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ABSTRACT
Title of Thesis: Best Practices Guide to Social Media for Churches

Jordyn Helgen, Master of Science, 2021

Thesis Directed by: Andrew Smith, Associate Professor of Communications

This project focuses on providing a resource for churches and similar nonprofit organizations to
utilize in order to maximize their social media strategy and generate ideas for content.
Furthermore, it will help these organizations to better understand social media and how they can
use social media tools to accentuate their religious values and accomplish their mission.
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Introduction

As a communications and marketing professional who just transitioned out of a role as a
church communications and marketing director, I found myself frustrated at the lack of resources
there seemed to be available to church communicators as a whole. That’s why I decided I wanted
to create a website to help other church communicators navigate the ins and outs of social media
and digital storytelling. I saw a need for a resource for churches (and other nonprofit organizations)
to utilize in emphasizing their values and carrying out their mission.

For my project, I have created a website — helgenconsulting.com — that serves as a guide
for churches and similar religious organizations. The guide functions as an interactive website that
includes articles, interviews, and podcasts, and features graphics and videos in order to create
visual interest and simplify the steps outlined. The guide is based on my research and personal
experience in the field.

This project is important because it helps churches and nonprofit organizations who don’t
necessarily have the resources to outsource marketing professionals to help them engage and
connect with their communities. This guide will be a free resource that will help such

organizations maximize their potential and achieve their goals.

Below are several resources that I found to be useful during my research to help
contextualize the state of my field. You’ll find that I have included a variety of topics, ranging
from the LGBTQ+ nonprofit organizations to churches and organizations in Sweden, China, and
beyond. It is important to understand social media and how it has been used successfully by
nonprofit organizations around the world, especially as Christianity continues to decline in the

western hemisphere.



Literature Review

While some people are enthralled with social media, and others don’t care for it, most of
us can agree that social media is a powerful tool. It offers a variety of features that we can use to
connect with friends and family and that businesses can use to market to customers, promote
their messages, and develop a following. Cabosky (2016) found that quantitative data alone
cannot always be used to predict trends in social media. He argues the value of other metrics,
such as consumer demographics, the social media platform being used, and consumer
engagement. Callahan (2019) examines social media as a tool for subcultures and minority
groups to connect with each other. He finds that certain communities connect with each other
online through specific apps such as Snapchat, which is the focus of his research. Carlson and
Lee (2015) examine the impact of customer relationship management on social media by
surveying college students and performing a statistical analysis. Their research determined that
demographics, communication, and immersion have a “significant effect” on followership.
Checketts (2018) uniquely explores the risks associated with a leader or person of authority, such
as a pastor, who chooses to utilize social media. Because we have the option of creating personal
accounts or professional accounts, we must be wise when posting about politics, religion, etc.,
since consumers might not choose to separate the two when deciding their opinions about the

person/brand/account.

Clear (2018) gives some context as to the marketing practices of nonprofit organizations.
Her research maintains that nonprofit organizations must use discretion and caution when
implementing marketing strategies, ensuring that they are using innovative yet practical

approaches. Crawford (2019) examines the social media trends of millennials. This provides



valuable information, as this particular demographic is not easily accessible by all nonprofit
organizations. In “Digital Shepherding” (2018), the authors collectively examine the role of
media and its effects on ministry. It specifically focuses on the religious sector and provides
good information about the importance of social media to a nonprofit organization in today’s
digital age. Dogaru-Tulica and Adina-Loredana (2019) perform a case study regarding Gabriela
Firea, mayor of Bucharest in Romania. They find that social media can be a platform for the
political climate and can tremendously sway public opinion.

Gelfgren (2015) further develops the conversation around religious leaders and social
media, and highlights the risks of such leaders not having social media accounts. He examines a
former Archbishop of Sweden and how him not having a Twitter account led to several
impersonators to create accounts. Gao (2016) hones in on the role of social media for nonprofits
in China. He determines the effectiveness of various strategies within the nonprofit segment. He
et al. (2016) conduct a case study and describe a framework for analyzing and comparing social
media content from business competitors. They argue that businesses and organizations should
be monitoring and analyzing content regularly in order to carry out their mission as effectively as
possible. Hutchings (2017) examines the Church of Sweden’s social media marketing efforts.
His research found that consumers who develop an emotional attachment or receive some sort of
emotional validation are more likely to follow and interact with a page than those who do not.

Knudsen and Nielsen (2019) analyze the marketing practices of various churches. They
determine that all churches should move to having an online presence if they haven’t already.
Lev-On and Lissitsa (2018) examine the social media habits of users with various religious
backgrounds. They found that those coming from minority religions felt digitally divided, while

those coming from more widespread religions and denominations were more likely to use social



media. Mazid (2019) explores Facebook and all its implications for the nonprofit sector. He
specifically outlines the advantages of the platform for LGBTQ+ nonprofit organizations.
Ming-Yi (2020) uses the Globalization Theory, Systems Theory, and Organization-Public
Relationship Theory to dissect the various social media platforms (Facebook, Instagram,
Twitter) and discuss the advantages and disadvantages of using each for different businesses,
including nonprofit organizations.

Based on his research, Newman (2016) reports that businesses (and nonprofits alike)
could learn a lot from political pages when it comes to social media. Pressrove and Pardun
(2016) examine the phenomenon known as a parasocial relationship and its importance in social
media. They found that the more emotionally invested a person is to a company or account, the
more likely they are to financially contribute to that cause. Rajan and Vaz (2018) focus on the
social media platform Whatsapp and how acronyms emerge out of social media platforms. This
gives some good context as to why a church or nonprofit organization should be aware of
various acronyms and trends that are emerging and when not to use them. Raman (2016)
examines the effects of social media, analytics, and cloud computing on nonprofit organizations
in the context of India.

Ratcliff, et al. (2017) utilize the uses and gratifications model to examine why people
utilize social media and how businesses, especially churches and other nonprofit organizations,
can tailor their content to fit the various expectations that exist. Roy (2021) explores the idea of
social media as “property” and how that gives a sense of ownership to the working class. Seeling
et al. (2019) really delves into nonprofit social media and all of the implications associated with
it. They find that, when best practices are implemented, success is reached not only in the social

media realm but in other marketing endeavors as well. And, finally, Tully et al. (2019) analyzes



the Ebola virus and how social media (specifically Twitter) can be used to educate, promote, and

raise awareness.
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