that this unprecedented event will change how 

churches communicate. This study highlights the importance of the individual using a 

channel on the perceived effectiveness of communicating through that channel. This 
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study further supports Channel Expansion Theory (Carlson & Zmud, 1999) and its ability 

to measure channel effectiveness. The findings of this study further suggest that the 

audience must also be considered as a key factor in determining the effectiveness of 

communication through various channels. Further research needs to be done to 

understand how churches can most effectively communicate and share the gospel. 
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APPENDIX  
 

Interview Guide 
 
 

Individual Interview: Questions for Participants 
 
[Intro overview: define effective communication, internal communication, 

communication channel, summarize study purpose, preview questions to be asked] 

Let’s begin with some basic questions about your time at the church… 

1. What is your position at your church? 

a. How long have you had this position? 

2. What initially drew you to this church? 

a. Please give an example of the messages you heard in this church that gave 

you a desire to become a member. 

For this next section, participants will name the two channels through which they 

communicated most frequently before the Coronavirus pandemic and will answer the 

next set of questions for each channel. 

Experience with Channel 

1. How frequently did you use [insert channel] to communicate before you began 

your current position? 

2. What is your previous experience with [Insert channel]? 

3. Please share a story about an experience you had communicating through [insert 

channel]. 
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4. Can you recall a time you were communicated with effectively or ineffectively 

through [insert channel]? If yes, please share. 

Messaging Topic 

1. What type of messages do you typically communicate about through [insert 

channel]? 

2. Why did you choose [insert channel] for this specific message? 

3. How do you believe [insert channel] impacted the delivery of this message? 

Organizational Context 

1. Did your previous knowledge of your church’s communication strategies 

influence your choice to communicate this message through [insert channel]? If 

so, please explain why. 

2. Have you noticed that certain channels are more effective in communicating 

different messages? Please describe some of those experiences. (Participants will 

only answer once at the end of this section) 

3. Have you noticed differences in the way your church communicates than other 

organizations you have been a part of? If so, what have those differences been? 

What were the outcomes of both communication strategy? (Participants will only 

answer once at the end of this section) 

Communication co-participants (Participants will only answer once at the end of this 

section) 

1.  Do you work with others to craft your messages to church members? If so, how 

do they impact the message you send? 
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2. Does your relationship with certain individuals in this ministry impact the channel 

through which you send messages? If so, please explain. 

3. Does your understanding and perceptions of the members of this ministry impact 

the channel through which you send messages? 

(Participants will only answer once at the end of this section) 

1. What mediums have you found to be the most effective for sending messages to 

your intended audience? 

2. Why do you believe these channels are the most effective? 

3. What channels have you found to be ineffective? 

4. Why do you believe they are ineffective? 

Now let’s move on to questions about how the covid-19 pandemic has influenced your 

communication. 

1. What has changed at your church since the pandemic began? 

2. Please tell me about your experience as a church leader and communicator 

during this pandemic. 

3. What channels have you used to communicate with church members during 

the pandemic? 

a. How do you believe these new channels have impacted your ability to 

communicate at this time? 

4. What is the biggest challenge you have faced communicating with your 

members during the pandemic? 

5. How has the Coronavirus pandemic impacted your messaging topic? 
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6. How are you working with others to communicate with your church through 

your new communication channels? 

7. How did your previous communication experience at the church play a role in 

how you are choosing to communicate during the pandemic? 

8. Do you think this pandemic will have a lasting impact on your 

communication? 

a. If yes, how? 

Wrap up questions… 

1. What is one thing that you believe this church could do better to communicate 

with… 

a. Staff? 

b. Leaders? 

c. Members? 

d. The community? 

2. Is there anything else you feel would be helpful for me to know? 

Thank you for your time and your willingness to participate in this research. 
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