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ABSTRACT 

This thesis investigates how the Catholic Church has adapted to the emergence of new media, its 

strategies, benefits, and impacts on the local church. Religious institutions such as the Catholic Church 

have entered the world of new media in an effort to achieve their aims and objectives, emphasizing the 

power of new media as ‘new spaces for evangelization’. This situation requires a reorganization that takes 

into account the historic development of the Holy See’s structures of communication, unified integration, 

and management. As a result, the Dictionary of Communications was created to respond to the current 

demands of communication by factors of convergence and interactivity. To assess how the new Dicastery 

of Communications has fared in the face of recent changes, the study traces the historical evolution of the 

Church’s attitude towards the media, from one of outright hostility in the early decades of the twentieth 

century to a much more open and progressive stance today. 

Generally, the study aims to explore how the Vatican has adapted to new media and the strategies, 

benefits, and impacts on the local church. Specifically, the study identifies how the Vatican uses new media 

strategies to engage existing audiences and to market to potential adherents; to explore how the new 

Dicastery for Communications is taking full advantage of the benefits and opportunities presented by the 

new media and engagement paradigms; to examine the barriers to and dangers of the Vatican's adoption 

of new media strategies to engage existing audiences and to market to potential adherents; and lastly, to 

consider how new media strategies from the center cascade and impact local churches. 

The study employed the use of qualitative research methods, with the elite interview used as the 

medium of data collection in the research. Interviews conducted with nine elites, including three each of 

the members of the Vatican’s Dicastery for Communications, local Church officials in the developing 

world, particularly the Archdiocese of Ibadan, and independent experts with knowledge about the 

Vatican's media, serve as major data employed to discover how successful Pope Francis and the Catholic 

Church as a whole have been in this endeavor of strategic communications and synodality. The initial stage 

of the data analysis procedure involved transcribing the interviews, prioritizing the objectives of precision 

and ethical reporting in documenting the participants' remarks. The transcribed data were further analyzed 

using thematic data analysis techniques. 

The study finds that the new media strategies adopted by the Vatican have succeeded in terms of 

enabling a more coherent internal communications structure but have largely failed to attract new converts 

to Catholicism. Overall, the findings suggest the church is still finding its way in the new media sphere. 

Conceptually, the church is on the right track. Its challenge now lies in implementing the practical steps 

necessary if the digital sphere is truly to become a modern space for evangelisation.  
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INTRODUCTION 

0.1 Overview 

 The Vatican is the oldest continuously functioning institution in the world 

(Shelley, 2009). Its internal structures, liturgical rites and theological doctrine are 

informed by centuries of accumulated tradition and precedence. Yet this most ancient 

of institutions is as compelled as any other in the modern world to move with the times 

and keep abreast of the changing nature of technology and communications. In an ever 

more connected world, where individuals can access vast amounts of information at 

the click of their fingers, the Vatican has little option but to jump aboard the new media 

trend as it seeks to convert future generations of Catholics. Religious institutions such 

as the Catholic Church have thus entered the world of new media in an effort to achieve 

their aims and objectives, emphasising the power of new media as ‘new spaces for 

evangelization’. This study investigates the ways in which the Church has adapted to 

recent changes. The study finds that the new media strategies adopted by the Vatican 

have succeeded in terms of enabling a more coherent internal communications 

structure but have largely failed to attract new converts to Catholicism. Further steps 

are needed if the Church is truly to make a success of its new media operations.  

 The relationship between the media and religion has become a major field of 

academic investigation in recent decades (Lovheim and Lynch, 2011: 111). This 

reflects an increasing awareness of how internet and digital technologies are creating 

what analysts call 'the media age' – an all-pervading environment in which institutions 

of every description, religious ones included, are compelled to participate (Lovheim 

and Lynch, 2011: 111). Over recent decades, the media has expanded to fill almost 

every sector of society (Castells, 1996, 2001). Indeed, according to StigHjarvard 

(2013: 83), the media now constitutes a pervasive human network through which the 

majority of human interaction and communication is filtered. The defining 

characteristic of 'the media age' is that the media has successfully positioned itself as 

'the unquestioned centre of society' (Couldry, 2003: 1). 

The central role of the media in the modern age has been further accentuated 

by the rise of new media in recent decades. ‘New media’ can be defined as 'those 

digital media that are interactive, incorporate two-way communication, and involve 

some form of computing' (Logan, 2010: 4). This is in contrast to 'old' analogue media, 
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such as the telephone, radio, and television, which broadcast purely in one direction. 

Previously, each type of media had its own particular functions and markets, and was 

regulated differently (Jenkins, 2006: 10-11). Companies that published newspapers, 

books or magazines, for instance, generally did very little else (Pool, 1983: 23). New 

media makes it possible for “the same content to transmit through different channels 

and assume different forms at the point of reception” (Jenkins, 2006: 11). The 

increasing frequency of cross-media forms of ownership makes it even easier for the 

same content to be transmitted across “different channels and in different forms” 

(Jenkins, 2006: 11).  

Initial analysis assumed that the relationship between new and old media would 

be antagonistic, with the 'interactive new media' causing the collapse of the 'passive 

old media' (Negroponte, 1990). As Negroponte stated almost three decades ago, 'The 

monolithic empires of mass media are dissolving into an array of cottage industries… 

Media barons of today will be grasping to hold onto their centralised empires 

tomorrow' (1990: 9). It was thus expected that the new media would fully absorb and 

supersede old media (Jenkins, 2006: 5). 

However, modern perspectives emphasise the convergence of new and old 

media (Jenkins, 2006: 6). Rather than assuming that the new media will supersede the 

old, scholars now posit that the two forms of media will interact and produce some 

form of convergence or blending (Jenkins, 2006: 6). The idea of convergence was 

perhaps first theorised by Pool (1983) in Technologies of Freedom. Pool (1983) argued 

that 'convergence of modes' was blurring the lines between different types of media. 

Thus, Pool (1983: 23) predicted that a single physical mode could carry services that 

were previously provided separately – hence 'the one-to-one relationship that used to 

exist between a medium and its use is eroding'. In many cases, older forms of media 

now use computer technology, which means that 'new media' often combine these 

older media with some form of digitalisation (Logan, 2010: 4-5). A newspaper website 

would be a good example of how 'old' and 'new' forms of the media have blended in 

this manner. As Bolter and Grusin (1999: 15) observe, new media refashions older 

media to produce a hybrid form that balances the two. Convergence of the two media 

forms, rather than supersession of the old by the new, thus appears to be the order of 

the day.  
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Broadly, there are three main schools of thought about how the new media 

operates. The first regards new media as a neutral vehicle for transmitting content 

(Hoover, 2006). The second, more Marxist perspective holds that media, in whatever 

form, fulfils an ideological function by enabling “the reproduction and legitimisation 

of social structures and their underlying logics of domination” (Jauréguiberry and 

Proulx, 2011; Gauthier and Uhl, 2012: 54-5). The third, more liberal view considers 

new media to present new opportunities for individual self-expression and freedom 

(Hoover, 2006). New media can therefore be regarded as 'neutral, alienating, or 

liberating', depending on which of these three perspectives one adopts (Gauthier and 

Uhl, 2012: 54-5). 

Deciding on which of these perspectives is most accurate holds important 

implications for any religious institution seeking to utilise new media for the purposes 

of evangelisation. If the Marxist perspective is correct, for instance, then the Church 

arguably faces an uphill battle in overcoming the biases and structures potentially 

already built into new media. On the other hand, if new media is indeed simply a 

neutral vehicle for transmitting content, then this implies that the Church can 

potentially use new media instrumentally as a tool for evangelisation. Understanding 

the true nature of new media is therefore of critical importance for the purposes of this 

study.  

The debate over religion and new media comes at a time when the “re-

emergence of religion into the public sphere in the twenty-first century has taken many 

observers by surprise” (Hoover, 2018: 18). The greater visibility of religion and 

religious themes in the public square is regarded as emblematic of the de-secularisation 

(Berger et al., 1999) or re-sacralization (Demerath, 2003) of modern society (Hjarvard, 

2013: 79). Yet empirical studies of the 1981-2001 period demonstrate a clear 

correlation between the modernisation of society and its secularisation (meaning a 

decline in traditional religious behaviour and beliefs) (Norris and Inglehart, 2004). At 

the same time, however, this decline in formal religion has been accompanied by an 

increase in individual self-expression, spirituality and more individualised forms of 

religious belief and practice (Bruce, 2002; Dobbelaere, 2002; Taylor, 2007; Hjarvard, 

2013: 79). This paradox – an increasing yearning for spirituality in an increasingly 

secularised world – presents religious institutions with both threats and opportunities.  
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Historically, the media has exerted significant influence on religion; changes 

in the media environment have often shaped developments in the religious sphere 

(Hjarvard, 2013: 84). In the history of Christianity, for instance, the dissemination of 

written texts, and later the invention of the printing press, were seminal developments 

that challenged and reshaped the power and authority of religious institutions such as 

the Catholic Church (Hjarvard, 2013: 84). Similarly, Christianity's transition from an 

oral to a written culture helped to create the conditions for the global expansion of 

Christianity as a number of orally based Christian communities were absorbed by the 

Church (Horsfield, 2015). During the later Roman period, an emergent clerical class 

of literate men acquired positions of leadership and used the social and intellectual 

power of the written form to institutionalise and expand Catholicism ever further afield 

(Hjarvard, 2013: 84). 

Early research on the media and religion generally applied an instrumental 

perspective – that is, it focused on how religious institutions could use the media for 

their own purposes (Hoover and Lundby, 1997). More recently, however, scholarship 

has theorised how the media can use religion as much, or potentially even more, than 

religion uses the media (Lovheim and Lynch, 2011: 115). In this respect, one of the 

key themes to emerge from the literature is the concept of 'mediatization'. The term 

"mediatization," which describes the media's transforming impact on culture, society, 

and other social institutions, is a complex one (Mattoni and Treré, 2014: 252). It 

highlights how important media is in influencing societal structures, interpersonal 

relationships, and how reality is viewed and produced, in addition to serving as 

a means of communication. This idea has changed over time, and various academics 

have taken differing angles and engaged in differing levels of critical analysis (Krotz 

and Hepp, 2011).  

Mediatization, in its widest definition, describes how media operations impact 

and transform social, cultural, political, and economic spheres. It is not only about how 

media technologies are spreading; it is also about how media logic—the conventions, 

structures, and methods of doing things—becomes ingrained in these fields. The media 

no longer only reports on events; instead, they influence how they are created, 

presented, and seen (Hepp, Hjarvard and Lundby, 2015). As the media increasingly 

serves the interests of political and economic elites, some critical theorists such as 

Lüthje, (2017); Hepp, Hjarvard and Lundby, (2015); Knoblauch, (2013) contend that 
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mediatization is a reflection of a larger trend of the commercialization of information 

and communication. According to this viewpoint, media platforms serve as tools of 

authority that support established power hierarchies and propagate prevailing ideas.  

For instance, the necessity to adapt political discourse to media formats can 

stifle complex discussion and put spectacle over content. However, mediatization 

includes how media platforms and technology organize human relationships and 

experiences in addition to the media's actual content. People's relationships to time, 

place, and one another are changing as social life becomes more and more centered 

around media. Softer approaches to mediatization adopt a more nuanced and less 

deterministic stance, while other critical methods draw attention to the structural power 

of media systems (Krotz, 2008). Though they do not believe that the media has 

complete power, these viewpoints acknowledge the role that the media plays in 

forming society. Rather more nuanced methods focus on mutual molding and 

interaction, or the dynamic, reciprocal ways in which society and the media shape one 

another. 

For example, sociologist and leading authority on mediatization Andreas Hepp 

contends that mediatization is more about the integration of media into daily life than 

it is about a straightforward media-driven change (Hepp, 2012). Hepp suggests that 

the process of mediatization is a long-term one, including the progressive 

transformation of social and cultural behaviors into mediated forms. This does not 

imply that media control these habits directly, rather that media gradually ingrain 

themselves into them. Hepp promotes a culturalist theory of mediatization that takes 

into account the unique circumstances and background of media consumption in 

various communities. Although media shapes institutions and behaviors, Hepp's softer 

approach still highlights agency by arguing that people and communities may still 

negotiate and reject media impacts. Instead of perceiving mediatization as an all-

encompassing force that molds religion, Hepp contends that citizens and religion 

leaders interact with media on a proactive basis and choose how best to employ media 

technology for their objectives (Knudsen and Nielsen, 2019). 

A deeper comprehension of mediatization acknowledges that it is a dialectical 

process, one in which people and institutions actively shape how media are used and 

interpreted in addition to media logic being imposed on society (Hepp, Hjarvard and 
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Lundby, 2010). A more nuanced understanding of mediatization as a continuous 

process of negotiation between disparate forces and interests is made possible by this 

viewpoint. One example of mediatization in the religious context is the growing 

integration of digital technology into churches, which has an impact on organizational 

structures and liturgical activities. But religious leaders also have an impact on how 

these technologies are utilized, taking them and modifying them to fit their beliefs and 

purposes. This dynamic shows how media systems are changed by human action even 

as they enforce particular logics. Moreover, mediatization may be examined in a 

variety of historical situations, showing that the process is not constant but rather 

changes depending on the political, cultural, and technical environment (Knudsen and 

Nielsen, 2019). 

As identified above, mediatisation describes 'societal changes in contemporary 

high modern societies and the role of the media and mediated communication in these 

transformations' (Lundby, 2009: 1). As such, the notion of mediatisation refers to how 

the modern media and its penetration into all spheres of society is transforming society 

and everyday life (Lundby, 2009: 4). Mediatisation can be understood as a meta-

process that transforms society alongside other major trends such as globalisation, 

commercialisation and individualisation (Krotz, 2008). As Lovheim and Lynch (2011: 

112) state, mediatisation is not independent of these other important contemporary 

processes; rather, it interacts with them in a relationship of mutual interdependence. 

 In the view of Hjarvard (2013: 79), the processes of mediatisation and 

secularisation are connected, as the media has assumed various roles that were 

traditionally fulfilled by religious institutions. To illustrate, rituals like worship, 

mourning, and celebration, which were once integral to organized religion, have 

progressively transitioned into media-driven, predominantly non-religious practices. 

(Hjarvard, 2013: 80). Hoover (2006: 284) agrees that in the relationship between 

religion and the media, it is the latter that now occupies 'the driver's seat'. Although 

the media has not replaced religion, it is now impossible to understand religion beyond 

the media and the influence the media exerts upon it (Hoover, 2006: 269). Given this, 

there is a growing desire to understand and conceptualise the significance of the media 

for contemporary religious practice. 

0.2 This Study’s Contribution to Academic Knowledge 
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This research examines how the Vatican have adapted to new media by 

assessing the Vatican's new media strategies (its benefits and impacts on the local 

church). The Motu Proprio (2015) of Pope Francis sets the vision for a strategy of 

convergence aimed at cohesion and a modern and unified system with the 

establishment of a “new dicastery and indicated its general purpose and way of 

proceeding: The Dicastery of Communications has been created in order to respond to 

the current demands of communication, characterised by the presence and evolution 

of digital media, and by factors of convergence and interactivity. This situation 

requires a reorganisation that takes into account the historic development of the Holy 

See’s structures of communication. It also moves towards a unified integration and 

management”. 

Although a number of studies have been written on the relationship between 

religion and the media, there are fewer studies that focus on the Vatican specifically 

and its success in adapting to the new media landscape. This presents an opportunity 

for this study to contribute to academic knowledge in this area. Since there is an 

existing gap in research on the way in which religious institutions have actively utilised 

new media using a strategic lens, I employ an exploratory approach for the research. 

The contribution of my thesis centres on Strategic Communications. It is my intention 

that the findings of the study would be used to create a framework and approach for 

adopting new media for religious organisations. In my general analysis, I argue that 

the Catholic Church recognises that when it comes to new media adoption, it is an 

unfolding journey with regards to the restructuring of the Dicastery for 

Communications. However, at present, the Church has a predominantly reactive 

strategy; it needs to be more proactive. In addition, the study would contribute to 

knowledge in the following ways:  

The study provides a thorough examination of the Vatican's strategic responses 

to the rapidly changing digital news, social media, website, and online streaming 

scene. It critically investigates the procedures used for making decisions and the 

strategies used to reach a worldwide audience with the teachings, messages, and 

institutional communications of the Vatican. Many religious groups are having 

difficulty staying relevant in the face of the widespread use of modern media. By 

demonstrating how the Vatican, a centuries-old religious organization, has handled 

this difficulty, this research advances our understanding of the subject. It offers 
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guidance on how religious organizations should use contemporary communication 

channels without compromising their basic principles. The study's findings would 

draw attention to Vatican's unique approaches to interacting with new media, such as 

the establishment of the Dicastery for Communications and the formalization of its 

communication procedures. Since it demonstrates how a worldwide religious body 

strikes a balance between tradition and new technology, its institutional growth is 

important for academics and practitioners researching the relationship between 

religion and media. It clarifies how religious institutions may stay true to their beliefs 

while adjusting to the quickly shifting communication environment.  

Additionally, the study looks at how the Vatican's use of digital media affects 

local churches across the world (using the Archdiocese of Ibadan, Nigeria as a point 

of focus) in terms of promoting community development, religious involvement, and 

communication. It offers factual information on how this fundamental change in 

communication affects neighbouring parishes and dioceses, causing them to modify 

their own procedures. For religious practitioners and academics who want to know 

how local congregations are impacted by international religious institutions, this is 

important. Additionally, it aids local churches in honing their digital strategy so they 

can interact with members and stay relevant in the contemporary moment. 

The thesis provides a thorough assessment of how new media tools facilitate 

deeper religious engagement, particularly for younger and more tech-savvy audiences, 

by evaluating the advantages of using new media, such as wider outreach, real-time 

engagement, accessibility, and the creation of online religious communities. In the 

digital era, when conventional church attendance is on the decline in many places, this 

is especially crucial. The results can be used by the Vatican and other religious 

organizations to better understand how modern media might spark religious fervor 

again, particularly in groups of people who are less inclined to attend services in 

person. Also, this thesis shows how religious institutions might reinterpret traditional 

outreach techniques for modern audiences by examining how the Vatican has used 

new media to interact with both current and prospective followers. Through providing 

a framework that other faith groups may use or modify, the insights into how 

theological and doctrinal material can satisfy secular expectations while preserving 

religious authenticity contribute to the area of religious communication. 
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The research critically examines the difficulties and moral conundrums the 

Vatican had when adjusting to modern media. Keeping doctrinal authority, preventing 

false information, and handling internet trolls and anti-religious attitude are some of 

these difficulties. It is imperative that religious institutions anticipate and address these 

difficulties as new media continues to develop. This study offers suggestions for 

religious institutions looking to engage the media in an ethical and responsible manner, 

as well as a useful framework for comprehending these concerns. The study also 

critically examines the possible negative effects of the Vatican's reliance on new 

media, including the marginalization of people without access to digital platforms and 

the propagation of intolerance and vile insults against the Church. This contribution is 

critical to comprehending the moral and practical conundrums that religious 

organizations encounter in the digital era, providing guidance on how to reduce these 

dangers while pursuing more expansive outreach objectives. This thesis adds to the 

research on the digital divide in religious settings by outlining the location-specific 

obstacles to the Vatican and local churches' embrace of new media, notably with regard 

to age, geographic limits, and financial limitations. It deepens our awareness of the 

ways in which various demographic groups and geographical areas may accept 

technology differently, indicating the necessity for specialized approaches to mitigate 

these differences. 

The study examines how religious message interacts with contemporary media 

tools, bridging the disciplines of communication studies and religious studies. It offers 

a distinctive viewpoint on how established organizations, such as the Vatican, might 

leverage modern communication frameworks to remain relevant in the 21st century. 

This multidisciplinary contribution is important because it expands the scholarly 

conversation on how international religious organizations might remain relevant in a 

society that is becoming more secular and technologically savvy. Researchers in both 

disciplines will benefit from the approaches, models, and evaluations offered. 

Furthermore, the study's conclusions provide a unique, in-depth examination of how a 

major religious organization adapted to contemporary communication paradigms. 

Therefore, this research provides useful insights on how faith-based organizations may 

successfully accept and use new media for evangelization and community 

development while addressing the possible problems for religious practitioners and 
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leaders. It offers a guide for utilizing technology while upholding the core tenets of 

religious traditions. 

This thesis provides strategic insights for the Vatican and other hierarchical 

religious organizations on how to more effectively transfer global communication 

tactics to local institutions. It draws attention to areas that need to be improved, such 

as removing barriers unique to a certain locale, and it may help guide future policy 

choices for the Church's communication network. In a world going digital, where 

many people still don't have access to the internet or other digital tools, this is vital. 

The approaches and conclusions presented in this thesis can function as a template for 

other religious establishments, regardless of their faith, who aspire to effectively and 

meaningfully interact with new media. The report provides useful answers for faith-

based organizations navigating the challenges of the digital realm by providing 

reproducible tactics and identifying successful cases. Likewise, the research 

illuminates how religious doctrines and beliefs may be disseminated, discussed, and 

molded via new media channels. This is essential to comprehend the evolving 

dynamics of the global religious discourse in a time when many individuals primarily 

obtain their information from internet platforms. 

0.3 Research Question and Objectives  

 Arguably, the key phases in the research process include the development of 

research inquiries and the choice of research methods. Research inquiries determine 

the study's scope and objectives, while the research methodology offers a scientifically 

grounded approach for pursuing and attaining these objectives (Crotty, 1998: 87-88). 

The principal research question which forms the focus of this study is: How the Vatican 

have adapted to new media, the strategies, benefits and impacts on the local church? 

In order to answer this overarching research question, the main objectives of the 

research are: 

1. To identify the ways in which the Vatican uses new media strategies to 

engage existing audiences and to ‘market’ to potential adherents. 

2. To explore how the new Dicastery for Communications is taking full 

advantage of the benefits and opportunities presented by the new media and 

engagement paradigms. 
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3. To examine the barriers to and dangers of Vatican’s adoption of New 

Media strategies to engage existing audiences and to ‘market’ to potential 

adherents.  

4. To consider how new media strategies from the centre cascade and impact 

local churches.  

0.4 Researcher’s Positionality (Research participants and I) 

In this study, my positionality as a researcher holds significant implications for 

the dynamics at play. Being both a cleric incardinated into the Archdiocese of Ibadan 

and a doctoral student, I occupy multiple roles that intersect with the subject matter 

and participants of the research. This dual identity influences the relationships with the 

Vatican officials, local Church authorities, and media observers interviewed. 

As a cleric incardinated into the Archdiocese of Ibadan, my positionality as a 

researcher is informed by my clerical role, my affiliation with the local church, and 

my academic pursuit in understanding the Vatican's use of new media and its impact 

on the local church. My position within the ecclesiastical hierarchy and my daily 

interactions with both clergy and laity provide me with a unique perspective on the 

subject matter of this research. As a member of the local church, my shared identity 

with the local church officials could lead to a sense of solidarity, which may make 

them more open in discussing their perspectives on the Vatican’s media strategy. 

However, this shared background may also result in biases, as participants may tailor 

their responses to align with what they assume are my expectations. There is a 

possibility that church officials might align their responses with what they perceive to 

be appropriate for someone within the institution, potentially limiting the diversity of 

perspectives. Additionally, as a cleric, participants—particularly Vatican officials—

might view me as an insider with shared values, which could facilitate access to 

information but also limit the critical distance I might need to fully evaluate the data 

(Cuthill, 2015). 

Conversely, power dynamics come into play when considering my status as a 

representative of the Archdiocese. The Vatican officials may perceive me as less of an 

outsider, allowing for more transparent exchanges, but this might also create a 

hierarchical relationship where they offer information that preserves the institutional 

narrative. Similarly, Vatican media observers, being from diverse contexts, might 
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either defer to my ecclesiastical role or challenge my perspective based on their 

external positioning. The consequences for the research could include a need for 

careful reflection and critical self-awareness to ensure that my insider status does not 

unduly influence the data collection and analysis. Regular reflexivity in terms of how 

the researchers’ positionality shapes interactions and data interpretation is crucial to 

maintaining objectivity (Berger, 2015). Additionally, acknowledging the potential for 

bias openly in my analysis will enhance the credibility of the research findings 

(O’Brien et al., 2014). 

Simultaneously, as a doctoral student, I hold a position of academic authority, 

which could be perceived differently by Vatican officials or media observers outside 

Nigeria. My doctoral research required interviews with church workers from the 

Vatican, experts, and clergy from the local church. This introduces power dynamics 

where participants may view me as either a peer or an outsider, affecting the flow of 

information (Bamberger and Pratt, 2010). For instance, Vatican officials might frame 

their responses in a way that aligns with institutional narratives, while external media 

observers may feel freer to critique. With these dynamic statuses I occupy, I 

approached the research with a clear delineation of roles. Importantly, none of the 

participants held direct authority over me, allowing me to maintain objectivity and 

mitigate any power dynamics that could influence the data collection and interpretation 

process. 

My commitment to academic rigor and integrity guided my research 

methodology and analysis, ensuring that the findings presented in this thesis are 

reflective of the realities observed and not merely a product of my positionality (Lake, 

2015). This statement is presented in acknowledgment of the complex and 

multifaceted role I occupy as both a scholar and a member of the Catholic clergy. 

Reflecting on these dynamics, it’s essential to acknowledge the potential for bias in 

the research process. My insider role within the church might lead to a subconscious 

alignment with its perspectives, while my position as a researcher could create a desire 

to critically engage with church policies. Balancing these roles requires conscious 

reflexivity, ensuring that I remain attuned to both my influence on the participants and 

the ways in which their responses are shaped by their perceptions of me (Berger, 2015). 

This reflection will enhance the transparency and reliability of the findings while 

acknowledging the complex interplay of power relations (Tracy, 2010). 



 20 

Recognizing my dual role as both a cleric and a researcher, I strived to 

approach the research with reflexivity and self-awareness. I am aware that my position 

within the church may have influenced how participants perceived me and, potentially, 

the responses they provided. However, I have taken deliberate steps to ensure that my 

analysis and conclusions are grounded in the data collected rather than my personal 

experiences or biases. 

0.5 Methodological Framework 

The study employs qualitative methods to achieve these research objectives. 

This qualitative approach is built upon nine interviews with individuals possessed of 

expert knowledge about the Church’s new media communications strategies. “The aim 

of qualitative research may vary with the disciplinary background, but in general 

qualitative methods examine the why and how of decision making, not just the what, 

where, when, or who. They also have a strong basis in the field of sociology, especially 

in relation to furthering the understanding of policy programmes and/or strategies” 

(Crotty, 1998: 94-96). Notably, the qualitative approach is better suited to a smaller 

number of interviews or case studies (Hochschild, 2009). Specifically, in qualitative 

studies the most typically used data collection methods are interviews and observation 

(Trochim, 2006) as was the case with this study. Furthermore, “qualitative studies 

focus on answering research questions, while quantitative ones aim at the validation 

of specific research hypotheses” (Robson, 2002: 87-92). 

Given these definitions, a quantitative strategy is not suited to this research 

study, since it focuses only on mathematical data and does not support the forming of 

sociological conclusions. The present study centres on a human-related phenomenon 

– specifically, the Vatican's adoption of new media strategies. Its primary objective is 

to explore a wide array of research questions and, through an inductive process, craft 

a novel theory. As a result, this study falls within the realm of naturalistic inquiry and 

is most suitably approached through qualitative research methods. (Prasad, 2008: 1-

4). 

For the purposes of this study, the qualitative data is comprised of primary 

research of Vatican new media channels, output and strategy along with semi-

structured interviews with a combination of elite participants and observers, supported 

by analysis of the secondary literature. The nature of the study area in question – 
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Vatican new media strategies – lends itself to a focus on the Vatican’s new media 

output, which is readily accessible in a number of languages, including English. In 

addition, however, I conducted interviews with Dicastery of Communications insiders, 

local Church officials in the Archdiocese of Ibadan (Nigeria), and independent experts 

with Vatican’s communication knowledge who could offer additional context and 

insight into how and why the Vatican has adopted the new media strategies it has. The 

overall framework thus takes a dual approach: primary research of Vatican new media 

output, supported by expert interviews to provide further context and insight. A 

particular aim was to gauge from elite participants and observers how successful they 

believe the Vatican’s new media strategy has proven to be thus far.  

The main form of qualitative research strategy chosen for this study, therefore, 

is elite interviews, which can serve various functions in research aimed at tracing the 

evolution of the phenomenon being examined. Elite interviews represent a research 

methodology that demands a highly specialized and rigorous method for extracting 

valuable insights from individuals who wield significant influence or possess 

extensive expertise within a specific industry or domain. When I say "elite interview," 

I mean having conversations with individuals who are selected based on their identity 

or status. The phrase "elite" does not necessarily denote someone of high social, 

economic, or political standing; rather, the term indicates a person who is chosen by 

name or position for a particular reason, rather than randomly or anonymously” 

(Hochschild, 2009). ‘Elite’ status in this context is thus borne of knowledge of the 

phenomenon in question. 

This data was collected via interviews with experts on the Vatican media. The 

decision to use interviews as well as primary research is driven by the desire to develop 

greater insight and understanding of the underlying drivers of Vatican media strategy, 

as well as to generate objective assessments of the Vatican’s effectiveness in new 

media. Experts can help to explain the ‘how’ and ‘why’ behind the ‘what’ of Vatican 

new media output. This is especially true of this topic, given that there exists a virtual 

industry of seasoned Vatican analysts and observers in the media and beyond. Elite 

interviews were chosen as the preferred method for the study because they offered 

detailed responses to the research questions and a deeper insight to the policy and 

decision-making process of the Vatican in terms of operations and strategy.  
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The study employed nine participants since it aims to explore in-depth, rich 

data rather than focusing on generalizability, given that rich, intricate and detailed data 

collection is the goal of qualitative research (Bhardwaj, 2019). Understanding 

participant experiences, perceptions, and the interpretations people make of events or 

occurrences are the main goals of the study. Employing nine participants allows the 

researcher to have more time to devote to in-depth, extensive interviews or 

interactions, which enables a more thorough grasp of each person's viewpoint. Depth 

is prioritized above breadth in many qualitative approaches, including 

phenomenology, grounded theory, and case studies Berndt (2020). Without requiring 

a large number of participants, the small sample size enables in-depth investigation of 

complicated subjects.  

Furthermore, since the study is focused on a particular, homogenous 

population or tightly defined phenomenon, data saturation can be achieved with as few 

as 6 to 12 participants. This indicates that nine individuals can provide sufficient 

variation and specificity to capture the main themes without causing duplication in the 

data gathering process. Rich, expert-level data may be obtained from the study's 

participants as they are professionals with specific knowledge related to the research 

and can offer thorough perspectives (Hennink et al., 2019). With their opinions more 

likely to be informed and specific, this makes room for fewer participants. The sample 

size in qualitative research is more dependent on the degree of insight, saturation point, 

and richness of material acquired than it is on number. The researcher can focus on 

quality, depth, and particular circumstances while collecting rich, detailed data from 

the nine participants. This makes nine participants suitable. The degree to which this 

sample size is adequate for the objectives of the research is determined by a variety of 

factors, including participant expertise, research question focus, participant 

homogeneity, and sampling method flexibility (Hennink et al., 2019). 

Given the crucial importance of selecting the right participants, particularly 

those with extensive knowledge about the Vatican's recent media strategy, the 

sampling procedure involved identifying a group of potential participants with such 

expertise (this is discussed in detail in Chapter three). Potential participants were thus 

identified on this basis. The individuals selected for interview were thus chosen on the 

basis of their perceived knowledge – that is, perceived both by myself and also 

informed by the advice of early interview participants, some of whom were able to 
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recommend future participants – of the Vatican’s new media strategy and their 

capacity and willingness to convey this knowledge. In practice, this resulted in three 

strands of participants: Vatican officials (x 3), local Church officials (again x 3 and 

based in the Archdiocese of Ibadan), and Vatican media observers (also x 3 and based 

in several countries). This multi-pronged sampling process sought to cover three bases. 

First, the Vatican officials themselves were targeted for their knowledge of, and insight 

into, the Vatican’s new media policies and strategies. As employees of the Vatican, 

these individuals were obviously well-placed to set out the fundamental ideas 

underlying the Vatican’s overarching new media strategy and its desired effects. 

Second, local Church members were targeted for their insights into how 

Vatican new media policy translates to the grassroots in practice. These individuals 

were arguably better placed to explore the strengths and weaknesses of the Vatican’s 

policies on a practical basis at the local level. Exploring the Vatican’s new media 

policies with local Church officials also offered scope to understand whether the 

Vatican’s policies translate better in some locations than others. The distinct nature 

and differing complexities of different media landscapes around the world make it 

important to comprehend whether Vatican policies are more suited to some territories 

than others – and also, critically, whether the Vatican offers local branches of the 

Church sufficient autonomy to navigate their own regional or national media 

landscapes in their own way.  

This Archdiocese was chosen for several reasons. First, it was felt preferable 

to select an Archdiocese in the developing world since this: a) offered a greater contrast 

with the Dicastery in Rome, thus offering the potential to examine the Church's use of 

new media in a non-Western context; b) enabled greater examination of the challenges 

of using new media in less wealthy countries; c) focused on a part of the world where 

the Catholic population is growing rather than stagnant – indeed, a region which might 

very well be considered the ‘future’ of the Church; d) it is the Diocese of my (the 

research) incardination. 

Finally, a third strand of interview participants was also targeted: media 

analysts specialising in Vatican affairs and based in Rome and other countries. Over 

decades, perhaps even centuries, a veritable media industry has grown up around the 

Vatican, filled by independent Catholic newspapers, the religion correspondents of 
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mainstream newspapers, and independent bloggers. These participants were able to 

offer a more independent and objective perspective on the Vatican’s media strategy, 

less tainted by potential bias or self-interest. At the same time, these media 

professionals also have expert insight into the nature of the Vatican’s new media 

strategy and its success or failures. The data collected from these participants should 

thus add valuable context and a further layer of analysis to the data collected from 

Vatican and local Church officials.  

The questions asked of participants were informed by other elements of the 

primary research process, notably the identification and examination of Vatican new 

media outputs, as well as the review of the secondary literature in the preceding 

chapter. It was therefore “necessary that the first part of the study be complete, in order 

to ensure that the critical issues were focused on in the interviews. Prior research 

enabled the author to formulate clear and pertinent questions” (Aberbach and 

Rockman, 2002: 673-676). Furthermore, the literature review influenced the overall 

direction of the investigation, revealing various questions as it progressed. 

Additionally, certain potential areas of inquiry for the interviews were evident from 

the study's inception, such as the significance of new media channels within the 

Vatican's broader media strategy. These questions were not chosen haphazardly; 

instead, they were informed by the existing literature and the initial stages of primary 

research. 

The data produced from the interviews was gathered and processed using the 

Nvivo software for qualitative data analysis. The data obtained from interviews was 

initially structured through a coding procedure (Mishra &Alok, 2022). First, I read and 

reread the interview transcripts to become intimately familiar with the content. This 

step involves noting initial impressions and ideas about potential patterns in the data. 

This was followed by generating initial codes (see appendix IV). This involved 

initially assigning codes to the text data, which were derived from the overarching 

themes and subjects identified in the literature review. Each segment of data relevant 

to the research questions is assigned a code. I then searched for patterns and themes in 

these codes across the various interviews, then reviewed and re-categorised the themes 

where appropriate. Each theme was then given a descriptive name and a detailed 

definition, providing a clear understanding of the scope and focus of each theme. To 

effectively accomplish this task, I consider preexisting concepts, scholarly literature, 
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and the data itself in order to enhance the analysis and interpretation process (Mishra 

&Alok, 2022). To produce the final report, I integrate the themes into a coherent 

narrative that addresses the research questions (Kiger and Varpio, 2020). This final 

step involves writing up the findings, illustrating themes with data extracts, and 

discussing their implications in relation to the research aims. 

Iterative analysis and peer debriefing were employed to enhance the validity 

and reliability of the research. Iterative analysis involves continuously refining codes 

and themes as new insights emerge, while peer debriefing involves discussing the 

findings with colleagues to check for consistency and credibility (Singh et al., 2021). 

These strategies help ensure the robustness and trustworthiness of the analysis. In this 

way, the data shaped the findings rather than vice versa. Grounded theory suggests that 

identifying both similarities and differences between incidents helps mitigate the 

impact of researchers' biases, promoting increased accuracy and consistency (Corbin 

and Strauss, 1990). The focus is on the representativeness of concepts rather than 

individuals, and consistency is assessed concerning these concepts. A concept is 

considered consistent if it repeatedly emerges across interviews, illustrating its 

connection to the phenomenon being studied (Corbin and Strauss, 1990: 3). 

Broadly speaking, “the criteria used for the evaluation of the outcome of 

qualitative research should be in direct relation to the procedures of the selected 

method. In agreement with other researchers, grounded theorists believe that 

evaluative standards should be revisited” (Long and Johnson, 2000: 31-33). The two 

tenets of grounded theory pertain to the change of phenomena because of their 

dynamic characteristics, necessitating an adaptable approach, and individuals' capacity 

to make choices based on their circumstances and available options. In this framework, 

it's not only essential for the researcher to examine the conditions but also to explore 

individuals' reactions to these conditions and the resulting outcomes. (Corbin and 

Strauss, 1990).     

In order to move on from the process of data collection to data analysis, I 

employed thematic analysis as a tool which Bozoki (2021) opines is frequently used 

when analysing elite interviews. Stemler (2001) characterizes thematic content 

analysis as a potent method for data reduction. This approach facilitates the extraction 

of meaningful insights from distinct message attributes, following a systematic and 
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reproducible procedure. “It permits the interpretation of extensive datasets after they 

have been categorized into themes, thereby condensing the original texts” (Stemler, 

2001: 137). Following this, a thorough exploration of the encoded data was conducted 

using thematic analysis so as to achieve a deeper insight into the subject matter. The 

objective of this analysis was to identify the recurring themes, unique perspectives, 

and connections within the interviews.  

Broadly, the ability to draw the final conclusions of this work was made 

possible by the analysis of the content of the interviews in conjunction with the earlier 

review of existing literature and research findings. 

0.6 Theoretical Framework 

Relevant themes from Henry Jenkins’ work on Convergence Culture which are 

discussed in detail in Chapter two, help to provide the theoretical framework I have 

called Convergence Theory. The point is to show that if Jenkins’ concepts of media 

convergence, participatory culture and collective intelligence are employed in 

establishing a strategy for adaptation of new media, best practice will be achieved. 

This convergence of new and old media forms shows that rather than supplanting old 

media, the two forms interact and blend to some degree (Jenkins, 2006: 6). The idea 

of convergence was previously conceptualised by Pool (1983) in Technologies of 

Freedom, where he argued that 'convergence of modes' was blurring the lines between 

different types of media. Pool (1983: 23) also predicted that a single physical mode 

could carry services that were previously provided separately – hence 'the one-to-one 

relationship that used to exist between a medium and its use is eroding'. 

Jenkins (2006: 11) outlined how “new media makes it possible for the same 

content to flow through many different channels and assume different forms at the 

point of reception” (Jenkins, 2006: 11). In many cases, older forms of media now make 

use of computer technology, which means that 'new media' often combine these older 

media forms with some form of digitalisation (Logan, 2010: 4-5). A newspaper 

website would be a good example of how 'old' and 'new' forms of the media have 

blended in this manner. Furthermore, the increasing frequency of cross-media forms 

of ownership – as in the case of News International, for instance – makes it even easier 

for the same content to be transmitted across different channels and in different forms 
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(Jenkins, 2006: 11). As Bolter and Grusin (1999: 15) thus observe, new media 

refashions older media to produce a hybrid form that combines the two. 

Further, Jenkins (2004: 33) states that “new media technologies have lowered 

production and distribution costs, expanded the range of available delivery channels 

and enabled consumers to archive, annotate, appropriate and recirculate media content 

in powerful new ways”. Jenkins uses the term ‘participatory culture’ to describe this 

new development. This entails the active involvement of consumers (such as readers 

or viewers) as participants in media production. Here Jenkins uses Alvin Toffler’s 

concept of the ‘prosumer’ – a consumer who is also “increasingly being drawn into 

the production process” such that “conventional distinctions between producer and 

consumer vanish” (Toffler, 1980: 290, 292). Axel Bruns’ related concept of 

‘produsage’ is also relevant in this context. According to Bruns (2009: 2), “users are 

already necessarily also producers of the shared knowledge base, regardless of whether 

they are aware of this role – they have become a new, hybrid produser”. Applying this 

concept, Jenkins argues that in the new world of digital media, consumers are often 

producers (or co-producers) and consumers at the same time. 

Jenkins’ work on convergence and participation is relevant to this study 

because his case studies are seen as practical demonstrations of the creation of virtual 

communities by an active consumer/fan base of media brands in a participatory and 

collaborative manner to develop unique feedback contents and knowledge resources 

regarding the branded artefact; in multiple versions, across multiple media, and either 

as ‘corporate’ or ‘grassroots’. His work is also important because it points out the need 

for religion, education, law, politics, advertising, and even the military to change their 

‘operational’ methods in order to fully explore and utilise the collective meaning-

making within popular culture in the context of the new media ecosystem. This is 

directly relevant to the Church because it underlines how the Church itself must change 

as it seeks to adapt to the new media environment. Jenkins’ work will be explored in 

more detail in the Literature Review.  

Convergence theory is also of particular use as a theoretical framework because 

– as the interviews make clear – the Vatican’s communications department has also 

adopted the principle of convergence (albeit in a less theoretical sense) in its own 

restructuring. By converging the Vatican’s own media operations and channels inside 
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a single, unified Dicastery, the Church is ensuring its internal structure mirrors that of 

the new media landscape. Although the participants conceived of convergence more 

in terms of its common usage as a word rather than in terms of Convergence Theory, 

they nonetheless implicitly invoked the need for the Church’s media output to come 

under one roof in order to match the changing nature of the newly converged media 

landscape. Indeed, the participants in this study mentioned unprompted the importance 

of convergence. For example, one (Participant 7, the president of SIGNIS Africa) 

stated: “The dicastery becomes like a major hub where all the elements of 

communication within the Vatican now combine and work together. I see it as a 

principle of convergence. All the various elements that were disparate and working 

separately before now all converge together under a single leadership towards 

promoting the Vatican’s communication apostolate”. There is thus little doubt that the 

Vatican’s conceptualisation of new media is in strong accordance with the theory of 

convergence elucidated by mainstream academics and analysts, even if this is implicit 

rather than explicit.  

The convergence theory provides a great theoretical framework to analyze the 

Vatican’s New Media strategy (Jenkins (2004: 33). The conventional media model of 

the Vatican, rooted in centralized, top-down communication has blended with a 

globalized media environment dominated by participatory culture and the stream of 

content across manifold channels. This blending of both old and new media reflects 

convergence and the Vatican must incorporate its authoritative voice with the new 

media such as social media, online news, and direct communication with local 

churches and the faithful (Bruns (2009: 2). The way the Vatican uses digital media, 

from the Pope's Twitter account to Vatican News's YouTube channel, shows how 

conventional religious authority and new media's participatory potential may coexist. 

Here, interactive audiences engage with and question established power structures in 

a media environment that is more decentralized, transforming the way religious 

teachings are delivered and received. This is explained by convergence culture theory. 

Given the similarities between the media adaption of the Vatican and the 

convergence of media technologies and audiences, the convergence theory provides 

an appropriate theoretical framework for this investigation. First, the idea of 

convergence explains why the Vatican's communication methods need to change in 

order to be relevant in a media environment that is becoming more decentralized and 
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participative. This change is a reflection of Jenkins' theory's central idea, which is the 

confluence of old and new media. Second, while digital media encourages user-

generated stories and viewer involvement, the Vatican as an institution generally 

represents centralized authority. For a critical perspective on how the Vatican manages 

its place in this evolving dynamic, Jenkins' theory of convergence, which examines 

the conflict between participatory culture and established media producers, is relevant.  

Third, Jenkins' concept demonstrates how convergence makes it easier for 

material to move between different media types and across national boundaries. This 

is especially important for the Vatican, whose communication strategy must speak to 

a worldwide audience while also taking into account the context of regional parishes, 

like the Archdiocese of Ibadan. For this thesis, the confluence of local and global 

communication practices provides an important point of view. In light of the 

aforementioned, the convergence theory offers the framework required to investigate 

how the Vatican balances upholding traditional Catholic authority while interacting 

with a global media landscape. Understanding the methods and effects of the Vatican's 

new media strategy on the local Church depends on this intersection of ancient and 

new media practices. 

0.7 Main Findings 

 The study’s main findings are previewed here as follows. First, the 

restructuring of the Vatican’s various media channels into one, unified Dicastery of 

Communications, the professionalization of the Vatican communication, fostering 

positive attitude of the Vatican towards the shift to new media, the church use of social 

networks, creating theological and doctrinal contents that meet secular expectations, 

strategic unification of the church messages across media, and balancing News/Brand 

management with religious concerns etc. appears to have been the unique strategies 

the Vatican have employed to adapt to New Media. It was also overwhelmingly 

supported by all the participants. This convergent strategy mirrors the convergence 

brought about by new media. The participants also argued that the new structure would 

enable more rapid responses to breaking news and journalistic queries – not, 

traditionally, a strength of the Church – and more fluid sharing of information between 

different Vatican media channels.   
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 Second, the participants believed the Church had no option but to engage 

wholeheartedly with new media. From the Pope down, the Vatican was perceived to 

be committed to following this course of action – a clearly more progressive and 

modern outlook than the Church displayed in response to various media changes 

during the 20th century. The general consensus, therefore, was that the Church was 

serious, committed, and professional in its approach to the new media landscape. This 

was displayed not only by the Dicastery reform but also by the willingness to allow 

lay media experts greater influence over decision-making. This has enhanced Vatican 

adaptation to new media through fostering positive attitude of the Vatican towards the 

shift to new media, the church use of social networks, creating theological and 

doctrinal content that meet secular expectations, strategic unification of the church 

messages across media, and balancing News/Brand management with religious 

concerns etc.  

 Thirdly, the professionalisation of Vatican communications is representative 

of a determination to ensure that communications are conducted by professionals 

rather than, as sometimes in the past, well-meaning amateurs. According to one 

participant (from the independent experts group), for example, “professionalism is 

now being privileged”. For instance, a layman had become the prefect of the Dicastery, 

and laymen had replaced clergy in charge of the Vatican Press Office. No longer are 

communications seen as something that could be practised by anyone, whether 

informed and professional or not. Instead, communications are now regarded as a 

critical area in which professionalism and expertise were essential. This have helped 

the Vatican took full advantage of the new media and engagement paradigms to 

increase its reach to people at the margin (the poor and vulnerable) and farthest regions, 

organise virtual worship and faith evangelism during the Covid’19 pandemic, engage 

followers through the church use of social media and social networking sites and form 

online community for evangelisation.  

 Fourth, there is considerable internal tension about how the Church should 

engage in new media. Broadly, this divide breaks down along purist versus pragmatist 

lines. The purists object to the ‘Pope-ification’ of the Church’s message and argue that 

the Gospels should take centre stage instead. In this view, too much of the Church’s 

communications revolve around the figure of the Pope, while the broader message of 

God’s word is sometimes marginalised. Against this, the Vatican’s pragmatists believe 
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that the Pope is the best religious brand in the world, and that it would be folly not to 

use such a charismatic and instantly recognisable figure in seeking to win new 

followers. In this framing, it is argued that, in any case, the Pope’s message generally 

is the message of the Gospels, so there is no contradiction in using the Pope as the 

bridgehead of evangelisation.  

 Fifth, the literature review makes clear that the mainstream literature has under-

theorised the possibilities for institutions like the Church to use new media to bypass 

the secular gatekeepers of the traditional media and engage directly with potential 

followers. In many ways, therefore, the shift to new media empowers the Church, 

whereas the rise of the old media often had an emasculating effect. This marks the new 

media era out as fundamentally different in nature from the era that went before it. The 

importance of this for the Church cannot be overstated. There is now a real opportunity 

for the Church to evangelise and create a new spirit of religious community on a global 

basis but, crucially, outside the often-cynical lens of the secular media. 

Sixth, however, there is limited evidence of the Church actually managing to 

use new media to gain new followers. Although the Pope is active on Twitter, and 

Vatican News has become a noted site, participants struggled to point to concrete 

‘wins’ from the Church’s presence on new media. The same was true at the local level, 

where the interviews made clear that apps such as WhatsApp are mostly used for 

prosaic housekeeping purposes rather than to engage in genuine mutual dialogue with 

the faithful and potential new followers. Local church sometimes curates outputs from 

Vatican Dicastery of Communication. This implies two urgent requirements for the 

Church to consider. First, it needs to be more proactive on new media and seek to craft 

innovative ways to tell the story of the Gospels to new audiences, as well as to convey 

the majesty and history of the Church in a way that engages rather than excludes. 

Second, the Church needs to be more willing to engage in mutual dialogue and 

interaction – to listen as well as to transmit. Such changes will not be easy for a 

hierarchical institution which has historically acted in broadcast rather than receive 

mode. It is, however, critical if the Church is not to lose further ground to rival 

denominations such as Pentecostalism. 

Lastly, the Vatican’s adoption of New Media strategies could negatively result 

in hatred and vitriolic attacks against the church as well as the danger of the church 
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neglecting population without access to New Media. Barriers and challenges to 

Vatican and Local Church adoption of New Media are location specific, with age and 

geographical inter-connection posing challenges at Local Church and 

financial/funding constraints of buying and installing New Media. 

0.8 Structure 

Chapter One provides the academic context for the thesis by delving into the 

work of Heidi Campbell on Digital Religion. It thereafter provides the historical 

context as I discuss the evolution of media themes as found in magisterial documents. 

Chapter Two reviews the relevant literature and demonstrates a wider context 

for the thesis. In order to establish the essential context for this study, I conducted an 

examination of the available literature pertaining to the topic. This process ensured 

that the research is firmly rooted in prior work while also distinguishing itself from 

previous studies concerning new media and religion. I trace the Church's interaction 

with new media in several stages. First, I examine the nature of new media and place 

the concept in its overall context. Second, I proceed to examine the main literature on 

the new media and religion, focusing in particular on how new media accelerates the 

process of religious modernisation. Third, I focus on the Vatican's strategy in relation 

to new media, concentrating especially on the post-2015 reforms.  

 The literature review demonstrates a wider context for the thesis (religion, 

theology and media, digital religion). The work of Heidi Campbell, StigHarvjard, 

Henry Jenkins and others is particularly important. A considerable amount of work has 

been done regarding the mediatisation of religion and the conceptualisation of 

digitalised religion. Applying the work of Henry Jenkins to religious organisations in 

terms of strategy is novel. Relevant themes from Jenkins’ work on Convergence 

Culture help to provide the theoretical framework I have called Convergence Theory.  

 Several key themes emerge from the literature review. First, it is argued that 

religious institutions are no longer in a position to use the media instrumentally. The 

balance of power in the relationship between religion and media has shifted in favour 

of the media, and religious institutions must therefore engage on the media's terms or 

not at all. This means, secondly, that the media is now an all-pervasive environment 

that shapes the culture in which religious institutions operate. This 'culturalist' 
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perspective acknowledges that the media now not only disseminates information but 

also shapes the way in which humans interact. Third, the growing commercialisation 

of the media compels religious institutions to find ways of bridging the sacred and the 

popular. In the battle for clicks and newsworthiness, religions must find ways to appeal 

to popular culture whilst retaining their unique properties as sacred institutions. 

 Chapter Three explains the qualitative research methodology, based upon elite 

interviews with Vatican insiders, Diocesan officials and independent experts, 

according to which the body of theoretical material assembled from themes in the 

literature, theory and history is tested against contemporary practice. This chapter 

elucidates in turn the research paradigm, the study's structure, and the methods 

employed to gather data throughout the research. Additionally, the chapter provides a 

rationale for the chosen methodology, aligning it with the research objectives and the 

unique context of the subject being researched. It also involves a critical evaluation of 

this approach, pinpointing potential study limitations and addressing the ethical 

considerations associated with the research. 

 Chapter Four presents the results of the interviews with experts on the 

Vatican’s communications strategy. The first three participants were members of the 

Vatican’s Dicastery of Communications. These individuals held, respectively, roles 

as: Deputy Editorial Director of the Dicastery of Communications of the Holy See; 

Member of the Dicastery of Communications (and also Associate Director of the 

Initiative on Catholic Social Thought and Public Life at an independent organisation); 

and Consultor of the Dicastery of Communications (also Editor at Large at an 

independent media group and a Jesuit priest).  

Interviews 4-6 were conducted with members of the Directorate of Social 

Communications of Ibadan Archdiocese in Nigeria. The Archdiocese of Ibadan is 

located in the Southwest of Nigeria, Africa’s most populous country. It is carved out 

of the second largest city in Africa along with neighbouring cities and towns. 

Population of the Archdiocese stands at about 5,891,589 while the Catholic Population 

is about 341,593. The archdiocese has about 49 parishes, 5 quasi-parishes, 111 

indigenous clergy and 42 religious congregations with numerous male and female 

consecrated persons. Three key officers from the diocese were interviewed: the 

Director of Communications, whose office coordinates the affairs of the 
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aforementioned units and is responsible for all forms of public communication done 

within the Church and on behalf of the Church; the Archdiocesan 

Secretary/Chancellor, whose specific role is Coordination of the Diocesan Curia as 

Secretary and Administrator of the Chancery; and the Director of Internet Services, 

who holds the oversight function for the Archdiocesan website and other social media 

platforms. 

Finally, the last three interviews were conducted with independent experts: the 

president of SIGNIS Africa (Participant 7), a former Chancellor and Lecturer at the 

Jesuit University (Participant 8), and a priest-lecturer and researcher in Philosophy and 

Theology and a former Archdiocesan Secretary and Secretary to a Cardinal 

(Participant 9). These external experts were able to offer a more objective view of 

recent developments in regard to the Vatican’s communications strategy.  

The data generated by the interviews presents a fascinating insight into the 

Church’s internal tensions. Although the participants overwhelmingly recognised the 

significance of new media and the necessity of the Church embracing it, they disagreed 

profoundly on how new media should be used. There is particular tension around the 

role and visibility of the Pope, with some participants rejecting what they perceive as 

‘Churchification’ dominating at the expense of the message of the Gospels.  

Chapter Five discusses the findings reported in the previous chapter and links 

them back to the main themes identified in the literature review. Broadly, the 

discussion in this chapter aims to identify a) What the interviews confirm in terms of 

the main arguments and themes set out in the literature review; b) What the interviews 

refute or cast into doubt about these arguments; and c) Topics that emerged in the 

interviews that were not really evident in the literature in any great depth. These last 

topics are especially pertinent in helping to drive forward a future research agenda. 

The key finding, as noted above, is that the mainstream literature has under-theorised 

the possibilities for institutions like the Church to use new media to bypass the secular 

gatekeepers of the traditional media and engage directly with potential followers. The 

importance of this for the Church cannot be overstated. There is now a real opportunity 

for the Church to evangelise and create a new spirit of religious community on a global 

basis but, crucially, outside the often-cynical lens of the secular media. The chapter 

explores the implications of this shift.  
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Finally, Chapter Six concludes the study by reprising the main findings and 

setting them within their overall context in the current scholarly debate. The chapter 

argues that the mainstream literature has under-theorised the possibilities for 

institutions like the Church to use new media to bypass the secular gatekeepers of the 

traditional media and engage directly with potential followers. In many ways, 

therefore, the shift to new media empowers the Church, whereas the rise of the old 

media often had an emasculating effect. This marks the new media era out as 

fundamentally different in nature from the era that went before it.  

The final chapter also considers the possible limitations of the study and sets 

out several suggestions for a future research agenda that could take the academic 

debate about new media and religion still further forward. In addition, this chapter also 

focuses on the Church itself and offers several prescriptions the Vatican ought to 

consider following if it wishes to make a success of its journey into the world of new 

media.  

CHAPTER ONE – THE CONTEXT 

1.1 Providing an Academic Context 

1.1.1  Introduction 

A vast new research area has opened up in recent decades as scholars have 

addressed the task of conceptualising how religion and the digital world interact. “The 

origins of Digital Religion research can be traced back to the mid-1990s, when 

academics sought to document the ways in which religious groups were importing 

religious practice onto the Internet by forming religious communities and conducting 

religious rituals online” (Tsuria et al., 2017: 79). The term digital religion thus 

describes the ways in which online and offline religious environments have combined 

and become linked within digital culture (Tsuria et al., 2017: 79). Approaches to 

Digital Religion studies are informed by the perspective that “the Internet should be 

regarded not only as a technological force but also as a social context where culture is 

made and negotiated. Digital Religion studies draw on this insight to approach new 

media as technologies which create unique mediated contexts, spaces, and discourses 

where religion is performed and engaged” (Campbell, 2017: 15-16). 

1.1.2  Digital Religion 
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 As a starting point, it is necessary first to define what digital religion scholars 

actually mean by the term ‘religion’. According to Geertz (1993), religion is “a cultural 

system of symbols that explains the general order of existence, which in turn 

formulates distinct moods and motivations”. As such, religion is “seen as a system of 

meaning supported by symbols and concepts presenting a distinctive understanding of 

reality” (Geertz, 1993). This definition has since been adopted by digital religion 

scholars such as Tsuria et al. (2017: 78). Digital Religion can thus be defined as “the 

technological and cultural space that is evoked when we talk about how online and 

offline religious spheres have become blended or integrated” (Campbell, 2013: 3).  

The work of Heidi Campbell has been particularly influential in the new field 

of Digital Religion. A professor of communications at Texas A&M University, 

Campbell has published numerous studies on the connection between religion and new 

media. Campbell (2013) describes digital religion studies as a subfield of Internet 

Studies that critically examines how online religious practices and spaces are 

connected to offline contexts, and vice versa. In characterising the scholarly activity 

that has taken place since the 1990s, Campbell argues that several distinct waves of 

research in digital religion can be identified. The first wave, in the 1990s and 2000s, 

was relatively straightforward and focused on answering simple, descriptive questions 

such as how religion is represented in the new media, how religious groups use the 

new media for their own causes, the type of challenges posed by new media 

technologies to religious institutions, and so on (Lovheim and Campbell, 2017: 6). 

This ‘descriptive era’ thus largely sought to describe what was happening with regard 

to digital religion. Research during this period tends to involve ethnographies, textual 

analysis of online activities, and documenting new forms of online religious ritual 

(Tsuria et al., 2017: 79). Examples include O’Leary’s study of how neo-pagan and 

Christian practice online has challenged ideas of religious authenticity (Campbell, 

2017: 17). Insofar as analysis was conducted during this first research wave, it tended 

to be either dystopian or utopian in nature – the digital world being presented as either 

cataclysmic for organised religion or a significant boon for it (Tsuria et al., 2017: 79). 

The second research wave is described as a ‘time of categorisation’ in which 

researchers developed classifications and typologies for prevalent online religious 

activities, principally by using ethnography with interviews and questionnaires 

designed to elicit more information (Tsuria et al., 2017: 79). Helland’s (2000) 
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categories of “religion-online” are frequently cited in this context, examining how 

online religion was adapting traditional forms of religion to create new types of online 

spirituality. In contrast, the third wave took a more theoretical turn as scholars began 

to develop theoretical frameworks for analysing how offline religious communities 

interacted with new media. An example of this theoretical turn is Barzilai-Nahon and 

Barzila’s (2005) study of ultra-Orthodox Jewish Internet users and the rhetorical 

arguments they used to justify their presence online as being within the normative 

boundaries of the religion.  

Finally, the fourth wave of research has focused on “how religious actors 

negotiate relationships across multiple spheres of their online and offline lives” 

(Campbell and Lovheim, 2011). This has entailed deeper analyses of how new media 

both complements and potentially challenges traditional forms of religious authority – 

an avenue pursued, for example, by Cheong et al. (2011). Lovheim and Campbell 

(2017: 11) emphasise that as digital technologies increasingly saturate public and 

personal life, and multiple modes of communication, “researchers must engage with 

the existential, ethical and political implications of these intersections”. This, in turn, 

requires the application of new theories and methodological tools.  

 Scholars of Digital Religion have examined both how new media are used by 

religious organisations and, on the flip side, how interaction with these new media 

spaces leads to the reimagining of religion (Campbell, 2017: 16). This applies 

Hoover’s (2006) culturalist perspective, which focuses on how religious users of new 

media attribute social and religious meaning to their activities. Even more, Hoover 

(2012: ix) argues that scholars have progressed from examining the digitalisation of 

religion – how new media compels religious organisations to adapt to changing notions 

of religious tradition and authority – to exploring at a deeper level “the actual 

contribution ‘the digital’ is making to the religious”. In this respect, it seems clear that 

digital religion shows traits of both online (e.g., interactivity, convergence, audience-

generated content) and offline (e.g., traditional belief systems and rituals) cultures. 

Digital Religion thus explores the intersection of new media technologies, digital 

culture, and religion.  

 Broadly, Campbell is optimistic that the Catholic Church can benefit from 

engaging with new media. She notes, indeed, that Pope Francis has become a very 
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popular figure in part because of his “succinct and evocative communication that is 

ideal and typical of digital culture” (Campbell and Vitullo, 2019: 437). Social media 

has increased the popularity of Pope Francis by making his communication and 

charisma accessible to everyone with an internet connection. His style of 

communication is arguably perfect for the new media world. As such, Narbona (2016) 

argues that if used ethically, prudently and enthusiastically, digital platforms can be 

powerful catalysts for Catholic evangelisation in the coming years and decades.  

Geographically, the field of Digital Religion has branched out from its 

American origins and become increasingly European in nature. Lovheim and 

Campbell (2017: 9) speculate that this derives from the increasingly post-secular 

nature of Europe as religion, especially Islam, has become more visible within society. 

Media scholars have thus sought to examine how the increased visibility of religion in 

the digital media realm will change the nature of the public discourse and indeed alter 

European society and culture more broadly. Scholars such as Sumiala and Korpiola 

(2017) and Piela and Sisler (2017) have focused especially on Islam in a European 

context, examining questions such as the phenomenon of Muslim martyrdom. 

1.1.3  Theoretical Approaches to Digital Religion 

 Throughout the four waves of research on digital religion identified in the 

previous section, certain theoretical approaches to the study of digital religion have 

become apparent. In this respect, Campbell (2017: 17) cites three main theoretical 

approaches: “mediatization, mediation of meaning, and the religious-social shaping of 

technology (RSST). Each approach leads to a different understanding of the 

relationship between religion and media” and how religion performs in a digital 

context. This sub-chapter examines each of these three approaches in turn. 

 Mediatization theory focuses on “the role the media plays in creating social 

and cultural change. The concept of mediatization thus captures the interdependent 

relationship between media change on the one hand and social and cultural change on 

the other” (Hepp et al., 2010: 223). In theoretical terms, mediatization theory can be 

applied in several ways – for example, using a social constructivist or cultural studies 

approach to institutions as they engage with new media (Campbell, 2017: 18). 

Hjarvard (2013) argues that mediatization is a modern phenomenon arising from 

“media-saturated societies”, whereas others argue that mediatization is visible from 
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the outset of mankind’s use of media tools for communication (Krotz, 2014; Lundby, 

2014).  

 Developing on this, Lundby (2014) conceptualises mediatization as an 

approach which views “the media as a set of foundational tools used by humans to 

communicate with each other”. This approach makes it possible to examine how the 

media socialises public understandings of religion, how such socialisation in turn 

changes religious communities and organisations, and how these religious institutions 

come to depend on the media (Campbell, 2017: 18). Mediatization can thus be used as 

a theoretical lens to explore the diminished or altered role played by religion in 

contemporary society, especially in a European context where media has to some 

degree taken over the role once performed by state churches (Lovheim, 2011; Hepp, 

2013; Hepp and Kronert, 2010; Campbell, 2017). In this aspect, mediatization theory 

becomes a tool to examine how religion is changing in an increasingly secular social 

environment (Lovheim, 2011: 161).  

 Hjarvard’s (2008, 2014) understanding of mediatization has been particularly 

influential, exploring how media institutions influence religious ones. This approach 

highlights how various social structures have become dependent on the media and its 

logic. Hjarvard emphasises how the media has become a key structure disseminating 

information about religion throughout society. This serves to transform “religion, as 

the media become society’s main information source about religion. Mediatization 

thus occurs when media institutions dominate the social order and usurp the position 

once held by religious institutions as the main interpreters of cultural meaning in 

society” (Lovheim and Lynch, 2011). 

 In broad terms, then, we might see mediatization as a theory purporting to 

explain how the media is increasingly usurping the role of religion within society 

(certainly in a European, largely secular context). Cultural meaning and social and 

ethical norms are no longer mediated primarily through religious institutions but, 

instead, by media ones. It is the media, not religious institutions, who are thus now the 

prime creators of cultural meaning and social norms. The public appears to take its cue 

more from media content than from religious authority.  

 Attitudes towards homosexuality and gay marriage offer an interesting case 

study here. It is evident that the churches have largely lagged behind public attitudes 
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in their treatment of homosexuality – certainly in the Catholic Church. In merely a few 

decades, public attitudes towards homosexuality in countries such as the United 

Kingdom (UK) have completely transformed from a position of hostility to acceptance. 

This raises the question of how and why public attitudes have shifted so rapidly, 

especially given that religious institutions in the UK – historically, the main authorities 

on ethical matters of this type – have clearly not driven this transformation. The 

obvious answer is that the media has largely shaped this shift in attitudes, with secular 

broadcasters and news organisations increasingly producing content that encourages 

more liberal and tolerant attitudes towards lifestyles previously considered morally 

unacceptable. This media outlook has by no means been uniform, and one might argue 

that the media has itself been shaped by changing social attitudes in some respects. 

Nonetheless, it is revealing that the mainstream churches now largely follow media 

and social opinion in these matters rather than lead it. This looks like mediatization in 

action. 

 Mediation is the second of the theories listed by Campbell. Mediation can be 

understood as “the processes of language whereby meaning is transferred through acts 

of reception and consumption informed by the audience’s understanding of the world 

and themselves” (Campbell, 2017: 19; Silverstone, 2005). The term thus captures how 

communication processes have the potential to reshape the social and cultural 

landscape. Applying this concept, the ‘mediation of meaning’ can thus be understood 

as a specific theoretical approach “within Digital Religion studies that aims to unpack 

how communication is a process that created shared meaning” (Campbell, 2017: 19).  

 Hoover (2006) is one of the most significant adopters of this theoretical 

approach. He argues that the media serves as a resource “from which people draw 

meaning to help explain or even assimilate their religious ideals and beliefs within 

modern society. From this perspective, meaning shapes, and is shaped by, religious 

narratives and conceptions of the self” (Campbell, 2017: 19). “This approach regards 

audiences as active consumers and interpreters of media content, who seek to 

understand the media content they consume by linking the messages portrayed back to 

their own beliefs” (Hoover et al., 2004). Individuals can then apply their own judgment 

about whether or not to take on board the messages conveyed by media.  
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 At the same time, mediation theory underlines how the media constitutes a tool 

through which individuals and groups can communicate to others and to themselves. 

In a religious context, the media can thus be regarded as a resource through which 

people negotiate and express their religious beliefs and values within the culture they 

live in (Campbell, 2017: 19). Media consumption thus helps to articulate what role 

religion plays in contemporary life.  

 Scholars who employ mediation theory in their work often take an 

ethnographic approach, using interviews to map how and why groups of religious 

Internet users employ new media. Examples of the mediation approach in practice 

include Wagner’s (2012) work on how “gamers interpret their gaming activities as a 

form of religious experience”, and Clark and Dierberg’s (2013) study of “how 

religious groups use digital storytelling to visualise and verbalise their religious 

identities”. Another example is Coats and Murchison’s (2015) study of New Age 

spiritual tourism, in which the authors use the mediation of meaning to examine how 

media platforms provide resources (such as religious symbols and texts) that help some 

individuals to develop their ideas of spirituality and cultivate alternative religious 

narratives.  

 Mediation theory seems to leave more scope for individual agency than the 

mediatization approach. Whereas the latter is more focused on the big picture 

usurpation of religious institutions by the media, leaving little room for the individual, 

the former approach emphasises the role of the individual in navigating between media 

content and one’s own beliefs and value systems. Overall, then, mediation of meaning 

presents a useful perspective from which “one can study the reimagining of religion 

online, while recognising that such changes still draw on traditional structures of social 

power and religious identity” (Campbell, 2017: 19-20). 

 The third of Campbell’s three “theoretical approaches to the study of digital 

religion is the religious-social shaping of technology (RSST)”. This approach has been 

developed by Campbell herself as a tool for studying religious groups’ negotiation 

with new media (Campbell, 2017: 20). It utilizes the British tradition of social shaping 

of technology to investigate how societal individuals and groups encounter limitations 

in their technological decisions due to broader structural and social aspects influenced 

by worldviews and belief systems. Thus, the RSST begins from the assumption that 
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when individuals and groups engage with new media technologies, they do so with 

“beliefs and patterns of engagement already grounded in their communal histories and 

traditions” (Campbell, 2017: 20-1). When people engage with new media, therefore, 

they do so not as blank sheets of paper but with prior beliefs and attitudes already 

ingrained. Further, when groups adopt technologies, they do so in part based on their 

capacity to shape and frame that technology in accordance with their own community 

values (Silverstone et al., 1992).  

 According to Campbell (2010), the RSST approach offers a four-stage process 

for examining how religious groups and individuals negotiate their coaches with 

respect to new forms of media. “This entails: a) studying the history and tradition of 

the community, especially in terms of uncovering group understandings of 

community, authority and textual engagement; b) identifying core values that might 

influence the group’s beliefs about the media; c) studying the group’s negotiation 

processes with new technologies, revealing which aspects they accept, reject or seek 

to change in light of their own needs and values; and d) examining the communal 

framing and discourses used to justify their technology use as representative of the 

group’s identity” (Campbell, 2017: 20-1).  

 This approach has been used in a number of recent studies examining how 

religious communities negotiate their engagement with the online world. For example, 

Noomen et al. (2011) studied Catholic and Protestant web designers, while Shahar and 

Lev-On (2011) focused on the web activity of ultra-orthodox Jewish women. Both 

studies found that offline religious heritage and values are of significant importance 

when religious groups seek to adapt their behaviour to an online environment. In some 

cases, groups use digital technologies to deepen their cultural boundaries and justify 

their moral beliefs (Whitehead, 2013; Bako and Hubbes, 2011).  

 In identifying the strengths of each of the three approaches, Campbell argues 

that mediatization theory is most useful in highlighting how new media increasingly 

informs popular conceptions of religion, thereby shaping the religious discourse in the 

public sphere (2017: 21). This approach proves beneficial in examining how religious 

organizations interact with emerging media platforms and how media can influence 

perceptions of religious leadership. Mediation of meaning helps scholars to identify 

how new media informs religious identities and highlights how and where religion is 
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established in the context of digital culture. Finally, the RSST approach offers a 

‘framework for studying the motivations of religious groups’ when they decide 

whether to engage with new media or resist it. It also highlights how new media 

engagement is grounded in patterns of historical, social and religious behaviour and 

values (Campbell, 2017: 21). 

 In terms of potential weaknesses, mediatization theory is best employed in 

analyzing broad societal frameworks and comprehensive institutional examinations 

concerning the dynamics of digital media's role in the competition for influence among 

religious groups. As noted above, the mediation of meaning perspective takes more of 

grassroots, bottom-up approach and thus is better suited to examining how individuals 

create personal meanings through their new media engagement. Finally, the RSST 

approach is most suited to studies of specific, bounded religious communities 

(Campbell, 2017: 21-2). All these approaches have merit for this Thesis, with different 

aspects of each being applicable to the different areas under investigation. 

Mediatization theory is clearly useful in examining the big picture effects of new 

media on the Church, for instance, while the mediation of meaning and RSST 

approaches will be invaluable in examining how grassroots Catholics in Nigeria 

engage with new media.  

1.1.4  New Media and Religious Authority 

 One of the most interesting chapters of Digital Religion is Pauline Hope 

Cheong’s chapter on religious authority. Cheong observes that, historically, the advent 

of new technologies has often served to undermine authority (whether secular or 

religious). Thus, “the authority of leaders diminishes when a medium allows different 

people to have open access and gain greater control over knowledge and social 

information” (Cheong, 2013: 72). This can be applied in a religious context too. Many 

scholars argue that the Internet challenges religious authority by broadening access to 

religious information in a way that undermines traditional structures (Cheong, 2013: 

75). Indeed, the standard view is that new media will disrupt and undermine traditional 

religious authority. Hoover et al. (2004: 20), for example, argue new media accelerates 

the tendency of individuals to exercise more autonomy in their religious practices in 

relation to formal authorities and institutions. 
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 Authority can be defined as “the effect of a posited, perceived or institutionally 

ascribed asymmetry between speaker and audience that permits certain speakers to 

command not just the attention but the confidence, respect, and trust of their audience” 

(Lincoln, 1994: 4). As conceptualised by Weber (1947), authority in a religious context 

derives from a combination of sacred tradition, appointment to a superior office, and 

the perceived charisma of being imbued with divine powers (Cheong, 2013: 73). 

Building on this, Campbell (2007) has identified four forms of religious authority: 

hierarchy (the role of recognised leaders), structure (community and recognisable 

organisation), ideology (faith beliefs) and texts (recognised teachings or religious 

doctrine). 

 In theorising how the advent of new media potentially undermines religious 

authority, Cheong (2013: 75) draws attention to the myriads of information resources 

now available online. Search engines offer instant access to an entire world of religious 

materials, texts and analyses, which offer “new spaces of persuasion arising from 

numerous sources of authority” (Ibid). The Church itself thus no longer operates as the 

main locus of authority – instead, individuals can conduct their own research and 

investigation independently, reliant on online materials that are “completely self-

contained…and free of external certification and gatekeeping” (Soukup, 2003).  

An analogy can be drawn here with the advent of the printing press, which 

made the Bible directly accessible to individuals and thereby facilitated the rise of 

Protestantism – perhaps the greatest challenge to the authority of the Catholic Church 

in history. Anything that encourages independent religious expression and study – as 

opposed to traditional community-based, collective forms of worship – might be 

considered intrinsically anti-authority insofar as it removes the Church from the 

picture to some degree. The Internet does precisely this. For it permits access to 

religious information that was previously regarded as secret or perhaps suitable only 

for those who had been certified or ordained. In this way, religious authority can 

diminish as non-clergy gain greater access and insight to the body of religious 

knowledge (Cheong, 2013: 75).  

In addition, the Internet can present information that potentially opposes 

established religious doctrine and undermines the credibility of religious institutions 

and leadership. Indeed, the Internet can directly facilitate the emergence of schismatic 
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leaders who challenge mainstream religious teaching and offer alternative perspectives 

(Cheong, 2013: 76). As Turner (2007: 120) states, new media technologies and their 

associated cultures “undermine traditional forms of religious authority because they 

expand conventional modes of communication, open up new opportunities for debate 

and create alternative visions of the global community”. Similarly, Barker (2005: 80) 

has argued that the Internet undermines the vertical authority structure of religious 

institutions because it provides “an alternative source of information to be 

disseminated by the movement’s leaders and enables this to be communicated through 

horizontal networks”.  

Likewise, Hojsgaard and Warburg (2005) speak of the new media environment 

as “virtual religion” – implying an ersatz quality to it – which lies in tension with ‘real 

world’ religious structures. Further, Lomborg and Ess (2012: 185) note the inherent 

difficulty for the clergy of knowing precisely what postures and attitudes to strike 

when engaging online. The authors cite a “continuous tension” and “delicate balancing 

act” between on the one hand being friendly and familiar with parishioners online 

while, at the same time, ensuring that this familiarity does not jeopardise the 

professional respect and authority so vital for the clergy’s work and leadership of the 

community. Overall, then, the dominant perspective in the literature is one of 

pessimism about religious authority in the new media world. Most studies highlight a 

logic of disjuncture and displacement in which religious authority is steadily, and 

potentially radically, undermined by a cacophonous array of independent voices.  

There is, however, an alternative perspective that characterises the relationship 

between new media and religious authority in a quite different way. This school of 

thought emphasises the logic of continuity, complementarity and renewal rather than 

disjuncture and displacement (Cheong, 2013: 78). It also argues that the relationship 

between new media and religious authority is characterised by “connectedness, 

succession and negotiation” rather than displacement (Ibid).  From this perspective, 

the online and offline worlds act to complement each other rather than undermine each 

other in a religious context. As familiarity with the Internet has grown, so people have 

increasingly learned to harmonise their online practices with local community-oriented 

activities. Indeed, the online and offline worlds can create new synergies as the Internet 

helps to build and deepen connections between members of the faithful (Ibid). 
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Some empirical studies support this more optimistic perspective. For example, 

Kluver and Cheong (2007) found that religious leaders across different faith traditions 

largely welcomed the development of new media. They regarded it as an important 

new tool with which to reach the faithful and potential new followers. Similarly, 

Cheong et al. (2008) examined the “world of Christian blogs and found that many 

were affiliated with local churches and often blogged about their engagement with 

local religious communities”, as well as referencing traditional customary religious 

texts. These blogs were thus largely complementary to established religion rather than 

antagonistic towards it. Hence, Campbell (2010) argues that the online Christian 

community more often affirms religious authority than contradict or undermine it.  

Fischer-Nielsen (2012) examined the online activities of Evangelical 

Lutherans in Denmark and “found that 95 percent of them were online daily, while a 

significant proportion (including 94 percent of pastors aged between 25 and 39 years) 

viewed the Internet as being positive for their work. Significantly, the pastors also 

reported that the Internet had encouraged more frequent contact with parishioners, thus 

complementing rather than undermining real-world contact with the faithful” 

(Campbell, 2013: 80).  

Similarly, some religious leaders are showing their ability to adapt to the more 

democratic world of digital religion. Clergy are increasingly adjusting their identities 

and behaviours to act as guides and mediators of knowledge rather than dogmatic 

commanders or sages (Cheong et al., 2011). This approach has been termed “strategic 

arbitration”, whereby the religious leader seeks the cooperation of the laity but retains 

the discretionary power to determine informational and interpersonal outcomes in 

order to avoid destabilising the group (Cheong, 2013: 81). For instance, Cheong’s 

(2011) study of Christian pastors found that they responded selectively to emails and 

justified their authority by referencing scripture. Indeed, the fact that parishioners now 

have more access to religious information can actually enhance the authority of clergy, 

since this greater knowledge leads to a better understanding of the clergy’s own 

knowledge and experience. Perhaps counter-intuitively, then, “a paradox of epistemic 

authority is that it may be more effective when followers possess some level of 

knowledge that enables them to evaluate the legitimacy of the clergy’s knowledge” 

(Cheong et al., 2011: 1163). Pastors can also use their offline presence to act as the 

focal point for the congregation and retain their influence and authority over the group.  
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Some clergy have taken their online presence a stage further and developed 

powerful personal brands designed to attract new followers. Particularly charismatic 

or extrovert pastors can now extend their reach beyond their immediate congregation 

and parish, potentially drawing regional or even national attention. In The Reason Your 

Church Must Twitter, Coppedge (2009) argues that priests must adopt social media in 

order to expand their outreach and missions. The use of ‘Twitter Sundays’, where 

members are encouraged to tweet their reflections and questions throughout a service, 

is another example of how the online and offline worlds can combine to good effect 

(Cheong, 2013: 82).  

On balance, then, Cheong (2013: 82) argues that research is increasingly 

pointing towards the complementarity of new media and religious authority. Rather 

than undermining religious authority, new media can complement and potentially even 

enhance it. Online activity is increasingly incorporated within religious norms and 

practices, with religious leaders adapting to new media and exercising discretionary 

control where necessary. In line with RSST theory, patterns of historical and 

institutional beliefs and norms also contribute to preserving the authority of religious 

leaders, whose offline authority naturally translates to online authority too (albeit in a 

more nuanced way).  

Undeniably, though, there remains a paradoxical relationship between new 

media and religious authority. As Cheong (2013: 82) states, there are two interacting 

and seemingly opposite forces working against each other insofar as new media 

appears both to weaken and strengthen religious authority at the same time. There is 

thus a “logic of dialectics and paradox in operation as religious institutions and leaders 

negotiate the processes of digital mediation in their work as they seek to reconstruct 

religious authority” in the new media environment. Studies of this area must 

incorporate this paradoxical logic as they seek to explore the ambivalent, but 

potentially fruitful, relationship between new media and religious authority.  

1.1.5  New Media and Religious Identity 

 Religion has been central to the identity of many individuals and groups 

throughout human history (Durkheim, 1995). This constitutive role has occurred 

“through the transmission of religious narratives, the enacting of religious rituals, and 

the normative framing of individual beliefs and practices. Yet new media, especially 
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the increasing mediation of self-representation and social interaction, potentially 

challenges the traditional role of religion in the formation of identity” (Lovheim, 2013: 

41).  

 ‘Identity’ refers to the process “by which an individual develops the capacity 

to understand the meaning of situations in everyday life and their own position in 

relation to these situations” (Hewitt, 2000: 79). Through this, “the individual forms a 

personal identity or self. The ‘self’ relates to the individual’s experience of himself as 

a separate, unique person capable of acting independently in a given situation” 

(Lovheim, 2013: 42). At the same time, identity can also be social in nature, with the 

experience of self partly situated in contexts of social interaction (Goffman, 1959). 

This second dimension of identity thus concerns the position of the individual in 

relation to the meanings, practices and behaviours of social life (Lovheim, 2013: 42). 

Identity is thus constituted not only by the self but also partly in reference to others 

and to society in general.  

 Identity in late modernity is increasingly marked by greater plurality, 

uncertainty and reflexivity (Lovheim, 2013: 50). Whereas previously, identity was 

largely a function of geographic location and tradition, it has now become increasingly 

dis-embodied from these settings as identity becomes more reflexive and continuously 

reconstructed (Giddens, 1991: 5, 14-20). In religious terms, too, identity is increasingly 

seen as a choice rather than a given (Berger, 1999). This choice concerns, first, whether 

or not to be religious at all; secondly, how far one’s religious beliefs should be central 

or secondary to one’s identity; and thirdly, the extent to which one’s religious faith 

should be based on a collective or primarily individual in nature. Such choices are, of 

course, structured by contingent factors such as gender, race, class and access to media 

(Clark, 2003: 231).  

 In the newly converged media world, there are new opportunities for self-

expression and identity constitution. Since at least the late 2000s, it has been possible 

for individuals to become producers rather than merely users of content (Bruns, 2008: 

13-15). This point has been explored in depth elsewhere in this Thesis in relation to 

the work of Henry Jenkins. This has important implications for identity, since it is now 

possible for individuals to self-represent on blogs and amateur videos and to interact 

with others through links and comments (Lovheim, 2013: 44). In the case of young 
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people, in particular, this offers new opportunities for self-expression and identity 

outside the environments of home and school (Boyd, 2007).  

 At the same time, online identity is in some ways more artificial and 

disingenuous than real life identity. Individuals can monitor and edit their self-

representations – for example, by carefully selecting what they choose to share online 

or by using filters or other editing features to adjust their appearance in photographs. 

This gives individuals the perception of having greater control over their identities, 

although this online ‘self’ is an edited version of the face-to-face reality (Lovheim, 

2013: 44-5).  

 From a religious perspective, the greater possibilities for individuals to exercise 

control over their self-representation and identity also applies in the religious sphere. 

Helland (2004: 30, 33) has noted the newfound possibilities to choose and “express 

one’s own brand of religious identity, challenging the traditional role of religious 

communities in the formation and control of religious identity”. Equally, the more 

disembodied nature of communication online potentially allows more fluid and multi-

faceted forms of religious identity, with individuals no longer necessarily feeling 

confined to their own community’s religion (Lovheim, 2013: 45-6).   

 On the other hand, empirical research shows a high degree of congruence 

between offline and online religious behaviours. For example, the Pew Internet and 

American Life Project survey of American religious activity online found that most 

online religious users “were also active in offline religious settings and used the 

Internet to enhance existing beliefs and communities” (Larsen, 2004). Thus, “people 

tended to interact online within networks that had already been established offline – a 

finding confirmed by later studies” (Hoover et al., 2004; Lovheim, 2008). As Lovheim 

(2013: 49) states, “personal religious practices and expressions of religious identity 

through digital media are performed in interaction with uses of conventional media, 

and within the social networks of friends, family, school and the workplace”. Religious 

‘outsiders’, however, were more likely to use new media and the Internet to discover 

others sharing similar religious interests or experiences (Lovheim, 2013: 46).  

 While some individuals use the Internet as a mask or to create a persona, others 

use it as an important venue for their religious identity and choose to integrate elements 

of their offline religious identity as part of their online identity (Cowan, 2005: 176). 
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Others claim a position of authority by seeking to present themselves as spiritual 

experts or guides, potentially bypassing traditional authorities and thus creating 

tension with the traditional process of collective identity formation (Lovheim, 2013: 

47). Many forms of religious expression online are also individual in nature – 

involving blogs and podcasts that chronicle one’s own spiritual journey rather than 

primarily engage in communication with others (Cheong et al., 2008: 115; Teusner, 

2010). Still, Cowan (2005: 35) stresses that the individual element of online religious 

identity should not be over-emphasised – even on the Internet, religion takes a social 

form based upon shared sacred texts, shared ideas and forums for discussion.  

 On a deeper level, scholars argue that the use of new media is essential if 

religious identity is to keep pace with changes in modern society, especially its 

increasingly technological and globalised nature. Aupers and Houtman (2010: 25) 

claim that “we are witnessing a relocation of the sacred to the subjective world of the 

individual and the world of technological objects; a sacralization of the self and the 

digital”. This might sound like a radical challenge to the Church, but Lovheim (2013: 

52) argues that such changes reflect the cultural tensions and logic of modernisation 

shaping religion in late modern society. The choice might not be between semi-

individualised religion and traditional religion but rather between semi-individualised 

religion or no religion at all. Attempting to hold back the tide is not a realistic option 

for any religious institution.  

1.1.6  New Media and Community 

 There has been longstanding scholarly interest in how the developments of new 

media formats impact upon community regeneration and innovation. This can be 

traced back at least to the development of radio in the 1920s and television in the 1940s 

(Jankowski, 2002). Questions around digital/new media are of a similar ilk, provoked 

by how social cohesion and collective identity can be established and maintained in an 

age of digital media (Campbell, 2013: 66-7). There are questions, in particular, around 

whether technologically-mediated relationships can be considered a legitimate or 

authentic form of community. Although new media facilitates disembodied interaction 

between individuals, some question whether such engagements are truly authentic 

(Campbell, 2013: 67). Religious leaders also fear that participation in new media 
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communities will lead people to drop out of their traditional offline community lives 

(2013: 67).  

In this respect, scholars argue that our ways of working, socialising and 

forming identities are increasingly formed through networks of loose associations 

rather than tight social connections in bounded groups (Campbell, 2013: 68). This 

encourages a form of networked individualism, where people live as “connected 

individuals rather than embedded group members” (Rainie and Wellman, 2012: 19). 

This raises the possibility that the influence of religious institutions will be replaced 

by one’s own personalised social network as the main influence in a person’s spiritual 

life. In this way, it can be argued that the logic of the network is increasingly replacing 

the idea of place-based community (Campbell, 2013: 68). 

 Again, though, there is evidence of interdependence between the religious 

online and offline worlds as online churches deliberately seek to replicate behaviours 

they are familiar with from the offline world (Hutchings, 2008, 2010). Equally, 

predictions that television viewers would leave their local churches and join televisual 

churches turned out to be unfounded (Hoover, 1990). On the other hand, some studies 

of religious bloggers suggest that individuals can use their online identities to 

consciously resist traditional forms of religious community and build instead a fluid 

religious identity and network that enables experimentation with new forms of 

religious interaction online (Teusner, 2010; Campbell, 2013: 67).   

1.1.7  Weighing up Digital Religion 

 In his concluding chapter to Digital Religion, Stewart Hoover (2013: 266) 

notes the tendency of commentators to either essentialize or particularize the digital 

realm. By essentializing, Hoover refers to the tendency to regard the digital sphere as 

a poor substitute for the authentic role played by traditional religion. By 

particularizing, Hoover means the opposing tendency to instrumentalize new media 

and think about it purely in terms of its ability to serve traditional forms of religious 

practice. In rejecting both approaches, Hoover argues that we need a more nuanced 

assessment of new media. Developments in the digital sphere are much more layered 

and complex than the simplistic ‘particularize versus essentialize’ perspectives 

assume.  
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 Yet Hoover himself arguably resorts to a somewhat simplistic view when he 

asserts that religious authority is “in the crosshairs” and that religious institutions are 

in “full panic mode” about the advent of new media. Hoover (2013: 267) argues that 

“the key change in the new era is that digital communications encourage new modes 

of practice – and it is this that defines what is happening, not symbols, history, or 

authority”. Again, though, this appears to underestimate the extent to which religious 

digital practice is grounded in traditional behaviours in the offline world. For the 

Catholic Church, in particular, the centrality of the Mass remains clear.  

 Hoover (2013: 268) also touches on the important question of whether the 

digital realm is a distraction from actual social involvement or a path towards it. The 

general assumption appears to be that it is a distraction more than a catalyst towards 

such action. Yet the evidence of the earlier chapters in Digital Religion suggests a 

more optimistic perspective. For in many ways, the digital sphere appears to be used 

as a means of enhancing pre-existing real world links. As noted above, many religious 

internet users – especially those attached to mainstream religious institutions – operate 

online within their existing offline religious networks. Although Hoover deprecates 

the idea of instrumentalising the digital sphere, it seems fair to observe that, at least to 

some extent, social and digital media are indeed used in an instrumental manner to 

enhance real world connections rather than substitute for them.  

 The lack of consensus on this issue highlights the need for primary research 

that can cast more light on precisely how religious institutions and religious individuals 

use new media. Only empirical evidence can truly answer the question of whether 

individuals use new media in an individualistic, authority-challenging manner, or 

alternatively, in ways that complement rather than subvert their offline, real world 

religious connections. Equally, of course, it is possible that both dynamics are in 

evidence – as some of the literature attest. Much of the literature is also generic in 

nature, referring to religion in general rather than specific religions or specific religious 

institutions. Catholicism, with its clear institutional identity and sense of hierarchy, is 

clearly distinct from other religious faiths, even those within the Christian tradition. 

This must also be taken into account when conducting primary research into the 

relationship between religion and new media.  

1.1.8  Future Research Agenda in the Digital Religion Field 
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In terms of current research challenges in the field of Digital Religion, 

Lovheim and Campbell (2017: 7) argue that more effort must be made to engage with 

wider questions in the area of Internet Studies, such as questions relating to 

surveillance, hate speech, gender, ethnicity, class, sexuality and postcolonial issues. 

This is particularly necessary given that the digital realm is increasingly integrated 

with the material world of users from a variety of social, cultural and geographical 

backgrounds (Ibid: 11). Meanwhile, Cheong (2017) emphasises the importance of 

understanding new forms of religious organisational practices and transnational 

authority. The transnational factor is also emphasised by Sumiala and Korpiola (2017), 

who stress how digital technology can become a vehicle for establishing solidarity 

across boundaries.  

Additionally, Campbell (2017: 22) calls for more theoretical work on how 

online activity is creating “new forms of religious hybridity while also leading to 

changes within religious thinking and processes in the offline world”. More 

longitudinal and comparative studies could help to better understand the 

interdependence between online and offline environments as well as cast light on the 

intersection between new media and traditional religious authority.  

Another significant research topic concerns the ethical issues arising from the 

precarious nature of digital existence. The meaning of existence, guilt and death have 

been conceptualised by religious scholars for centuries – but how do such concepts 

apply in the world of digital human existence? Scholars such as Lagerkvist and Ess 

have sought to engage with such topics as they confront the “existential and ambivalent 

terrain” of the digital lifeworld (Lovheim and Campbell, 2017: 10). This requires 

broadening the focus from religions themselves to other actors in society who might 

use religious symbols and concepts to understand and manage their lives in a digitally 

saturated world (2017: 10).  

Finally, Digital Religion scholars emphasise the urgency of developing and 

applying new quantitative data analysis methods in the field – a tool “remarkably 

missing in current work” according to Lovheim and Campbell (2017: 13). Such large-

scale quantitative work according to them, is necessary to study the effects of big data 

on issues such as surveillance, security and individual privacy. It could also help to 

capture the use of religious symbols in memes, videos and on apps such as Instagram. 
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The use of apps across time, modes and geographical locations also requires 

quantitative methods (2017: 13). Ultimately, the field needs to progress toward a 

comprehensive examination of the network of participants in digital religion, 

encompassing religious authorities, media creators, stakeholders, members and non-

members.  

1.2 Historical Context: Tracing the Evolution of Church Policies towards 

Communications and the Media 

1.2.1  Introduction 

 This section focuses on the historical trajectory taken by the Catholic Church 

in respect of its relationship with the media. The section thus examines historical 

Church documents and policies, identifies the themes therein, and traces the evolution 

from one document to the next. Broadly, this historical analysis illustrates that the 

Church has traditionally been sceptical of new media developments, especially their 

potential to inflict moral harm. Over time, the Church has become steadily more 

progressive towards, and less suspicious of, the media – but some ambivalence remain, 

even under the current Papacy.  

1.2.2  Historical Documents 

 Most modern Catholics start from the position that “Christianity is a mediated 

phenomenon, there is no aspect of Christianity that can exist except as it is being 

communicated” (Horsfield, 2015: 8). This implies a positive attitude towards the 

media as a mechanism for evangelising and disseminating the message of the Gospels. 

Yet such an attitude has not always been in evidence. Indeed, Horsfield (2015: 287) 

states that “how the religion should be mediated has been a recurring cause of conflict 

and contest throughout Christianity’s history, in relation to not just modern technology 

but almost every dimension of communication practice”.  

This scepticism towards the media was driven by the increasing secularism of 

the world outside the Holy See – a secularism evident at least as early as the late 

eighteenth century, when secular principles were incorporated within the constitution 

of the newly independent United States of America. In France, too, secular 

Enlightenment ideas became increasingly important around this time. From the 

Church’s perspective, then, the secularization of the world and its closure to the idea 
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of transcendence forced the Holy See to be cautious about engaging with different 

forms of media (Pardo, 2021: 195). This attitude also extended to the world of art – 

also increasingly imbued with secular Enlightenment principles from the eighteenth 

century onwards.  

Secularization theory seeks to explain this friction between the Church and the 

media. According to Swatos and Christiano (2000), the media alienates some religious 

people because of its secular nature, with the mass media perceived to represent an 

anti-religious and fundamentally secularist view of society. As successive new types 

of media appeared – cinema, radio and television – and became increasingly popular, 

so the Church’s scepticism and reluctance to engage with media increased (Pardo, 

2021: 195). Pope John Paul II acknowledged this sceptical stance in 1980, when he 

stated: “The attitude of the Church was, therefore, of separation, distance, opposition 

in the name of the Christian faith” (John Paul II, 1980, no. 1). 

This scepticism was evident in one of the first Church documents on the topic 

of the media – Vigilanti Cura (VC, or Be Vigilant), an Encyclical Letter written by 

Pope Pius XI in 1936 in response to the development of cinema. Here Pius XI sought 

to warn the Catholic faithful, particularly in America, of the potential ‘moral decay’ 

caused by acting and cinema, with particular concern expressed about potential nudity 

and/or sexual acts (whether graphic or implied). As the Pope stated, “We gave Our 

opinion that it was entirely necessary that cinematographic plays should be ruled by 

those precepts by which the great gift of art is swayed and controlled, so that the 

Christian law or morals – even the human, formed by natural law – should not suffer 

discredit and injury” (VC 4). As such, “It is, therefore, most necessary, in these times 

of ours, that these entertainments should not become schools of corruption, but that 

they should rather assist in the right education of man and in raising the dignity of 

morality” (VC 26). Building on the concerns expressed by the Pope, a group of priests 

and laity labelling themselves the “Legion of Decency” (Skinner, 1993) then sought 

to introduce censorship of film productions. Evidently, then, the Church’s attitude 

towards cinema was highly sceptical.   

1.2.3  The Miranda Prorsus 

Among the key historical documents in the Church’s history is the Miranda 

Prorsus (MP, or On the Communication Fields: Movies, Television and Radio)– an 
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encyclical letter published by Pope Pius XII in 1957. The Miranda Prorsus was the 

first Vatican document to address television and radio as well as cinema – reflecting 

the rapid development of TV and radio in the 21 years since Vigilanti Curia had been 

published. Again, the Church’s tone in this document is one of a concerned parent 

anxious about the potential moral degradation that could be inflicted upon the Catholic 

faithful by these new mediums. As the Pope stated in the introduction to MP, “the 

Church welcomed these technological advances as soon as they came into use, but in 

her maternal concern and watchfulness she was also disposed to guard her children 

against every danger as they entered upon this age of progress” (MP ,3). Further, the 

Pope stated: “It is not enough that these new inventions serve truth; they must also 

perfect human life and morals. They can contribute to this end in three ways which We 

intend to discuss: by announcing the news; by educating; by entertaining” (MP, 47). 

Expanding upon the Church’s stance, the Pope urged the Bishop’s Conferences 

around the world to monitor the output of film producers and ensure they were in 

accordance with Catholic teachings: “ 

Whenever they pass moral judgment on a film, they should reflect 

attentively on the norms We have often laid down, particularly when We 

have spoken about the elevation of motion pictures to the highest ideal of 

beauty and education, about plots which deal with religion, and about 

portrayal of evil deeds (which portrayal should never neglect and never 

offend human dignity, the modesty of the home, holiness of life, the 

Church of Jesus Christ, or human and civil society)” (MP, 81).  

Those involved in the film industry, especially Catholics, were also exhorted 

to “remember that the task entrusted to them of passing moral judgment on motion 

pictures is meant to give clear and apt guidance to public opinion in order that all might 

be led to esteem those norms and principles of morality without which sound 

intellectual development and culture worth the name become impossible” (MP, 82).  

The tone of Miranda Prorsus was rather more positive about the development 

of the radio, which was seen as a medium capable of providing information and news. 

As the Pope stated, “Brought to almost complete perfection by recent inventions, 

wireless telegraphy brings outstanding advantages to technical processes; by means of 

a radio beam pilotless machine may even be directed to determined places. Yet We 

think that the most excellent function that falls to radio is this: to enlighten and instruct 
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men; to direct their minds and hearts to higher and spiritual things” (MP, 118). In the 

eyes of Pope Pius XII, radio was thus capable of enlightening and elevating the minds 

of men. As with cinema, though, the Pope also encouraged the faithful to ensure that 

radio was used for good rather than evil (MP, 123).  

The remainder of Miranda Prorsus focused on the television, which was 

regarded as particularly significant given its place in the home and central role in 

providing family entertainment. While MP acknowledged that the development of 

television was “an event of great importance in human history”, it also caused “serious 

anxiety. While We have from the beginning praised its potentialities for good and the 

new advantages springing therefrom, we have also foreseen and pointed out the 

dangers latent in it and the excesses of those who misuse it” (MP, 146). The Pope also 

reiterated the need to act in accordance with the values of a truly ethical and moral 

society: “To this end, with the precepts of the Christian faith and natural law to 

enlighten us, we have explained the principles which must guide and regulate both the 

activities of the directors of these means of communication, and the conscience of 

those who use them” (MP, 172). 

1.2.4 Inter Mirifica (Wonderful Technological Discoveries) 

Following Miranda Prorsus came Inter Mirifica (IM, or the Decree on the 

Media of Social Communications) in 1963. This came out of Vatican II, an ecumenical 

gathering of all Cardinals and Bishops in the world along with non-clergy and non-

Catholics invited to participate during 1958 to 1963. Vatican II was called by Pope 

John XXIII because he believed the Church needed to respond to the increasingly 

secular and more liberal world outside the walls of the Holy See. This resulted in 

significant reform of the liturgy, adjustments to doctrine and practice (notably allowing 

the Mass to be conducted in vernacular languages rather than in Latin), renewed 

theology, and a greater commitment to ecumenism and engagement with those outside 

the Catholic tradition (Kennedy, 2011). Above all, Vatican II “made clear that the 

church was sympathetic to the way of life of different peoples and races and was ready 

to appropriate aspects of different cultural traditions” (O’Malley, 2010: 3).  

Inter Mirifica emerged out of Vatican II and ranks as perhaps the Church’s 

most well-known publication on social communications and the media due to its status 

as a conciliar document implying magisterial authority (Galang and Macaraan, 2021: 
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98). The document starts with the observation that “the genius of humankind, 

especially in our times has produced marvellous technical inventions from creation, 

with God’s help” (IM 1). Further, Inter Mirifica makes the important 

acknowledgement that the media not only provides entertainment but also – social 

media especially – enables the Church to spread the word of God (IM 2). Indeed, the 

Council Fathers stated that:  

Among the wonderful technological discoveries which men of talent, 

especially in the present era, have made with God's help, the Church 

welcomes and promotes with special interest those which have a most 

direct relation to men's minds and which have uncovered new avenues of 

communicating most readily news, views, and teachings of every sort. The 

most important of these inventions are those media which, such as the 

press, movies, the radio, television and the like, can, of their very nature, 

reach and influence, not only individuals, but the very masses and the 

whole of human society, and thus can rightly be called the media of social 

communication (IM 1)”. 

This was the first time the Church had used the term ‘social communication’ 

to refer to the media and its role in society (Kibombwe, 2021: 54). This phrase is 

important and has been hailed by Eilers (2011: 136) as a key progression from a narrow 

focus on the media to a broader appreciation of the human and social reality of 

communication. The distinction between the media and social communication is 

important and deserves unpacking. Broadly, the media can be considered those organs 

and modes that transmit to the people, whereas social communication is about people. 

Although the media can be part of social communication, then, it is still distinct from 

it. By focusing on the concept of social communication, then, the Church was not 

rejecting the media. The Church was, however, underlining that people – rather than 

media institutions – remained front and centre of its approach.  

The Document also affirmed that the Church is founded on God’s 

communication to His creations, and thus the Church is primarily a religious family 

based on communication (Valdez, 2015: 104). This was a highly important 

acknowledgement, placing communication front and centre of the Church’s mission. 

As the document stated, “The Catholic Church was founded by Christ our Lord to 

bring salvation to everybody and consequently is duty bound to preach the gospel. It 

believes that its task involves using the media to proclaim the good news of salvation 
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as well as teaching people how to use them properly” (IM, 3). Inter Mirifica is 

therefore clear that the media is central to the Church’s mission.  

Given the significant potential power of the media, the Church’s use of it must 

therefore be governed by the moral principles that the Church upholds in its general 

activities (Zsupan-Jerome, 2015: 2). The Church thus reiterated the moral exhortations 

of Miranda Prorsus and affirmed in Inter Mirifica that all means of social 

communication have ethical and moral elements that need to be considered (Galang 

and Macaraan, 2021: 98). As the document states, “For the proper use of these media 

it is most necessary that all who employ them be acquainted with the norms of morality 

and conscientiously put them into practice in this area” (IM, 4). Further, the Council 

proclaimed that “all must hold to the absolute primacy of the objective moral order, 

that is, this order by itself surpasses and fittingly coordinates all other spheres of 

human affairs – the arts not excepted – even though they be endowed with notable 

dignity” (IM, 6). 

Interestingly, IM also noted the moral obligations of those who consumed 

media content, not only those who produced it. As the document stated, “All who, of 

their own free choice, make use of these media of communications as readers, viewers 

or listeners have special obligations. For a proper choice demands that they fully 

favour those presentations that are outstanding for their moral goodness, their 

knowledge and their artistic or technical merit” (IM, 9). Further, “In order that those 

who make use of these media may fulfil the moral code, they ought not to neglect to 

inform themselves in time about judgments passed by authorities competent in these 

matters. They ought also to follow such judgments according to the norms of an 

upright conscience” (IM, 9). 

It is important to remember that Inter Mirifica is a theological document that 

seeks to provide theoretical underpinnings to the Church’s policies on media and 

communication. As such, it is important to understand the theological foundations of 

Inter Mirifica. The theological starting point for IM is that authentic human creativity 

drives both its source and its ultimate telos in God. As Zsupan-Jerome (2017: 353-4) 

argues, “whatever marvels our human genius can bring into existence, these are 

concrete expressions of our identity in imago Dei, particularly reflecting the Creator 

through our own acts of creativity”. Thus, whatever content is produced through the 
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media, it retains God at its heart. This sentiment is expressed in the final paragraph of 

Inter Mirifica, which invokes the image of Christ in all His eschatological glory: 

“Rather will the media, like salt and light, add savor to the earth and light to the world. 

The name of the Lord will thus be glorified by these modern inventions as it was in 

former times by the masterpieces of art; as the apostle said: ‘Jesus Christ is the same 

yesterday, today, and forever’ (Heb 13:8)” (IM, 24). 

Although Inter Mirifica represented a new development in the Church’s 

understanding of, and attitude towards, the principle of communication, the document 

nonetheless betrays a rather instrumental attitude towards the media. As Valdez (2015: 

104) states, IM focused less on how the Church could understand the media and the 

means of social communication and more on how the media could be used – and should 

be used – by the Church for its own purposes. Indeed, this instrumental attitude is 

implicit in the sentence proclaiming that the Church’s task “involves using the media 

to proclaim the good news of salvation as well as teaching people how to use them 

properly” [my italics] (IM, 3). The document is also somewhat internally-focused 

insofar as it chiefly considers the moral and pastoral concerns of the Church itself and 

the need for Catholics to employ social communications in an ethical manner. As 

Galang and Macaraan (2021: 98) observe, there was thus a cautionary narrative behind 

the decree, with the Church concerned about the potential harms and abuses that social 

communications might inflict. The document was thus intended to offer the guidance 

and wisdom of the Council to enable Catholics to use social communications wisely.  

Some contemporary reactions were highly critical of IM. The classic study of 

Inter Mirifica is Enrico Baragli’s L’Inter mirifica; introduzione, storia, discussione, 

commento, documentazione (1969), a wide-ranging analysis of the document and the 

background to it. According to Zsupan-Jerome (2017: 347), the document was overly 

abstract and lacking in theological depth. As Robert McAfee Brown wrote in 

Commonweal in December 1963: “The decree is banal and innocuous, unoriginal and 

obvious. I cannot feel that it is a document worthy of a church council, particularly as 

the culmination of two years of work, and I am relieved that I, at least, need not defend 

its contents as somehow having been produced under the guidance and supervision of 

the Holy Ghost” (quoted in Waznak, 1989: 36). It seems notable that IM had the 

highest number of ‘no’ votes ever recorded in the penultimate round of approval by 

the Council fathers (Zsupan-Jerome, 2017: 347).  



 61 

From the perspective of the twenty-first century, the Inter Mirifica– like the 

documents that preceded it – also appears somewhat paternalistic. The document does 

not just debate the issues, or offer the Council’s own opinion on matters. It also chides 

the faithful to favour particular types of media content, namely “those that are 

outstanding for their moral goodness, their knowledge and their artistic or technical 

merit” (IM, 9). This paternalistic posture appears somewhat dated in retrospect, 

although it obviously reflects the Church’s history and the more deferential period in 

which Vatican II took place. In fairness, it should also be noted that elsewhere in the 

document the authors acknowledge that “[The means of social communication] 

contribute greatly to relaxation, the enrichment of people’s minds, and the spread of 

consolation of the kingdom of God” (IM 2). Even this acknowledgement, however, 

was couched with the warning that the means of social communication “can [also] be 

used in ways which are damaging and contrary to the Creator’s design” (IM 2). 

That said, there can be little doubt that Inter Mirifica sets an important 

precedent that social communication was worthy of the highest attention within the 

Catholic Church. This paved the way for future theological reflections and established 

the media and communication as a topic deserving of pastoral priority. This created an 

important legacy for Catholic thinking about digital culture and new media (Zsupan-

Jerome, 2017: 347). Indeed, Zsupan-Jerome (2017: 348) argues that IM is “like the 

Church’s best-kept secret: an existing magisterial corpus on communication to mine 

in light of the urgent questions, opportunities, and challenges presented by digital 

culture today”. The same author applauds the fact that the Church thought 

systematically about social communication well before the advent of the Internet.  

1.2.5  Communio et Progressio (Unity and Advancement) 

In 1971, the Church issued the pastoral instruction Communio et Progressio 

(CP), which incorporated important conciliar documents from the previous decade, 

including Lumen Gentium (1964), Unitatis Redintegratio (1964), Dignitias Humanae 

(1965), Ad Gentes Divinitus (1962-65), Christus Dominus (1965) and Gaudium et Spes 

(1965) – as well, of course, as incorporating IM. The instruction emerged from the 

Pontifical Council for Social Communication (PCSC), a Council within the Vatican 

made up of clergy and laity. Communio et Progressio reiterated the importance of 

communication as laid out in IM: “The Unity and Advancement of men [sic] living in 
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society: these are the chief aims of social communication and of all the means it uses. 

These means include the press, the cinema, radio and television. The constant 

improvement in the media puts them at the disposal of more and more people who in 

their daily lives make increasing use of them. More than ever before, the way men live 

and think is profoundly affected by the means of communication” (CP, 1). 

Scholars argue that CP represented a step forward from IM in better articulating 

the Church’s thought on social communications as well providing a more indepth 

theological foundation (Zsupan-Jerome, 2017: 348). Indeed, Franz-Josef Eilers (2015) 

argues that Communio et Progressio is the highlight of the entire social communication 

tradition and earned attention well beyond the confines of Church ecclesiastical circles.  

As ever, though, the Church expressed its ambivalence about the media – on the one 

hand, hailing its importance while, on the other, drawing attention to its potential moral 

dangers. This ambivalence is evident in the follow paragraph: “The media of social 

communication can contribute a great deal to human unity. If, however, men's minds 

and hearts are ill disposed, if goodwill is not there, this outpouring of technology may 

produce an opposite effect so that there is less understanding and more discord and, as 

a result, evils are multiplied” (CP, 9). 

The Church also emphasised the importance of truth being the foundation of 

all forms of social communication: “Every communication must comply with certain 

essential requirements and these are sincerity, honesty and truthfulness. Good 

intentions and a clear conscience do not thereby make a communication sound and 

reliable. A communication must state the truth. It must accurately reflect the situation 

with all its implications. The moral worth and validity of any communication does not 

lie solely in its theme or intellectual content” (CP, 17). This emphasis on truth is 

apposite given the emergence of ‘fake news’ half a century later.  

From a theological perspective, the most important elements of CP are 

paragraphs 6-18, which highlight three important elements that continue to be of 

relevance today: the metaphor of Christ as the perfect communicator; the supreme 

expression of communication as a gift of one’s self in love, and the idea of communion 

as the ultimate purpose of any communicative act (Zsupan-Jerome, 2017: 349). These 

principles provide a stable framework from which to apply Catholic theology to media 
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and communication modes, even as new modes potentially emerge or change over 

time.  

Each of these principles perhaps requires some unpacking. In terms of Christ 

as the Perfect Communicator, the document states that “Through His incarnation, He 

utterly identified Himself with those who were to receive His communication and He 

gave His message not only in words but in the whole manner of His life. He spoke 

from within, that is to say, from out of the press of His people. He preached the Divine 

message without fear or compromise. He adjusted to His people’s way of talking and 

to their patterns of thought. And He spoke out of the predicament of their time” (CP, 

11) 

Of course, this still leaves open the practical question of how best to 

communicate (or produce media content) in ways worthy of the telos and worthy of 

Christ’s example as the perfect communicator. Equally, there remains a theological 

question about what can truly be known about Christ’s ways and means of 

communication (Zsupan-Jerome, 2017: 355). One fruitful avenue may be to focus on 

Biblical examples of Christ communicating, for instance in the form of preaching, the 

telling of parables, and so on. This implies seeking to communicate in ways that are 

fully engaged, in context, and seek genuine mutual interaction. As Zsupan-Jerome 

(2017: 355) states, “one point for imitation is being fully embedded in the reality of 

our time while boldly and courageously inviting us all beyond it. Communication done 

in the image and likeness of Christ is therefore engaged and committed to encounter, 

all the whole inviting hope, joy and dynamic movement toward Divine Mystery”.  

Turning to the second principle of Communio et Progressio – the idea of 

communication being the giving of one’s self in love – the document states: 

“Communication is more than the expression of ideas and the indication of emotion. 

At its most profound level it is the giving of self in love. Christ’s communication was, 

in fact, spirit and life. In the institution of the Holy Eucharist, Christ gave us the most 

perfect and most intimate form of communion between God and man possible in this 

life, and, out of this, the deepest possible unity between men. Further, Christ 

communicated to us His life-giving Spirit, who brings all men together in unity. The 

Church is Christ’s Mystical Body, the hidden completion of Christ Glorified who “fills 

the whole creation.” As a result we move, within the Church and with the help of the 
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word and the sacraments, towards the hope of that last unity where ‘God will be all in 

all’” (CP, 11). 

Thirdly, Communio et Progressio argues that communion is the ultimate goal 

of social communication: “So, among the wonderful technical inventions which foster 

communication among human beings, Christians find means that have been devised 

under God’s Providence for the encouragement of social relations during their 

pilgrimage on earth. These means, in fact, serve to build new relationships and to 

fashion a new language which permits men to know themselves better and to 

understand one another more easily. By this, men are led to a mutual understanding 

and shared ambition. And this, in turn, inclines them to justice and peace, to good will 

and active charity, to mutual help, to love and, in the end, to communion. The tools of 

communication, then, provide some of the most effective means for the cultivation of 

that charity among men which is at once the cause and the expression of fellowship” 

(CP, 12). 

Thus, forms of social communication have sacramental potential; they are the 

cause and expression of fellowship and become signs of communion when performed 

authentically as gifts of self in love (Zsupan-Jerome, 2017: 356-7). Conversely, 

communication that is untruthful, divisive, violent, or lacking in justice and charity is 

to take us away from the goal of communion and the image of Christ in glory.  

Some elements of Communio et Progressio appear dated in retrospect given 

the rapid development of communication technology innovations, notably the personal 

computer and the internet. Some of the moral judgments evident in CP also appear a 

little dated in hindsight. For example, the document raised the possibility that the 

emergence of new media modes was responsible for the decline in ‘moral standards’ 

evident in contemporary life: “It is obvious that there has been a decline in moral 

standards in many areas of life today and this decline is the cause of profound concern 

to all honest men. It is easy to find evidence of this decline in all the means of social 

communication. But how far these means must be blamed for the decline is open to 

question” (CP, 22). However, the document did not specify what moral standards it 

believed to be declining. Nor did it consider the possibility that the media was 

contributing to an improvement in moral standards in certain respects, such as the 

ending of racial segregation in the United States and the growing empowerment of 
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women. Once again, therefore, the Church’s intrinsic conservatism shines through in 

the CP.  

Nonetheless, overall Communio et Progressio can be considered a step forward 

in the Church’s understanding of the media and social communication. In some ways 

the document affirms the point made by Avery Dulles (1971) that, in many ways, the 

Church actually is communication and everything it does can be framed as a 

communicative act. This also reflects the Church’s understanding that evangelisation 

is core to its mission. By its very nature, evangelisation requires communication. As 

Celli (2009: 1) states, “communication is not simply one dimension of evangelization, 

without communication there can be no evangelization”. This point was later 

acknowledged explicitly in Evangelii Nuntiandi, in which evangelisation of the Good 

News was proclaimed as the Church’s “deepest identity” (Eilers, 2011: 136). CP was 

undoubtedly a step forward towards realising this truth.  

1.2.6  Pope John Paul II and the Aetatis Novae 

 Aetatis Novae (Dawn of a New Era) was released in 1992 to commemorate the 

twentieth anniversary of Communio et Progressio. It ranks as one of the most 

important documents written by the Catholic Church on the topic of media and social 

communication (Kibombwe, 2021: 55). The document begins by observing that the 

world stands “at the dawn of a new era, a vast expansion of human communications is 

profoundly influencing culture everywhere. Revolutionary technological changes are 

only part of what is happening. Nowhere today are people untouched by the impact of 

media on religious and moral attitudes, political and social systems, and education” 

(AN, 1). This is undeniably true – indeed, if anything, is even truer today than it was 

at the time it was written given the recent rise in digital media.  

AN thus reflected the influence of Pope John Paul II in perceiving the media 

not merely as a set of instruments but as an all-pervasive cultural reality. This 

represented an important step change in how the Church perceived the media. As 

Aetatis Novae stated, “Much that men and women know and think about life is 

conditioned by the media; to a considerable extent, human experience itself is an 

experience of media” (AN, 2). This central point underlines the Church’s shift from 

an instrumental approach to a culture-based understanding of the media and social 
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communication as a reality that shapes how people think, understand and experience 

the world around them. 

 The Aetatis Novae continued: “Recent decades also have witnessed remarkable 

developments in the technology of communicating. These include both the rapid 

evolution of previously existing technologies and the emergence of new 

telecommunications and media technologies: satellites, cable television, fibre optics, 

video cassettes, compact discs, computerized image making and other computer and 

digital technology, and much else. The use of new media gives rise to what some speak 

of as "new languages" and has given birth to new possibilities for the mission of the 

Church as well as to new pastoral problems” (AN, 2).  

 Again, however, the Church was anxious to consider the potential dangers of 

these media developments: “As more than just a technological revolution, today's 

revolution in social communications involves a fundamental reshaping of the elements 

by which people comprehend the world about them…the constant availability of 

images and ideas, and their rapid transmission even from continent to continent, have 

profound consequences, both positive and negative, for the psychological, moral and 

social development of persons” (AN, 4). This statement seems highly prescient. 

Although written in the very early stages of the Internet revolution, it accurately 

foresaw a world in which online access is constantly available, for better or worse.  

 Having noted the paternalistic tone of the Church in previous messages, it is 

notable that in AN, the Vatican strikes a somewhat humbler tone in this message, 

emphasising that “the Church does not presume to dictate these decisions and choices, 

but it does seek to be of help by indicating ethical and moral criteria which are relevant 

to the process - criteria which are to be found in both human and Christian values” 

(AN, 19). This language is revealing and underscores the much less deferential era in 

which AN was published.  

The era in which Aetatis Novae was written was very much the era of Pope 

John Paul II, one of the most influential Popes in the Church’s history. Pope John Paul 

II was a key figure in fostering a more positive attitude towards the media, especially 

cinema, television and the rest of the audio-visual media. As he stated in 2002, “The 

age of the great discoveries, the Renaissance and the invention of printing, the 

Industrial Revolution and the birth of the modern world: these too were threshold 
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movements, which demanded new forms of evangelization. Now, with the 

communication and information revolution in full swing, the Church stands 

unmistakably at another decisive gateway” (para. 3). 

John Paul II emphasised that given the significance of these mediums in 

contemporary society, there was clearly a need for the Catholic Church to be present 

in these ‘modern aeropagi’ centred on culture, art and communications (John Paul II 

and Messorri, 1994: 124-5). Pope John Paul II recognised that the Church had 

somewhat neglected these areas of contemporary life, and so sought to highlight the 

enormous power and influence of these mediums (as well as the social responsibility 

of those working in such industries) (Pardo, 2021: 195).  

Pope John Paul II also addressed the topic of social communication in his 2005 

apostolic letter The Rapid Development. This was addressed “to those responsible for 

communications”, and began by citing Inter Mirifica and hailing the progress on social 

communication since its publication 40 years earlier. As the document stated, “The 

Christian community has taken significant steps in the use of the means of 

communication for religious information, for evangelization and catechesis, for the 

formation of pastoral workers in this area, and for the education to a mature 

responsibility of the users and the recipients of the various communications media” 

(RD, 2). The letter focuses heavily on the theological elements of communication, 

invoking the Incarnation and the journey from communication to communion, as well 

as the Trinitarian theology, the Eucharist and the work of the Holy Spirit (Zsupan-

Jerome, 2017: 351).  

The Rapid Development is cultural in its approach – reflecting John Paul II’s 

understanding of the cultural reality created by the media – and he calls for pastoral 

renewal and a focus on formation, participation and dialogue within the Church. 

Characteristically of Pope John Paul II, the tone of the letter is also relatively optimistic 

about developments in the communication and media realms: “Do not be afraid of new 

technologies! These rank “among the marvellous things”—inter mirifica—which God 

has placed at our disposal to discover, to use and to make known the truth, also the 

truth about our dignity and about our destiny as his children, heirs of his eternal 

Kingdom” (RD). Although John Paul II invokes Inter Miifica here, it seems fair to 
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observe that the tone of the letter is much progressive, and much less paternalistic, than 

that earlier document.  

The Rapid Development was composed near the end of John Paul II’s life, 

lending urgency to his words as he strove to encourage the Church to work towards 

meaningful and authentic communication. At the same time, Pope John Paul II also 

hinted at the limits of media communication: “Do not be afraid even of your own 

weakness and inadequacy! The Divine Master has said, “I am with you always, until 

the end of the world” (Mt 28:20). Communicate the message of Christ’s hope, grace 

and love, keeping always alive, in this passing world, the eternal perspective of heaven, 

a perspective which no communications medium can ever directly communicate, 

“What eye has not seen, and ear has not heard, and what has not entered the human 

heart, what God has prepared for those who love him” (1 Cor 2:9) (RD).  

1.2.7  Other Recent Documents 

 In the years following Aetatis Novae, a number of other documents were 

published by the Church on the topic of the media and social communication. These 

included 100 Years of Cinema (1996), Ethics in Advertising (1997), Ethics in 

Communications (2000), and the related documents Ethics in Internet (2002) and The 

Church and Internet (2002). One of the most important recent Church policy 

documents relating to new media is Ethics in Internet, prepared during the papacy of 

John Paul II in 2002 by the Pontifical Council for Social Communication under the 

guidance of Archbishop Foley as President of the Council. The purpose of Ethics in 

Internet, as stated by the Council, was to: “Set out a Catholic view of the Internet, as 

a starting point for the Church's participation in dialogue with other sectors of society, 

especially other religious groups, concerning the development and use of this 

marvellous technological instrument. The Internet is being put to many good uses now, 

with the promise of many more, but much harm also can be done by its improper use” 

(EI, 2). The Council further noted that the Internet raised specific ethical issues not 

necessarily applicable to other forms of media. These included “matters like privacy, 

the security and confidentiality of data, copyright and intellectual property law, 

pornography, hate sites, the dissemination of rumour and character assassination under 

the guise of news, and much else” (EI, 6).  
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 Nowadays, many of the most important Papal thoughts on the media are 

expressed in World Communications Day messages, published annually in late 

January. These messages are brief papal reflections on aspects of social 

communications relevant in the contemporary world, and can range across various 

elements of the media, culture, people, theological or pastoral concepts, and society. 

According to Zsupan-Jerome (2017: 351), these messages are “unequivocally the 

platform where the conversation around social communication has continued in the 

documents of the Church today”. Their brief, simple format, generally focusing on a 

specific theme rather than returning to first principles, also resonates with digital 

culture.  

 In 2013, Pope Benedict XVI observed that “the digital environment is not a 

parallel or purely virtual world, but is part of the daily experience of many people”. 

This means that the message of the Gospels must be proclaimed on digital media, too, 

lest people forget that this is a critical component of their religious existence. Thus, 

one’s religious faith and practice does not stop at an imaginary digital border.  

1.2.8  The Pope Francis Era 

 The rapid development of new media, especially social media, has consistently 

drawn the attention of Pope Francis, who has made a number of statements on the 

issue, as well as introducing important innovations in the Church’s communications 

strategy. Upon assuming the Papacy, Pope Francis hired the management consultants 

McKinsey and KPMG to review the Vatican’s communications structure and offer 

recommendations for reform. This work took place in conjunction with the hiring of 

Ernst and Young and Promontory Financial Group, who were tasked with the job of 

cleaning up the Vatican’s somewhat obscure finances. The aim of the reforms was to 

establish international best practice within the Holy See, and ensure that the 

communications structure became more “functional, efficient and modern” (Moloney, 

2013). 

After two years of work, the Holy See was ready to act on the recommendations 

issued by the consultants. In an Apostolic Letter issued Motu Proprio in 2015, Pope 

Francis formally established a new Secretariat of Communication. As the Apostolic 

Letter acknowledged, “The current context of communications, characterized by the 

presence and development of digital media, by the factors of convergence and 
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interaction, demands both a rethinking of the Holy See’s information system, and a 

commitment to reorganize it, while appreciating what has been developed historically 

within the framework of communications of the Apostolic See, certainly moves 

towards a unified integration and management” (MP, 2015). 

 In light of these demands for a rethinking of the Vatican’s internal structure, 

the Pope announced that “For these reasons I believe that all of the realities which, in 

various ways up to the present have dealt with communications, should be 

incorporated into a new Dicastery of the Roman Curia, which will bear the title 

Secretariat for Communication. In this way, the Holy See communications system will 

respond ever better to the needs of the mission of the Church” (MP, 2015).  

 As such, the Pope formally instituted a new Secretariat for Communication, to 

commence on 30 April 2015, which combined the following bodies: the Pontifical 

Council for Social Communications; the Holy See Press Office; the Vatican Internet 

Service; Vatican Radio; the Vatican Television Centre; L’Osservatore Romano; the 

Vatican Printing Press; the Photo Service; and the Vatican Publishing House (MP, 1). 

The new Dicastery was also given responsibility for the Holy See’s institutional 

website: www.vatican.va, and the Twitter service of the Supreme Pontiff: @pontifex 

(MP, 3). All the bodies listed were to continue their activities, but now under the 

guidance of the new Secretariat.  

 The reforms announced by Pope Francis in 2015 clearly aimed to create a more 

cohesive and less siloed communications structure within the Vatican. By implication, 

it also aimed to better reflect the more fluid and participatory nature of digital media 

and thus better meet the attendant demands placed upon the Vatican’s communications 

professionals. Scholars also draw attention to the fact that the new structure created by 

the Pope better matches the participatory culture created by social media, and so can 

aid the Church in its mission of synodality. The principle of synodality refers to the 

fact that the Church is tasked to receive truth from outside its boundaries as well as to 

send truth (Galang and Macaraan, 2021: 93). Synodality is a principle that affirms 

openness to all voices from within the Church (Ibid: 101). This principle also extends 

to listening to members of other faith traditions. As Colberg (2018: 9) states, “How we 

listen and who we listen to within our ecclesial community impacts who we listen to 

and what we hear outside of it”. Equally, the inclusivity of Catholicism demands that 
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the Church understand and participate in all aspects of life, including the new digital 

reality (Ibid). As Bosch (2011: 314) states, the “Christian missionary movement has 

been motivated, throughout its history, by the desire to mediate salvation to all”. As 

the landscape shifts to include the digital and new media realms, so Christians are 

required to be apostles in the digital space. This implies bringing the story of Jesus and 

the teachings of the Church and Gospels to the social media world (Galang and 

Macaraan, 2021: 99). The new Vatican communications structure is designed in part 

to address this challenge. 

 Pope Francis has discussed these issues elsewhere in more detail. In some 

aspects, Francis has expressed positive sentiments towards new media. In the final 

document of the XV Ordinary General Assembly of the Synod of Bishops (2018), 

Francis references the internet and social media networks as modern day “public 

squares” of interaction and communion with others (p. 22). This provides 

“extraordinary opportunities” to engage in dialogue and exchange with others (CV, 

87). In 2013, Francis’ apostolic exhortation, Evangelii Gaudium (EG) stated that 

everyone has something to contribute as an agent of evangelisation regardless of their 

origins or theological education.  

Elsewhere, though, Francis has noted the dangers of digital media. In EG, for 

instance, Francis expressed concern that digital interaction lacks the authenticity and 

sincerity of face-to-face human encounters: “It is not enough to build bridges…capable 

of uniting humanity” (FT, 43). Only by transcending virtual interaction and using it as 

a stepping stone to real life encounters can one realise the promise of digital 

evangelisation. More recently, in his most 2020 encyclical Fratelli Tutti (FT), Francis 

calls for prudent engagement with social media in order to ensure that “present-day 

forms of communication are in fact guiding us to generous encounter with others, to 

honest pursuit of the whole truth, to service, to closeness to the underprivileged and to 

the promotion of the common good” (FT, 205).   

Similarly, in his 2019 post-synodal statement Christus Vivit (CV), Francis 

notes the plethora of harms suffered by some individuals in the digital world, including 

cyberbullying, pornography, human trafficking, gambling, the spread of fake news, 

prejudice, hate, and sexual exploitation. As Francis states, “Digital media can expose 

people to the risk of addiction, isolation and gradual loss of contact with concrete 
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reality, blocking the development of authentic interpersonal relationships” (CV, 88). 

Furthermore, Francis notes that the “Church and her pastors are not exempt from this 

phenomenon” (CV, 89).  

To return to the principle of synodality, Pope Francis has also spoken of the 

opportunities for digital media to help the Church listen more. Francis conceives of a 

listening Church in which listening is mutual between clergy and laity and “in which 

everyone (all the faithful people and the hierarchy) has something to learn” (Francis, 

2015). This upholds the principle of synodality, which Francis views as important 

because the voices of the faithful have an “instinctive ability to discern the new ways 

that the Lord is revealing to the Church” (Francis, 2015). Thus, Francis’ talks of 

listening not being a mere posture but is “about becoming a ‘consulting church’ that 

actively seeks the input of the faithful regarding its teaching and modes of governance” 

(Colberg, 2018: 9). 

Francis reiterated this theme of listening in his most recent World 

Communications Day message, published in January 2022. Emphasising the need to 

“listen with the ear of the heart”, Francis observed that all too often “we are losing the 

ability to listen to those in front of us, both in the normal course of everyday 

relationships and when debating the most important issues of civil life” (Francis, 

2022). For Francis, listening is central to the Christian tradition and to God’s own 

example: “Listening corresponds to the humble style of God. It is the action that allows 

God to reveal himself as the One who, by speaking, creates man and woman in his 

image, and by listening recognizes them as his partners in dialogue. God loves 

humanity: that is why he addresses his word to them, and why he “inclines his ear” to 

listen to them” (Francis, 2022). Refusing to listen, on the other hand, can lead human 

beings towards aggression and violence. For Francis, then, listening is a “dimension 

of love” (Francis, 2022). Indeed, “it is only by paying attention to whom we listen, 

to what we listen, and to how we listen that we can grow in the art of communicating, 

the heart of which is not a theory or a technique, but the “openness of heart that makes 

closeness possible” (cf. Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Gaudium, 171).  

Interestingly, Francis also used his World Communications Day message to 

touch on the dangers of social networks and their potential to encourage what he terms 

‘eavesdropping’. As he stated, “There is a kind of hearing that is not really listening, 
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but its opposite: eavesdropping. In fact, eavesdropping and spying, exploiting others 

for our own interests, is an ever-present temptation that nowadays seems to have 

become more acute in the age of social networks” (Francis, 2022). Francis argues that 

such eavesdropping is no substitute for authentic face to face communication.  

Pope Francis also criticises the tendency to talk past one another in public life 

– a problem that he notes even extends within the Church: “The lack of listening, which 

we experience so often in daily life, is unfortunately also evident in public life, where, 

instead of listening to each other, we often “talk past one another”. This is a symptom 

of the fact that, rather than seeking the true and the good, consensus is sought; rather 

than listening, one pays attention to the audience. Good communication, instead, does 

not try to impress the public with a soundbite, with the aim of ridiculing the other 

person, but pays attention to the reasons of the other person and tries to grasp the 

complexity of reality. It is sad when, even in the Church, ideological alignments are 

formed and listening disappears, leaving sterile opposition in its wake” (Francis, 

2022). Too often, Francis argues, supposed dialogue is not genuine communication at 

all but rather two people simply waiting for the other person to finish so that they can 

have their turn to speak. This is a mistake because there is always something, however 

small, to learn from others.  

In a world of fake news, Pope Francis also argues that we must look beyond 

the first answer we find: “Listening to several sources, “not stopping at the first tavern” 

— as the experts in the field teach us — ensures the reliability and seriousness of the 

information we transmit. Listening to several voices, listening to each other, even in 

the Church, among brothers and sisters, allows us to exercise the art of discernment, 

which always appears as the ability to orient ourselves in a symphony of voices” 

(Francis, 2022). In a sign of Francis’ ecumenicism, he also approvingly cites the words 

of the Protestant theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer: “Christians have forgotten that the 

ministry of listening has been committed to them by him who is himself the great 

listener and whose work they should share. We should listen with the ears of God that 

we may speak the word of God” (Bonhoeffer, 2017: 76; Francis, 2022).  

This call to listen more, both within and outside the Church, is exactly the 

direction of travel that many scholars have called for the Church to go down (Cheong, 

2013; Campbell, 2013). Digital media gives a unique opportunity to listen as well as 
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to transmit. It is therefore encouraging that the Church, and Pope Francis in particular, 

seems well aware of this opportunity and is willing to grasp it. It also suggests a certain 

level of humility on the part of the Church, and Pope Francis himself, that bodes well 

for the institution as it grapples with this challenging new terrain. 

Undoubtedly, it also helps that Pope Francis has become such a popular 

religious figure in part because of his “succinct and evocative communication that is 

ideal and typical of digital culture” (Campbell and Vitullo, 2019: 437). Indeed, like his 

predecessor Pope John Paul II, Pope Francis is a natural communicator whose 

charisma and authenticity shines through on the screen. He is thus perfect for the new 

world of social media – more so, perhaps, than Pope Benedict, whose more learned 

manner was perhaps better suited to an earlier, more text-heavy theological age. In 

instrumental terms, Pope Francis thus gives the Church an opportunity to take 

advantage of the new media landscape, as well as the confidence to grasp opportunities 

and show boldness. The impression given is one of a confident Pope and Church who 

are embracing new media while speaking candidly and with empathy about the 

potential dangers of the new environment.  

On a broader philosophical level, the papacy of Pope Francis represents an 

important juncture in the history of the Church. Indeed, according to Rausch (2016: 

178), the papacy of Francis represents the “decisive moment in the history of the 

church in which the full force of the Second Vatican Council's reformist vision was 

finally realised”. In particular, Francis has sought to uphold the Vatican II principle of 

ressourcement – literally meaning a return to the sources, for example the original 

sources of the New Testament – thereby breaking from the Catholic tradition 

established by Thomas Aquinas in the 13th century (Ashley, 2019). This contrasts with 

Pope John Paul II – a figure who is often compared to Francis – whose approach at the 

theological level was based more on continuity with the past. Francis has ushered in a 

humbler, more receptive Church that eschews some of the grandiosity of the past and 

returns to the basic principle of spreading the Good News of the Gospels. He has also 

sought to open up the Church to greater participation from the laity, as well as 

appointing many more Bishops and Cardinals from the non-Western world.  

This approach is well-suited to the new media era. The “legalism, triumphalism 

and clericalism” of the past, still desired by some Catholic traditionalists, would be 
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unlikely to survive the new participatory age of horizontal social communication 

(Loxterkamp, 2005). Pope Francis’ liberal reforms are thus not only desirable but also 

necessary. The Church needs to be more open, humble and receptive if it is to flourish 

in the modern world. In terms of both philosophical approach and specific policy 

reforms, then, Pope Francis appears to be on the right track.  

1.2.9  Assessing the Church’s Journey from Vigilanti Cura to Pope Francis 

 Having laid out at some length the Church’s historical documents on the topic 

of media and social communication, it is worth considering what has changed in the 

Church’s attitude towards the media and, equally, what remains largely the same. To 

start with the constants, it is clear that the ‘Be Vigilant’ caution of 1936 remains the 

Church’s stance towards the media to some extent. Even Pope Francis, probably the 

most ‘modern’ and media-friendly Pope in history (along with Pope John Paul II), has 

spoken at length of the dangers to be found on new media platforms, especially the 

Internet. Plausibly, though, the risks of new media are more self-evident and worthy 

of debate than those of cinema were a century ago – offering greater rationale for Pope 

Francis’s comments. It is worth noting, for instance, that even Silicon Valley insiders 

have confessed their unease at the deliberately addictive design of many social 

networks (Andersson, 2018). Vigilance thus seems justified in the case of new media, 

at least in certain aspects. 

 Second, as one would expect of a religious institution, the Church remains 

centrally preoccupied with the theological underpinnings of social communication. As 

noted in the discussion of Inter Mirifica, the Church believes that all human creativity, 

whatever its form, finds its source and telos in God. Even the technological innovations 

of the media sphere, then, reflect the Creator and form part of the divine order (Zsupan-

Jerome, 2017: 353-4). Crucially, this means that those work in the media, as well as 

those who consume it, must retain God at the centre of things. To posit a media sphere 

controlled only by men, with no reference to God or basic Christian moral principles, 

is to risk disastrous consequences.   

Third, while the Church remains vigilant towards the media in certain aspects, 

it is undeniable that, overall, the modern Church’s tone is much more progressive and 

accepting of the role played by media in the contemporary world. The CV warning of 

the media as potential “schools of corruption” and causes of “moral decay”, for 
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example, would be very unlikely to be uttered nowadays, at least not in such hyperbolic 

terms. This reflects the Church’s own journey over the past ninety years as it has 

become more comfortable with the role of the media in modern society. As Pope John 

Paul II stated in The Rapid Development, it is important not be afraid of new 

technologies. Whereas the Church in 1936 arguably was afraid of the development of 

cinema, such fear is no longer so evident.  

Fourth, commensurate with this more progressive approach, the Church has 

steadily, if not wholly, moved towards a more culture-based approach – as opposed to 

the instrumental perspective of yesteryear – in which the media is seen as a cultural 

reality that shapes human understanding. As Aetatis Novae stated, “Much that men and 

women know and think about life is conditioned by the media; to a considerable extent, 

human experience itself is an experience of media” (AN, 2). Thus, communications 

are so central to the life of the people that the Church is obliged to adapt its culture, 

activities and language to the new cultural environment shaped by the media. This 

central point underlines the Church’s shift from an instrumental approach to a culture-

based understanding of the media and social communication as a reality that shapes 

how people think, understand and experience the world around them.  

This shift in the Church’s understanding reflects the increasingly mediatised 

nature of the modern world and the extent to which the modern media and its 

penetration into all spheres of society is transforming society and everyday life 

(Lundby, 2009: 4). Mediatisation describes 'societal changes in contemporary high 

modern societies and the role of the media and mediated communication in these 

transformations' (Lundby, 2009: 1). Mediatisation can be understood as a meta-process 

that transforms society alongside other major trends such as globalisation, 

commercialisation and individualisation (Krotz, 2008). As Arasa et al. (2018: 327) put 

it, this shift means that 'the media is no longer considered as an independent instrument 

to use when necessary, rather as an agent in which the Church needs to be involved for 

the task of evangelisation'. This reflects the Church’s transition from an instrumental 

approach to a culture-based one. 

That said, scholars argue that although the Church has moved on in its 

understanding of the media at the conceptual and theological levels, its internal 

structure – for instance, the curial structures of the Church concerned with 
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communication remains more narrowly focused on the work of specific media, 

notwithstanding the recent establishment of the new Dicastery of Communications 

(Zsupan-Jerome, 2017: 358). This arguably reflects an approach that is primarily 

practical and instrumental in nature, focused mainly on communicating news and 

information about the Church’s teachings to the global Catholic community.  

The problem for the Church is that such an instrumental approach is ill-suited 

to the era of new media. The challenge of understanding the impact of digital culture, 

new media and communications technologies on life and society in its totality demands 

a culture-based approach, not an instrumental one (Zsupan-Jerome, 2017: 358). The 

world of digital media is no longer – if it ever was – a separate, bounded realm: it is, 

rather, an all-pervasive cultural reality that touches almost every aspect of 

contemporary life. As Spadaro (2014: vii) puts it, digital culture is not contained within 

specific technologies but rather is a general ambience that surrounds us. The Church’s 

communications strategy must take account of this fact – as it increasingly does, as the 

trajectory of the ecclesiastical documents analysed above makes clear. Translating this 

conceptual shift in understanding into practical steps, however, is a considerably 

harder task.  

 Finally, it might be noted that, in other important ways, new media comes 

closer than traditional media to the person-centred social communication that the 

Church is comfortable with. The participatory, grassroots nature of new media has 

been explored elsewhere in the dissertation. In essence, new media, especially social 

media, is more person-centred whereas traditional media was arguably built more upon 

major media institutions. Importantly, the Church’s concept of social communication, 

as introduced in Inter Mirifica, perfectly captures this new development. Further, by 

emphasising social communication rather than the media or technology, the Church 

not only reflects the new zeitgeist but also maintains its emphasis on people and 

communities (Zsupan-Jerome, 2017: 358). Conceptually, then, the Church is well-

placed to move forward into the new media age. Practically, the challenges are greater.  

 Overall, therefore, there can be little doubt that the journey of the Church in 

respect of media and communications over the past century has been a fruitful one. To 

have maintained the scepticism evident towards the media in Vigilanti Cura was 

untenable given the steady mediatisation of society over the past decades. For the most 
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part, the Church now appears to accept that it must operate in a largely media-

dominated and secularised landscape in which its own voice is merely one of many. 

The paternalistic and admonitory tone of earlier decades has thus been replaced by a 

humbler, more nuanced attitude whereby the Church aims sincerely to grapple with 

the potential pitfalls of new media developments while, at the same time, 

acknowledging their potential for fostering social communication.  

 This principle of social communication, introduced by the much criticised Inter 

Mirifica in 1967, is the golden thread that runs through the past 50 years of the 

Church’s communications strategy. It offers a guiding principle that can be applied to 

almost any new media development, while allowing the Church to keep the people 

front and centre of its communications approach. As noted, the concept of social 

communication is also perfectly suited to the participatory nature of the new media 

era, in which individuals and grassroots organisations have never enjoyed such power 

to make their own voices heard and engage in mutual interaction with other like-

minded souls. The challenge for the Holy See in future is to find ways of fostering and 

encouraging authentic social communication both within and outside the walls of the 

Church while ensuring that its own voice does not get lost in the cacophony. It is 

perhaps appropriate to finish this chapter with the words of Pope Francis himself, who 

lays out his vision for the Church: 

Communion, in fact, is not the result of strategies and programmes, but is 

built in mutual listening between brothers and sisters. As in a choir, unity 

does not require uniformity, monotony, but the plurality and variety of 

voices, polyphony. At the same time, each voice in the choir sings while 

listening to the other voices and in relation to the harmony of the whole. 

This harmony is conceived by the composer, but its realization depends on 

the symphony of each and every voice. With the awareness that we 

participate in a communion that precedes and includes us, we can 

rediscover a symphonic Church, in which each person is able to sing with 

his or her own voice, welcoming the voices of others as a gift to manifest 

the harmony of the whole that the Holy Spirit composes (Francis, 2022). 

1.3 Notion of Communication Strategy and the Church Communication  

The term “Communication Strategy” has been used in various ways by several 

scholars (Cornelissen, 2014; Heath, 2010 and Argenti, 2009). However, many of these 

definitions agreed that communication strategy is often discussed in connection to its 

capacity to influence public opinion, link to brand identity, and play a part in corporate 
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success. These scholars underline that communication strategy needs to be flexible 

enough to adjust to shifting public interaction and media environments, while still 

being in line with the organization's basic values, objectives, and audience 

expectations. Based on the aforementioned, I define communication strategy as a 

planned approach that directs an organization's interaction with stakeholders in order 

to accomplish certain goals.  

The goal and objectives of the organization, as well as the demands of 

stakeholders and the outside world, must all be clearly understood in order to 

implement effective communication strategies (Argenti, 2009). Similarly, Cornelissen 

(2014) contends that strategic communication entails intentional decisions on 

messaging, audience targeting, and the media employed, all of which must be 

consistent with the organization's brand. These views emphasize how crucial it is to 

include communication into the organization's larger plan, making sure that it is 

consistent across all platforms and channels. Heath (2010) emphasizes the necessity 

for companies to develop connections with stakeholders through trust and credibility 

in his own contribution, presenting strategic communication as a long-term, goal-

driven strategy. In maintaining an organization's reputation and influencing its 

audience's impressions both internally and internationally, he emphasizes the 

importance of communication. Grunig and Hunt (1984) presented the idea of four 

public relations models, ranging from press agentry (concentrating on publicity) to 

two-way symmetrical communication (prioritizing audience discussion). For 

organizations such as the Roman Catholic Church (RCC), which must listen to and 

respond to its broad and international audience in addition to sharing information, this 

two-way symmetrical paradigm is especially pertinent. 

Regarding the use of communication strategy to religious groups, a number of 

distinctive elements are highlighted by the literature. Religious discourse is frequently 

influenced by theology, tradition, and institutional authority. But as Hoover (2006) and 

Mitchell (2015) point out, religious institutions—like other establishments—have 

come to embrace contemporary communication techniques in order to stay relevant in 

a media world that is changing quickly. While, the Catholic Church has a long history 

of participating in communication tactics to defend its beliefs and convey its ideas, its 

transmission was mostly unidirectional in the past, depending on the clergy's authority 

to impart moral principles and dogma to the general public. The Vatican's growing use 

of social media and online publications is proof that the emergence of new media has 
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forced a move toward more participatory forms of communication. According to 

Mitchell (2015), in response to the increasing power of digital media, the Catholic 

Church's communication approach has changed from being mostly didactic to being 

more dialogical. The church understands how critical it is to stay true to its theological 

teaching while connecting with a worldwide audience in ways that are relevant to 

modern society. 

Jenkins' (2006) idea of convergence is consistent with the Church's multi-

platform strategy, which makes use of new media to increase its outreach. For instance, 

the Vatican uses radio, television (Vatican TV), social media (such as the Pope's 

Twitter account), and internet platforms (such as Vatican News) as part of its 

communication strategy. This enables the Church to reach a variety of audiences—

from devoted Catholics to indifferent onlookers of religious matters—with its message 

via various digital platforms. As a result, it is an undeniable truth that the Vatican, 

which has to manage both its international reputation and its interactions with regional 

churches and communities, may benefit from an understanding of strategic 

communication. The paradigm of strategic communication is well-suited to the 

Church's goals of staying relevant, disseminating its teaching, and interacting with 

both active Catholics and the general public. 

As emphasized by Argenti (2009), the Vatican has to make sure that the goals 

and fundamental principles of the Church are reflected in its communication plan. This 

necessitates using the same messaging on all media channels while taking into account 

the subtle differences between various cultures and communities. The Church must 

continue to emphasize moral instruction and theological authority even as it interacts 

with emerging digital media. These methods would result in improved audience 

engagement and dialogue. In modern strategic communication, two-way 

communication models are becoming more and more significant, as Grunig and Hunt 

(1984) indicate. Pope Francis's advocacy of a more transparent and inclusive 

communication style, which promotes interaction and discourse with believers and 

non-believers alike, as well as with opponents of the Church, indicates that the RCC 

is aware of this. This indicates a move toward dialogical communication, which is 

consistent with Jenkins' (2006) theory of convergence culture, in which audiences take 

on the role of active participants rather than passive recipients of information. 

Additionally, the Church's communication strategy incorporates aspects of 

convergence culture (Jenkins, 2006), especially in the way it combines new media 
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formats (social media, podcasts, and digital platforms) with traditional modes of 

communication (papal encyclicals and pastoral letters). The Church may now reach 

younger, tech-savvy audiences who are less likely to interact with conventional 

religious communication methods because of this convergence. 
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CHAPTER TWO – THE NEW RELIGION-MEDIA ECOSYSTEM 

 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter introduces a review of relevant literature and demonstrates a wider 

context for the thesis. In order to establish the essential context for this study, I will 

carry out an analysis of the available literature pertaining to the topic. This process 

will ensure that the research is firmly rooted in prior work while also distinguishing 

itself from previous studies concerning new media and religion. I will trace the 

Church's interaction with new media in several stages. First, I will examine the nature 

of new media and seek to place the concept in its overall context. Second, the review 

then proceeds to examine the main literature on the new media and religion, focusing 

in particular on how new media accelerates the process of religious modernisation. 

Third, I focus on the Vatican's strategy in relation to new media, honing in especially 

on the post-2015 reforms.   

According to Hoover (2018: 18), “the emergence or re-emergence of religion 

into the public sphere in the present century has caught many by surprise”. New media 

is arguably central to this process, as institutions such as the Catholic Church join the 

battle for ‘clicks and eyeballs’ on its online content. The subject of the media has been 

one of the major growth areas in the study of religion over the past two decades 

(Lovheim and Lynch, 2011: 111). This has been driven by growing awareness of how 

the rise of the Internet and digital technologies is creating 'the media age' (Lovheim 

and Lynch, 2011: 111). Consequently, there is a growing desire to understand and 

recognise the significance of the media for contemporary religious practice. 

Several key themes emerge from the literature review. First, religious 

institutions are no longer in a position to use the media instrumentally – the balance of 

power in the relationship has shifted in favour of the media, and religious institutions 

must therefore engage on the media's terms or not at all. This means, second, that the 

media is now an all-pervasive environment that shapes the culture in which religious 

institutions operate. This 'culturalist' perspective acknowledges that the media now not 

only disseminates information but also shapes the way in which humans interact. 

Third, the growing commercialisation of the media compels religious institutions to 

find ways of bridging the sacred and the popular. In the battle for clicks and 

newsworthiness, religions must find ways to appeal to popular culture whilst retaining 
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their unique properties as sacred institutions. Fourth, an important aspect of new media 

is its interactivity and more horizontal nature – rather than being unidirectional like 

traditional media, new media offers more scope for consumers to influence the 

production process. In many ways, therefore, new media is more democratic – it 

implies a levelling out of access to the media and forces institutions, both media and 

non-media institutions alike, to pay more attention to the views of consumers. 

For the Catholic Church, there is both opportunity and challenge in this 

changing media landscape. The challenge is how best to present a hierarchical, sacred 

institution in a horizontal, secular world. It is now impossible for the Church to stand 

aloof from public debate and opinion, and narratives present in the new media will 

inevitably influence the Church's internal debates – a situation largely unthinkable a 

few decades ago (Arasa et al, 2018: 340). Yet doctrinal principles are quite different 

to those of the secular world: the Church therefore needs to be careful to remind people 

that Catholicism 'is elaborated by the Hierarchy, based on the Sacred Scripture, 

Magisterium and tradition' – not defined by public opinion or democracy (Arasa et al., 

2018). The hierarchical nature of the Church also makes it difficult to respond nimbly 

and quickly in a new media world where speed of response is often crucial. The 

decision to centralise control of the Vatican's previously independent media 

institutions suggests that the Church is working on this problem.  

 Promisingly, however, the opportunities for the Church appear to be as 

profound as the challenges. There is, first, the obvious possibility of using new media 

to spread the message more widely and engage more people. The tens of millions of 

people who follow Pope Francis on Twitter in various languages are testament to this. 

Alongside this, the new media landscape is well-suited to the Church's innate 

strengths. In particular, digital media places a premium on branding – and the Catholic 

Church has a brand almost tailor-made to attract attention and coverage, principally in 

the form of the Pope. The Pope acts as the perfect vehicle to bridge the sacred and the 

popular. His combined status as celebrity, statesman and religious leader gives the 

Church an almost unique advantage over other religious institutions in terms of 

branding. This is an important foundation upon which the Church can build as it 

continues to engage in the world of new media.  

2.2 The Media, Mediatisation and Religion 
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 Historically, the media has exerted significant influence on religion, and 

changes in the media environment have often had a significant influence on how 

religion has developed (Hjarvard, 2013: 84). In the history of Christianity, for instance, 

the dissemination of written texts, and later the invention of the printing press, were 

seminal developments that challenged and reshaped the power and authority of 

religious institutions such as the Catholic Church (Hjarvard, 2013). Horsfield (2015) 

traces how Christianity's transition from an oral to a written culture helped to create 

the conditions for the global expansion of Christianity as a number of orally based 

Christian communities were absorbed by the Church. During the later Roman period, 

an emergent clerical class of literate men acquired positions of leadership and used the 

social and intellectual power of the written form to institutionalise and expand 

Catholicism ever further afield (Hjarvard, 2013: 84).    

In theoretical terms, the media can be understood to serve three principal 

functions: the media as a conduit; the media as languages; and the media as 

environments (Meyrowitz, 1993). The media as a conduit refers to how the media 

communicates symbols and messages from senders (or producers) to receivers (or 

consumers). The key element here is the type of message transmitted, the topics the 

media choose to focus on (potentially at the expense of others), and so on. In a religious 

context, the idea of media as conduit therefore refers to how the media distributes 

religious representations, for example the Bible, the Qu'ran, hymn books, and so on. 

This type of content is distributed within religious institutions but also via the general 

media market (Hjarvard, 2013: 81).  

 The notion of media as languages refers more to the aesthetics of the media, 

and the various ways in which the media presents messages. As Hjarvard (2013: 82) 

observes, the choice of medium and genre influences critical features such as 

“narrative construction, reality status and mode of reception of particular messages. 

As such, the media tends to adapt and shape religious representations to the modalities 

of the particular medium and genre in question”. Hjarvard cites the example of a 

newspaper story about papal politics in Latin America versus a horror film such as The 

Exorcist – both are media representations of religion but in very different ways, since 

they are based on completely different assumptions about what religion is and what it 

entails (Hjarvard, 2013). Hjarvard suggests that in western Europe the idea of media 

as language implies above all that religion is formatted and packaged according to the 
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genres of popular culture. This tendency has grown over time as moral control of 

commercial media has lessened and commercial media has become more deregulated. 

This has enabled the media to become more integrated into popular culture, meaning 

that it now more often places the themes and narratives of popular culture at the centre 

of its activities (Hjarvard, 2013).  

 The third notion, of media as environments, directs our interest towards how 

the media facilitates and structures human interaction and communication (Hjarvard, 

2013: 83). Traditional public service media in most countries, such as mid-20th century 

radio and television, usually had a paternalistic and unidirectional (one-to-many) 

pattern of communication, whereas new media such as the Internet are more global 

(rather than purely national), consumer-oriented and multidirectional in their 

communication pattern (Ibid). This shift is important because it changes the general 

social and cultural environment in which humans operate and interact. It amounts, 

indeed, to a long-term historical change. Hjarvard (2013: 83) here draws an analogy 

with how the creation of the printing press facilitated the dissemination of scientific 

ideas and weakened the Church's control over the individual's access to religious texts 

such as the Bible. This ultimately supported the individualisation of belief and the rise 

of Protestantism (Eisenstein, 1979). Changes in the media environment, then, can 

move the tectonic plates of history.   

 Early research on the media and religion generally applied an instrumental 

perspective – that is, it focused on how religious institutions could use the media for 

its own purposes (Hoover and Lundby, 1997). More recently, however, scholarship 

has theorised how the media can use religion as much, or potentially even more, than 

religion uses the media (Lovheim and Lynch, 2011: 115). In this respect, one of the 

key themes to emerge from the literature is the concept of 'mediatisation'. 

Mediatisation describes 'societal changes in contemporary high modern societies and 

the role of the media and mediated communication in these transformations' (Lundby, 

2009: 1). In other words, the notion of mediatisation refers to how the modern media 

and its penetration into all spheres of society is transforming society and everyday life 

(Lundby, 2009: 4). Mediatisation can be understood as a meta-process that transforms 

society alongside other major trends such as globalisation, commercialisation and 

individualisation (Krotz, 2008). Mediatisation is not independent of these other 
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important contemporary processes; rather, it interacts with them in a relationship of 

mutual interdependence (Lovheim and Lynch, 2011: 112).  

The concept of mediatisation in a religious context is associated in particular 

with the Danish scholar, StigHjarvard (2008, 2010, 2011, 2013, 2016), who has 

theorised that religion in the modern world is increasingly mediated through secular, 

independent media institutions, and hence increasingly finds itself shaped by the logics 

of these institutions (Lovheim and Lynch, 2011: 111). In Hjarvard's (2013: 80) view, 

“mediatisation is a late modern phenomenon, whereby the media have become semi-

independent institutions yet also have become integrated into cultural and social 

institutions”. This thesis has become the subject of international interest, for instance 

“through panels organised at the International Communication Association and the 

American Academy of Religion” (Lovheim and Lynch, 2011: 112). According to 

Hepp and Kronert (2008: 2), there are both quantitative and qualitative aspects to 

mediatisation. The quantitative element refers to how an ever-increasing amount of 

media is accessible on more occasions and in more locations, and so on. The qualitative 

aspect refers to the changing form of media communication and the socio-cultural 

effects of this (Hepp and Kronert, 2008).  

Mediatisation transforms religion in three particular aspects. First, the media is 

now the main source of information about religious topics in society. As well as 

distributing religious information, the media also, secondly, manufactures religious 

experiences by moulding religious events in line with popular media genres and tropes. 

“Thus, religious symbols, practices and beliefs have 'become raw material for media's 

own purposes and narratives” (Lovheim and Lynch, 2011: 113). Finally, the media's 

role and influence in society has become so profound that in some respects “the media 

has taken over some of the functions of religion, notably by offering moral and 

spiritual guidance and a sense of belonging to a community” (Lovheim and Lynch, 

2011).  

Thus, mediatisation does not merely change how religion is mediated in 

society; rather, it also changes the 'core elements' of religion and even 'the very nature 

of belief' (Lovheim and Lynch, 2011: 113-14; Hjarvard, 2013: 83). As Hjarvard (2013: 

80) puts it, the media 'not only represent or report on religious issues, but also change 

the very ideas and authority of religious institutions'. Indeed, the three elements of 
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mediatisation cited above have a number of important effects on religious institutions 

such as the Catholic Church. First, the authority and position of institutions like the 

Church is increasingly challenged by the media as it becomes the foremost mediator 

of religion in society (Hjarvard, 2013; Giorgio, 2019). Issues that were once framed 

by and through religious institutions are now increasingly filtered through the 

perspective and internal logic of the media. This is not because the media has religious 

ambitions for itself, but rather because it tries to fulfil consumer demands – thus 

religious issues are shaped according to popular genres that the media expects will 

accord with what consumers desire.  

This creates what Hjarvard (2008: 14-16) describes as 'banal religion' – 

elements of institutionalised religion merged with aspects of folk religion and popular 

supernatural or spiritual ideas, emotions and practices. Indeed, some aspects of faith 

previously considered to be superstition have now become almost mainstream – 

Hjarvard (2013: 80) notes, for instance, how popular novels and movies such as Dan 

Brown's The Da Vinci Code and Angels & Demons have 'acquired a global audience 

through a mixture of spiritual sensibility, conspiracy theories, and criticism of 

traditional orthodoxy' (see also Partridge, 2008). This has the effect of dis-embedding 

“religious symbols and practices from their historical context in institutionalised texts 

and practices” (Lovheim and Lynch, 2011: 113-14). In this way, elements of religion 

move beyond the control of formal religious authorities. This has inevitable 

consequences for the authority and influence of religious institutions such as the 

Catholic Church. The Church itself is clearly aware of this threat, given the urgency 

with which it established rebuttal units to counter Brown's alternative interpretation of 

the Gospel in The Da Vinci Code (Hjarvard, 2013: 80).  

Secondly, mediatisation changes how people engage with religion. In 

particular, mediatisation accelerates the process of what Hjarvard (2009) describes as 

'soft individualism'. This happens because once individuals are able to engage with 

religion via the media, they become more likely to move outside the surveillance and 

influence of traditional religious institutions (Lovheim and Lynch, 2011: 114). Thus, 

the normative relationship between the religious institution and the individual shifts, 

and the tie becomes weaker. “The ultimate outcome of these changes is not a new type 

of religion as such, but rather a new social and cultural environment in which the power 
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to define and practice religion has been changed, largely to the detriment of traditional 

religious institutions” (Hjarvard, 2013: 83).  

 In the current era, the significance of the media as environment is underscored 

by the manner in which the media has expanded to fill almost all areas of society 

(Castells, 1996, 2001). Indeed, according to Hjarvard (2013: 83), the media now 

constitutes a pervasive human network through which the majority of human 

interaction and communication is filtered. Couldry (2003) makes a similar set of 

arguments, noting that the defining characteristic of 'the media age' is that the media 

has successfully positioned itself as 'the unquestioned centre of society'. One might 

question whether these claims go too far, given the continuing relevance of face-to-

face communication at the school gate, in the workplace, and at social clubs. Hjarvard 

(2013: 83) responds that social institutions such as the family, school and Church have 

lost some of their former authority and are no longer the most important providers of 

information, tradition and moral orientation for individuals. Instead, the media has to 

some extent taken over this role as provider of information and moral orientation, 

while also becoming 'society's most important storyteller about society itself' 

(Hjarvard, 2013).   

 This strong emphasis on the role of the media in the 21st century perhaps 

overlooks the degree to which many members of the public consume media content 

whilst not necessarily trusting it. Fewer than half of Americans trust what is reported 

in the mainstream media, for instance, and trust in the news reported on social media 

is even lower – a mere 32% in Canada trust this source, for example (Brenan, 2019; 

AFP, 2019). It is thus difficult to accept entirely the claim that most people now take 

'moral orientation' from the media. Similarly, Hjarvard (2013) arguably 

underestimates the extent to which the media is simply a mirror reflecting 

developments already occurring independently within society. The media shapes the 

cultural environment, to be sure, but it is in turn shaped by it. This is especially true in 

an era when media institutions can tell instantly how popular their stories are from how 

many clicks an item has generated on a home page. It is thus difficult to disentangle 

the media's impact on the cultural environment from the cultural environment's impact 

on the media.  
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 Nonetheless, it is clear that journalism and the news media in particular have 

acquired significant control over one of society's most important resources: the public 

representation of social, cultural, and political affairs (Hjarvard, 2013: 88). Religious 

institutions, or any other actor, wishing to access this resource must therefore 

accommodate the demands of the new media. This implies accommodation of the 'two 

dominant logics of journalism: the criteria of newsworthiness and the role of sources'. 

In other words, in order to receive coverage in the news, the actions and messages of 

religious institutions must be newsworthy and comply with journalistic ideas of social 

significance and topicality (Hjarvard, 2013; Hjarvard, 2011). This means that religious 

issues with no clear conflict of interest will rarely become news, regardless of how 

relevant they might seem to religious communities themselves (Hjarvard, 2013: 88).  

Furthermore, the second criterion, relating to sources, means that religious 

institutions such as the Catholic Church have to be seen as a relevant and reliable news 

source. Sources must not only supply information and opinions relevant to the topic at 

hand, but must also provide information and opinions that are seen as credible, factual 

and objective by the journalist concerned (Hjarvard, 2013: 88). That said, Hjarvard 

accepts that it is nonetheless possible for religious actors to influence the journalist's 

choice of news topic and story framing. This is perhaps especially true in the current 

media age, when budget cuts at major news organisations have left many journalists 

reliant on being spoon-fed stories by interested parties. As Jonah Peretti, the founder 

of BuzzFeed, recently stated: 'Media companies have been much too slow to shift to 

digital. They’ve clung to print and broadcast, even when it was clear audiences are 

moving elsewhere. This means the budgets for quality journalism are focused on the 

wrong places, creating a void that is filled by the cheapest possible content, often from 

questionable sources' (Bell, 2019). The emphasis on being a reliable source is therefore 

perhaps less significant than the first of Hjarvard's criteria: newsworthiness. In this, 

the Catholic Church and other religious institutions must satisfy the same news market 

demands for topicality and interest as any other actor.  

A third implication of media dominance is that religions find themselves under 

more pressure to communicate themselves across different media so as to present 

themselves as being 'in the centre' of media cultures (Hepp and Kronert, 2008: 4). As 

such, the core meaning of the religious 'brand' has to be disseminated widely across 

television, radio, print, the Internet and so on. Religions thus not only face qualitative 
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pressure to create a compelling brand identity, but also experience quantitative 

pressure to communicate their brand as widely as possible and also maintain a broad-

based media presence.   

The importance of these criteria is accentuated by the steady decline in media 

deference towards important institutions over the past half century. Previously, the 

media saw itself simply as the purveyor of other institutions' agendas, and the 

relationship between church and broadcasters, especially state broadcasters, was 

extremely close (Hjarvard, 2013: 94). Now, the media is more attuned to the demands 

and needs of its audience, and market considerations, rather than paternalistic 

considerations of the public good, tend to dominate. Institutions thus struggle to shape 

media agendas in the way they once did. They increasingly serve a function as 

providers of raw content, which the media then reshapes and repackages for its own 

purposes. Hence, in Hjarvard's (2013: 94) view, 'the liturgy and iconography of the 

institutionalised religions become a stockpile of props for the staging of media 

narratives'.  

Nonetheless, the literature underscores that religion and religious themes have 

become more prominent in the media in recent decades. This growing prominence of 

religion could be interpreted as a sign of the de-secularisation (Berger et al, 1999) or 

re-sacralization (Demerath, 2003) of modern society (Hjarvard, 2013: 79). However, 

a comprehensive study by Norris and Inglehart (2004) of the 1981-2001 period finds 

a clear correlation between the modernisation of society and the secularisation of 

society (meaning a decline in traditional religious behaviour and beliefs). However, 

this decline in formal religion has been accompanied by an increase in individual self-

expression, spirituality and more individualised forms of religious belief and practice 

(Bruce, 2002; Dobbelaere, 2002; Taylor, 2007; Hjarvard, 2013: 79).  

In the view of Hjarvard (2013: 79), the processes of mediatisation and 

secularisation are linked, since the media is now adopting many of the social functions 

previously carried out by religious institutions. For example, traditional practices and 

rituals like worship, grieving, and jubilation were once communal affairs integrated 

into formal religious structures. However, they have progressively been appropriated 

by the media and reshaped into predominantly secular activities that serve non-

religious functions. (Hjarvard, 2013: 80). Hoover (2006: 284) agrees that in the 
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relationship between religion and the media, it is the latter that now occupies 'the 

driver's seat'. Although the media has not replaced religion, it is now impossible to 

understand religion beyond the media and the influence the media exerts upon it 

(Hoover, 2006: 269).  

A further problem religious institutions face in their relationships with the 

media is that religion is, by its very nature, a complex phenomenon, whereas many 

media organisations are commercially compelled to present stories in simple terms 

with as little nuance as possible (Contreras, 2019: 235). In this respect, Contreras 

likens religion to an iceberg, with journalists tending to focus on the visible part of the 

story that stands out whilst potentially neglecting the rest of the 'iceberg' beneath the 

waves (Contreras, 2019). This difficult interaction between religion and the media is 

accentuated by the fact that different religions have different relationships with the 

media, and what might be regarded as free expression in one religion could be regarded 

as blasphemy in another.  

2.3 The Nature of New Media 

Media has undergone an important paradigm shift over the past two decades as 

'new' media have risen to challenge, merge with, and in some cases supplant, 'old' 

media. The concept of 'new media' can be understood to mean 'those digital media that 

are interactive, incorporate two-way communication, and involve some form of 

computing' (Logan, 2010: 4). This is in contrast to 'old' analogue media, such as the 

telephone, radio, and television. As Pool (1983: 23) has remarked, companies that 

published newspaper, books or magazines, generally did very little else. Each type of 

media had its own particular functions and markets, and was regulated differently 

(Jenkins, 2006: 10-11). Initially, it was assumed that the relationship between new and 

old media would be antagonistic, with the 'interactive new media' causing the collapse 

of the 'passive old media' (Negroponte, 1990). As Negroponte (1990: 9) stated almost 

three decades ago, 'The monolithic empires of mass media are dissolving into an array 

of cottage industries… Media barons of today will be grasping to hold onto their 

centralised empires tomorrow'. It was expected that the new media would thus fully 

absorb and take over old media (Jenkins, 2006: 5). In short, everything was expected 

to change.  
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More recently, however, scholars have focused on the convergence of new and 

old media (Jenkins, 2006: 6). Rather than assuming that the new media will supplant 

the old, scholars now posit that the two forms of media will interact and produce some 

form of convergence or blending (Jenkins, 2006). The idea of convergence was 

perhaps first theorised by Pool (1983) in Technologies of Freedom, when he argued 

that 'convergence of modes' was blurring the lines between different types of media. 

Presciently, Pool (1983: 23) also predicted that a single physical mode could carry 

services that were previously provided separately – hence 'the one-to-one relationship 

that used to exist between a medium and its use is eroding'.  

New media makes it possible for the same content to flow through many 

different channels and assume different forms at the point of reception (Jenkins, 2006: 

11). In many cases, older forms of media now make use of computer technology, 

which means that 'new media' often combine these older media with some form of 

digitalisation (Logan, 2010: 4-5). A newspaper website would be a good example of 

how 'old' and 'new' forms of the media have blended in this manner. Furthermore, the 

increasing frequency of cross-media forms of ownership – as in the case of News 

International, for instance – makes it even easier for the same content to be transmitted 

across different channels and in different forms (Jenkins, 2006: 11). As Bolter and 

Grusin (1999: 15) thus observe, new media refashions older media to produce a hybrid 

form that balances the two.  

Broadly, there are three main schools of thought about how the new media 

operates. The first regards new media as a neutral vehicle for transmitting content 

(Hoover, 2006). The second, more Marxist perspective holds that media, in whatever 

form, fulfils an ideological function by enabling the reproduction and legitimisation of 

social structures and their underlying logics of domination (Jauréguiberry and Proulx, 

2011; Gauthier and Uhl, 2012: 54-5). The third, more liberal view considers new media 

to present new opportunities for individual self-expression and freedom (Hoover, 

2006). New media can be regarded as 'neutral, alienating, or liberating', therefore, 

depending on which of these three perspectives one adopts (Gauthier and Uhl, 2012: 

54-5).  I have adopted the third for the purpose of this research.  

The liberal view is propounded by Jenkins (2006), who argues that the 

convergence of old and new media creates a more communal form of media in which 
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individuals are no longer isolated recipients of media but, instead, belong to a 

community of fellow consumers. Sella (2002) encapsulates this process as follows: 'A 

man with one machine (a TV) is doomed to isolation, but a man with two machines 

(TV and a computer) can belong to a community'. To take the interaction of Twitter 

and TV as an example of this process, it is now possible for television watchers to 

congregate on Twitter (or indeed elsewhere on the Internet) and share their ideas and 

opinions about a particular programme using hashtags. Sometimes these opinions are 

published online in newspapers, and then get picked up by the television producers 

themselves who adjust their production on the basis of these views. In such 

circumstances television production can amount, in effect, to a circular, interactive 

process where the consumers of media are also at times the producers.  

Jenkins (2006: 3) uses the term 'participatory culture' to describe the new type 

of society produced by these changes. Rather than passively consuming media, 

individuals now actively participate in the production of media content to some degree. 

Media producers and consumers no longer occupy separate roles; instead, they interact 

with each other according to a new set of rules. Corporations still hold more power 

than individual consumers, and some consumers are more willing and able to 

participate in the new interactive culture than others (Jenkins 2006). Nonetheless, there 

is less imbalance of power between producers and consumers than in the pre-digital 

age.   

For religious institutions, the new media offers new opportunities to 

communicate with followers and the wider general public. Further, the interactive 

nature of new media creates possibilities for religious institutions to strengthen their 

ties with existing believers and create a new sense of presence and community 

(Hjarvard, 2013: 85-6). Thus far, however, research appears to demonstrate that most 

religious institutions have struggled to use digital media to reach out to new potential 

followers. Instead, new media has mostly been used to communicate among existing 

members of a religious community, whilst also facilitating a more individualist stance 

towards religious institutions (Hoover et al, 2004; Lovheim, 2008).  

Mason (2012) focuses on the role of Catholic bloggers, in particular Rocco 

Palmo, whose blog Whispers in the Loggia has become one of the most influential 

religious news blogs in the world. Palmo uses tips from Vatican insiders, clergy, lay 
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people and other journalists to blog about issues and appointments within the Church 

(Mason, 2012: 157). Palmo has been able to consistently break stories about 

ecclesiastical appointments – news that in the pre-digital era would have remained 

firmly confined within the walls of the Vatican. The success of blogs like Whispers in 

the Loggia thus illustrates the way in which the digital era undermines the Catholic 

Church's ability to control and shape the religious news agenda. The Church no longer 

has sole control over the news emerging from the Vatican. It must accept a multiplicity 

of voices operating simultaneously, all with the capacity to influence the religious 

agenda to some degree.  

According to Meyer and Moors (2006: 11), the media has 'both a destabilising 

and an enabling potential' for religious institutions and their control of communication. 

The enabling potential is simply the greater capacity new media offers for institutions 

to communicate with followers and potential followers. The destabilising potential, on 

the other hand, lies in the possibility that the media will resemble a 'Trojan horse' that 

may challenge the authority of institutionalised religion once it enters the walls of the 

citadel and is put to use by religious institutions (Hjarvard, 2013: 85). This is because 

the new media allows for a multiplicity of religious voices to challenge the authority 

of religious institutions, whilst also enabling more individualised and networked forms 

of religious communication to develop as part of general Internet culture (Hjarvard, 

2013). Hojsgaard (2005: 62) has found empirical support for these claims in his study 

of online religious communities, observing that religion on the Internet is characterised 

by cultural adaptability, a pro-technology perspective, and a cynical attitude towards 

mainstream or conformist types of religiosity. Media such as blogs enable individuals 

to express their own personal brand of religion and construct what Lovheim (2005) 

terms 'religious autobiographies'. Although online forums of this type cannot set the 

public agenda themselves, they can nonetheless play a vital contributory role alongside 

the mass media in shaping public discussion of religion (Hjarvard, 2013: 85-6). This 

was demonstrated in the Swedish Halal-TV debate, where a public backlash formed 

against three devout Muslim women who discussed aspects of Swedish culture on 

television (Lovheim and Axner, 2011; Lovheim, 2012). This possibility for online 

debate to shape mainstream religious discourse serves to challenge the orthodoxy of 

traditional religious institutions and their hitherto dominant control over religious 

discourse.   
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In the new media sphere, then, the Church must accept that it has no special 

advantage in relation to religious and spiritual affairs. As Gauthier and Uhl (2012: 56) 

observe, the world of new media and the Internet is 'a world of competition where 

players are levelled' and a single blog might catch the eye as easily as one of the world's 

oldest religious institutions. The Church must therefore battle for interest and visibility 

by offering substantive content that is attractively designed. In essence, the Church is 

forced to consider its 'branding' – the recognisable institutional identity that will attract 

followers and help to spread the Church's message (Einstein, 2008; Gauthier and Uhl, 

2012). Branding is a communicative process whereby a brand positions itself on the 

basis of a fundamental area of competence and central use offer that differentiates it 

from competing products (Siegert, 2000: 75). The aim of branding is to enter the 

'relevance set' of consumers (Siegert, 2000).  

This emphasis on branding is also made by Hepp and Kronert (2008: 1) in the 

context of mediatisation. They observe that religions in the current era are compelled 

to self-present in distinctive ways in the commercialised media space (Hepp and 

Kronert, 2008: 4). In particular, the present media culture represents religion around 

particular 'sacred brands' – the pope being perhaps the foremost example. This use of 

sacred brands makes it easier to communicate religious issues in a fragmented media 

landscape. Clear brands also appeal to the more individualised belief system evident 

at present, allowing individuals to orient themselves around a personal 'religious 

bricolage' (Hepp and Kronert, 2008). In this view, the media is a 'sense market' where 

institutions have to present themselves to the media in a certain way if they wish to 

attract attention and followers (Winter and Eckert, 1990: 151). 

Crucially, though, religious branding differs from mainstream branding in one 

important respect: “the branding of religion is distinctive because the 'brand' of religion 

itself is special and involves claims of a transcendent or sacred nature” (Lundby, 2006; 

Hepp and Kronert, 2008: 4). To state the obvious, Catholicism – or any other religion 

– is not a washing powder or make of car, and it cannot be branded as such. Branding 

religion is thus particularly difficult because it entails on the one hand presenting 

religion in the 'profane' space of mainstream, commercially-oriented media whilst at 

the same time avoiding losing the 'sacred' aspect that makes religion special in the first 

place (Hepp and Kronert, 2008: 4).  
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In Einstein's (2008) view, the need to market religion in the digital age is 

having important effects on the nature of religion itself. In particular, competition 

between faiths is increasing the tendency to promote religion as entertainment; this 

blurs the boundaries between religion and culture (Gauthier and Uhl, 2012: 59). 

Further, the need to market one's religious 'brand' is leading churches to promote 

religion as a personal, life-affirming experience. Religion increasingly must present 

itself as a 'resource' that can be used within an individualised belief community or as 

means for personal growth and development (Hepp and Kronert, 2008: 2-3). In the 

words of Gauthier and Uhl (2012: 60), even the Catholic Church is being pushed 

towards offering 'a more emotional, experiential, charismatic, and personal type of 

religion. This is a far cry from the stern, hierarchical church of yesteryear, where 

scripture and tradition were regarded as the essence of the faith.  

This process is not entirely new. Some elements of 'old' media, notably 

television, also prioritised the need to communicate religion in a visually appealing 

manner, relying heavily on symbols and aesthetically appealing practices (Hepp and 

Kronert, 2008: 3). Indeed, Pope John Paul II largely reinvented the Church's 

relationship with the mass media by performing high profile telegenic activities such 

as major visits, speeches, canonisations and liturgical celebrations (Arasa et al, 2018: 

327). Nonetheless, new media such as the Internet further encourage this trend. 

According to Gauthier and Uhl (2012: 67), the Internet prioritises aesthetic and sensual 

appeal and necessitates convenience, accessibility and visibility – qualities the authors 

suggest are not necessarily part of the Catholic Church's tradition. They claim this 

highlights how rather than being a neutral vehicle for the transmission of traditional 

religious messages, new media in fact reshapes the practice of faith in the modern age. 

Yet one might question how far the aesthetic and sensual dimensions really lie outside 

the Church's tradition. Some would argue that the Catholic Church is built on aesthetic 

and sensual appeal, from the sight of majestic churches and art acting as beacons to 

the faithful, to the use of incense in churches to convey the majesty of God.  

Hepp and Kronert (2008: 6) examine the media discourse around Catholic 

World Youth Day to illustrate some of the questions of branding considered above. In 

the authors' view, the communication of this event was based around a three-pronged 

foundation: the sacred, the popular, and the Pope (Hepp and Kronert, 2008). The 

sacred aspect was evident in the spiritual arrangement of World Youth Day, including 
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the use of belief practices and ceremonial traditions. The Catholic Church emphasised 

these aspects of the day in its presentation of the event. The popular aspect, on the 

other hand, included events such as pop concerts and the provision of mainstream 

entertainment for the gathered young people. Merchandised material was also on offer 

for those who wished to purchase it. The atmosphere was thus one of a popular 

celebration as well as a religious pilgrimage. Finally, the Day was also presented 

widely in the media as a 'Pope event', with media in Germany and Italy focusing on 

the fact that Pope Benedict was visiting. Indeed, the Pope was constructed as a type of 

brand, 'a clamp linking both the sacred and the popular dimension of the event' (Hepp 

and Kronert, 2008: 6). Hence, the authors conclude that World Youth Day was a 

'religious hybrid media event' with aspects of both traditional religion and popular 

cultural media co-existing. That they co-existed so easily is largely due to the Pope, 

who by bridging the sacred and the popular makes it possible for the Catholic church 

to offer a convincing and compelling religious brand.   

The ease with which the Pope connects the sacred and the popular reinforces 

the point made above in relation to the degree to which the Catholic church is in fact 

well suited to an era of religious branding. The Pope is not only the leader of the 

Church but also a statesman and, perhaps most important, a recognisable world 

celebrity (Cashmore, 2006; Rojek, 2001; Turner, 2004). The Pope thus offers an ideal 

vehicle for the Church to communicate its religious brand. Indeed, the Pope has 

become a 'brand symbol' of Catholicism, for media happy observers to focus on such 

relative trivialities as his Prada slippers and open-glassed 'Popemobile' (Trotter, 2013; 

Chang, 2019). The Pope thus enables the Church to communicate Catholicism 'as a 

focused and specific belief offer' – a consistent and cohesive brand message that other, 

more diffuse religions, such as Protestantism and Buddhism, find difficult to match 

(Hepp and Kronert, 2008: 7). In short, then, the Pope gives Catholicism a hugely 

significant brand advantage over other religions. Destabilising as the era of new media 

is for religious institutions, therefore, the Church nonetheless enters it with significant 

weapons at its disposal.   

Undeniably, though, the emergence of new media accelerates the shift towards 

a more democratic and horizontal world. On YouTube and Twitter, if not in its own 

self-understanding, the Catholic Church is just one more actor among millions of 

others. The age of new media might not be anathema to the Church in respect of its 
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aesthetic and sensory aspects, therefore, but it certainly stands in opposition to the 

Church's traditions of hierarchy and authority. A classic illustration of this came in the 

French debate over homosexual marriage, where digital media played a key role in 

opening up the public debate over the interpretation of French secularism (laicité) 

(Bourret and Fraoua, 2018).  

Where the Church retains a significant advantage over independent news 

providers, however, is in relation to the economics of content production. Put simply, 

independent religious news providers struggle for financial viability. In the case of 

Whispers in the Loggia, for instance, Palmo could not make a living from the blog 

alone and required additional freelance assignments to make ends meet (Mason, 2012: 

157-8). Similarly, one of the world's most popular online religious news sites, 

Beliefnet, has consistently struggled to stay profitable and filed for bankruptcy in 2002 

(Mason, 2012). Ultimately, Beliefnet was forced to abandon its purely news-focused 

mission and switch instead to a formula aimed more at evoking spirituality. As Mason 

(2012: 158) thus states, 'a sustainable formula for funding online religious news 

remains elusive'.  

In terms of theorising the nature of new media, analysts emphasise that it is 

more than merely a vehicle for culture: 'it is actually constitutive of the very processes 

of cultural production and reproduction today, both the product of social interactions 

and the language in which much social interaction occurs' (Gauthier and Uhl, 2012: 

53-4; Hoover, 2006). New media is thus not simply a neutral instrument for 

communication; it shapes culture, including religion. Indeed, the Church now finds its 

doctrine being publicly debated both within the Vatican and in the public sphere (Arasa 

et al, 2018: 339). The Internet has become a major platform for “discussion of religious 

issues, allowing individuals and grassroots movements to express ideas outside the 

traditional framework of the church” (Hjarvard, 2013: 79; Hojsgaard and Warburg, 

2005; Campbell, 2010).  

This shaping and reshaping is not always for the better. Some analysts express 

worry that Internet debate, especially on Twitter, is polarising discussion within the 

Church. Whereas public opinion previously had little influence on the Church, 

nowadays it is almost impossible for the Church not to be influenced by it. Arasa et al 

(2018: 325) cite the case of the 2015 Synod of Bishops, which they argue was 
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undermined by vitriolic debate on the Internet. Debate on Twitter, they further argue, 

is fast but also often inconclusive, hence is of doubtful utility for projecting Catholic 

doctrine to the faithful (Arasa et al, 2018: 340). The same authors worry that the 

democratic nature of digital media does not sit well with the hierarchical nature of the 

Church. Doctrinal principles are quite different to those of the secular world, yet it is 

the secular world in which the vast majority of the faithful live (Arasa et al, 2018: 

340). The authors thus argue that the Church needs to remind people that 'Catholicism 

is elaborated by the Hierarchy, based on the Sacred Scripture, Magisterium and 

tradition' – it is not defined by public opinion or democracy (Arasa et al, 2018: 339). 

Arguably, this whole line of thought implies a fundamental tension between the 

horizontal nature of new media and the hierarchical nature of the Church.  

2.4 The Catholic Church and the Media 

Historically, as stated in Chapter one, the Catholic Church has displayed a 

somewhat suspicious attitude towards the media and new technology, a stance 

Gauthier and Uhl (2012: 55) claim is in keeping with its 'opposition to Modernity'. 

According to Bosch (2018: 79), 'misinformation and obfuscation in the Holy See were 

the norm' before the 1960s. Secrecy and silence were the standard operating practice 

for the Church over centuries, and the Church focused primarily on defending moral 

principles (such as respect for truth, and the dignity of human beings) within media 

content (Arasa et al, 2018: 326). That said, however, the Church has also always 

claimed a divine mandate to preach the Gospel – and in keeping with this mandate, it 

has always sought to transmit its message through all available means of 

communication in order to reach the maximum possible number of people (Arasa et 

al, 2018: 325).  

Furthermore, the Church's traditional suspicion of the media changed 

significantly during the Vatican II period in the 1960s as evident in aforementioned 

magisterial documents, when Catholic bishops from all over the world came together 

to discuss the relationship between Catholicism and the modern world (Bosch, 2018: 

79). This Second Vatican Council period formed the 'critical juncture' at which the 

Church realised 'that the media was essential and had the right to be informed on policy 

formulation' (Bosch, 2018). This marked a shift from an instrumental view of the 

media to a more cultural, positive and optimistic approach (Arasa et al, 2018: 325). 

Consequently, the Church largely opened itself to the media in the years after Vatican 
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II (Bosch, 2018: 77). Inter Mirifica, also known as "The Means of Social 

Communication," is a decree issued by the Second Vatican Council to address media-

related concerns and challenges. Pope Paul VI officially promulgated it on December 

4, 1963, urging the Church to harness the power of media for various apostolic 

missions "without delay and with the greatest effort." This decree asserts that using the 

means of social communication is a rightful endeavour for the Church in spreading the 

Gospel and facilitating salvation. 

Inter Mirifica marked the beginning of a more explicit and effective discussion 

on the significance of communication and media within the Church. The themes it 

introduced have since been further elaborated in subsequent Vatican documents over 

the past five decades, as media technology has rapidly advanced. Some of these 

documents include previously mentioned works like the pastoral instructions 

Communio et Progressio (The Unity and Advancement) in 1971, Aetatis Novae (Of a 

New Era) in 1992, and Il Rapido Sviluppo (The Rapid Development) in 2005. Notably, 

Inter Mirifica was instrumental in the establishment of the Pontifical Council for 

Social Communications. 

The shift in approach was further entrenched by the Pastoral Instruction Aetatis 

Novae (PCSC, 1992), which as seen, argued that communications are so central to the 

life of the people that the Church is obliged to adapt its culture, activities and language 

to the new cultural environment shaped by the media. As Arasa et al (2018: 327) put 

it, this shift means that 'the media is no longer considered as an independent instrument 

to use when necessary, rather as an agent in which the Church needs to be involved for 

the task of evangelisation'. This is the transition from an instrumental to a cultural 

approach.  

Since the 1960s, ties between the press and the Vatican have been 

institutionalised through the Holy See Press Office (Arasa et al, 2018: 78). In 2017, 

562 permanent journalists were accredited to the Holy See Press Office, nearly half of 

whom were television reporters – reflective of the 'acute televisual interest in Pope 

Francis' (Bosch, 2018: 81). Increasingly, the Holy See deals with journalists from all 

over the world rather than from Italy, and the Church's communications strategy has 

had to become notably less Eurocentric in recent times (Bosch, 2018: 88).     
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In some respects, the Church has been quick to take advantage of the 

opportunities offered by new technology. Bosch (2018: 79) notes, for instance, that it 

is no coincidence that the inventor of the wireless radio, Guglielmo Marconi, also 

founded Vatican Radio in 1931. More recently, the Church has taken a number of steps 

that illustrate its openness to new technologies. In May 1989, for example, John Paul 

II encouraged Catholics to familiarise themselves with the new computer technologies 

to support the Church's evangelical mission. Indeed, John Paul II's telegenic 

personality was critical in opening up the Church and reinventing its relationship with 

the mass media (Arasa et al, 2018: 327). In addition, the Vatican experimented with 

its own website throughout the 1990s (Guzek 2015), before establishing the current 

version in 1997.  Evidence of its growing online presence include its 78 websites and 

related social media accounts (Twitter and Instagram profile and Facebook pages) in 

addition to two official applications). 

In November 2001, the Pope sent his apostolic exhortation Ecclesia Oceania 

to bishops in the Antipodes by e-mail. Further, in February 2002, the Church published 

two key documents setting out its attitude towards the Internet. 'The Church on 

Internet' and 'Ethics in Internet' (PCSC, 2002a, 2002b) conceives of the Internet as a 

'neutral tool' with both good and bad possibilities. On the positive side, the Church 

believed the Internet could help to facilitate communications, dialogue, education and 

cultural enrichment. It was noted, for instance, that the Internet offers immediate 

access to information and helps to transcend the tyranny of distance and isolation 

(PCSC, 2002b, n. 5). On the other hand, though, the Internet can also facilitate greater 

corruption, manipulation and domination (Gauthier and Uhl, 2012: 55). This 

ambivalent approach was encapsulated by Pope John Paul II, who in 2002 stated that 

'the Internet can offer magnificent opportunities for evangelization' but 'can never take 

the place of the direct human contact required for genuine evangelization' (Arasa et al, 

2018: 328). Overall, the two documents underscored that the Church could not simply 

ignore the technological revolution, whatever its potential dangers, given the 

possibilities it offered for internal communications and evangelism (Campbell, 2010: 

36-8; Mayer, 2003: 39-43). As such, the Ethics of Internet document advocated that 

the Church should have 'a visible, active presence on the Internet and be a partner in 

the public dialogue about its development' (PCSC, 2002b). However, the virtual world 

must also act as a complement to, rather than a substitute for, the real-world elements 

of Catholicism (PCSC, 2002b, n. 10).  
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In line with this strategy, the Church has been relatively quick to take up a 

digital presence. Critically, the Church approaches new media in the same cultural way 

it approaches traditional media – that is, it sees the new media as an environment to 

live in rather than just a tool to be used (Spadaro, 2014). Similarly, Marshall McLuhan, 

a Catholic, noted that radio and television, considered as older forms of media, not 

only altered the methods of human communication but also had a profound impact on 

the societies that embraced these technologies, ultimately reshaping their cultures. 

(McLuhan in Bills, 2017). Although, it may seem that the Church is not as agile as 

other “businesses” in transforming its “business model” as the secular world, she has 

made tremendous progress in the use of social communications media (Fanning, 

2015). Key figures within the Vatican have a social media presence, including the 

Pope, the Secretary of State, the Office for Liturgy, and the Secretariat for 

Communication (Bosch, 2018: 87). Similarly, the Vatican possesses a number of 

websites, including www.vatican.va (the institutional site), news.va and 

communicazione.va. The social media strategy at the Vatican is not uniform, but in 

general it is apparent that a policy of transparency and openness is favoured – one 

example being a Vatican meeting of religious bloggers in Rome in May 2011 (Bosch, 

2018). Furthermore, a number of high-profile bloggers, You Tube stars and Twitter 

personalities have developed from within the Church, such as Bishop Robert Barron, 

Fr. Roderick Vonhogen, Sister Catherine Wybourne and Fr. Antonio Spadaro (Arasa 

et al, 2018: 331). Pope Francis himself currently has more than 18 million followers 

on English Twitter and another 17 million on Spanish-language Twitter; a total of more 

than 52 million followers on all 9 language handles (Twitter, 2019; 2020). 

Furthermore, in December 2015, Pope Francis issued a series of viral videos 

addressing various topics. These videos were short, visually appealing and 

straightforward to share – and according to Arasa et al (2018: 338), they illustrated 

how the Church is successfully adapting to the digital era.  

Yet for all its good intent, it is not necessarily easy for the Church to act quickly 

and efficiently in the modern media world. In the view of Cantoni and Tardini (2009), 

the Church responded well to web 1.0 but has been less ready for the interactive nature 

of web 2.0. In the case of Catholic dioceses around the world, for instance, many have 

their own websites but have little presence on social media and generally do not 

partake in interactive conversations with users or other institutions. This underlines 



 103 

how, in accordance with centuries of tradition, 'the Church was well disposed to speak, 

but not so ready to debate and listen' (Arasa et al, 2018: 330).  

In this respect, Stout (2012: 25) observes that the hierarchical nature of the 

Church compels members to seek direction from the Pope and other senior members 

of the Clergy rather than operate autonomously. It is difficult to be nimble and 

interactive on social media when approval is required from higher up the chain for 

every tweet or post. This can slow down the Church's response times to urgent stories 

or queries, which can appear anachronistic in the fast-moving world of 24/7 news 

media. Furthermore, there is a long tradition of Vatican media institutions – such as 

Vatican Radio, or the L'Osservatore Romano newspaper – operating independently. 

As Gesiak (2017: 5) states, each of these institutions has its own history and preferred 

way of communicating the gospel. Bosch (2018: 88) thus emphasises the need for the 

Church to communicate more effectively and quickly, in order to provide 'a full service 

to journalists in a changed, networked world that does not sleep anymore'; a need for 

better communication strategies.  

Major new reforms were announced in 2015, when following a 

recommendation from the panel set up by the Pope headed by British politician Chris 

Patten a new administrative body was created to prepare the ground for reform of all 

the Vatican media. As such, Pope Francis established the Media Reform Commission 

on 30 April 2015, comprised of five members: Fr. Dario Edoardo Vigan as president 

(director of the Vatican Television Centre), Fr. Lucio Adrian Ruiz (head of the Internet 

Office at the Governorate of Vatican City State), Paolo Nusiner (editor in chief of the 

Catholic daily 'Avvenire'), Fr. Antonio Spadaro (editor in chief of the Jesuit magazine 

'La Civilta Cattolica') and Fr. Paul Tighe (Secretary of the Pontifical Council for Social 

Communications) (Gesiak, 2017: 9-10). The committee thus combined representatives 

of both old and new media institutions.  

Following this, the Church integrated the Pontifical Council for Social 

Communications (PCSC) into a new structure united under a single Secretariat of 

Communications. This step was announced in the Apostolic Letter as a Motu Proprio, 

and envisaged a four-year restructuring process (Gesiak, 2017: 6). As part of this, 

traditional media instruments such as Vatican Radio, Vatican TV, photography, and 

the Vatican's newspaper – have converged into one entity under the Communications 
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Secretariat (Bosch, 2018: 87). The process began in 2016, with a common 

administration introduced for Vatican Radio and the Vatican Television Centre. 

During 2017, a similar restructuring process saw the Vatican Printing Press, the Photo 

Service, L'Osservatore Romano and the Vatican Publishing House also come under 

centralised control (Gesiak, 2017: 6).  

The operations of Vatican Radio illustrate how the Church has already 

successfully combined old and new media operations in some respects and has been 

raised to the status of a dicastery. Vatican Radio, operational since 1931, has 

established over 40 language divisions over the years. This strategic move aims to 

disseminate the papal message to a global audience, maximizing its reach to diverse 

populations across the world. More recently, “the development of new technologies 

has transformed Vatican Radio from a simple broadcast transmitted to a massive 

multimedia corporation which employs satellite facilities and the Internet to offer 

websites, daily e-email newsletters, and interactive social media such as Facebook and 

Twitter, as well as its more traditional radio broadcasts” (Gesiak, 2017: 7). Gesiak 

(2017: 7) describes the modern Vatican Radio as a 'sort of information agency' 

available worldwide online through the mediums described above as well as via the 

radio.  

Another aspect of the Church's recent reforms is the effort to create a new 

communications system known as Vatican News (ICT Monitor, 2017). The 

consultants Accenture were hired to help with this reform, which aimed to develop 

new ways of engaging people in the digital world. The Vatican aimed to increase the 

consistency and clarity of its communications, and unite the previously separate and 

independent communications channels under a single portal (ICT Monitor, 2017). As 

part of this scheme, Vatican News (the single portal in which all the various media 

outlets of the Vatican will be domiciled) was intended to be run by one multi-language 

editorial team capable of working with a multimedia, multi-device and multi-cultural 

approach, and allowing for quick and efficient content management and distribution 

(ICT Monitor, 2017).   

The Church, like most institutions, faces serious cost pressures in its media 

operations. It is considered paramount that the Church's media offerings should refrain 

from any commercial element in order to ensure ideological independence (Gesiak, 
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2017: 8). At the same time, however, the Church faces a serious problem of how to 

fund its media operations whilst still maintaining the highest technical standards. 

Spending on Vatican media constitutes a significant proportion of the Holy See's 

budget, and thus the question of cost is likely to remain uppermost in the minds of 

Vatican decision-makers – as illustrated by the decision of Benedict XVI to create a 

special commission to audit the Vatican's institutions, including the media, to measure 

their financial efficiency and transparency (Gesiak, 2017: 8).  

Going forward, therefore, key questions include who should interact in the 

name of the Church on the Internet (Arasa et al, 2018). The doctrine of Papal 

Supremacy implies that the Pope alone has the authority to speak on matters of 

Catholic doctrine, yet it is unrealistic to expect Pope Francis – or any Pope – to act as 

the main messenger on new media channels. This implies the need for some form of 

autonomy for those lower down the Church whose role it is to manage and transmit 

communications on new media. Here the Catholic principle of subsidiarity – the notion 

that a matter should be handled by the lowest competent authority – might be useful. 

This could enable the Church to respond more nimbly to debate on social media or 

sudden breaking stories in the mainstream media.    

Another important question emerging from the literature is how the Church can 

best integrate the opinions of grassroots lay Catholics into the workings of the Vatican 

(Arasa et al, 2018). The emergence of new media means that lay Catholics are now 

more visible and influential than ever before, yet as a hierarchical rather than 

democratic institution it is not clear how the Church should adapt to this new reality. 

Realistically, Catholic doctrine cannot be determined by debate on social media, but 

the Church needs to find some way of being seen to listen and debate as well as 

performing its traditional role of speaking and spreading the Catholic message. 

2.5 Digital Discipleship/Evangelization 

As asserted by Heidi Campbell’s work on Digital Religion discussed in the 

previous chapter, “the interdisciplinary study of religion and the Internet highlights the 

growing recognition that new media has become embedded in our everyday lives and 

a common platform for spiritual engagement” (Campbell 2013: 10). New media 

proposes novel methods of bringing the Gospel to people. Consequently, one of the 

basic/primary means of using media is for evangelism and mission (Campbell and 
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Vitullo, 2019). Following, is the use of media to glorify God and foster human dignity 

(Sozzi 2009). The foregoing implies that there is an obvious appreciation of the power 

and potential exerted by the media and consequently, “it too must be governed by the 

moral teachings the church upholds (Zsupan-Jerome, 2015: 21). Basically, Christianity 

is a religion of communication as exemplified by Christ himself in Matthew 28:19-20: 

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… 

Once again, the twin themes of evangelization and catechesis are embedded in 

this bible verse. Similar to every humanly conceived idea, the Church accepts as true 

that all modes of social communications have ethical and moral aspects. The Church 

acknowledges the fact that Christianity is basically a religious body of communication 

founded on Christ’s communication to His creation (Valdez, 2015). Hence, Christ is 

revealed as a perfect communicator; a model of communication for us to follow his 

rhetorical and practical style (Campbell and Vitullo 2019: 425). 

The Catholic Church fully recognizes that the process of evangelization is 

impossible without dependence on existing communication processes. The Papal 

council for culture called new technologies “kairos”- a Greek word meaning “proper 

time”, “an opportunity”. Pope Paul IV in his apostolic address on the evangelization 

of the modern world Evangelii Nuntiandi said that the church “would have felt guilty 

in the face of God if it has not used all means of communication to reach the aim of 

evangelization”. 

As pointed out in chapter one whilst discussing the magisterial documents, 

Inter Mirifica or the Decree on the Media of Social Communications (Vatican 2; 1963) 

highlights the importance the church places on social media communication as a major 

tool in aiding its work of evangelization and catechesis, if properly utilized. Inter 

Mirifica is arguably the Church’s most well-known and popular document on social 

communications. It advocated the media of social communications in the Church. 

Cardinal Foley maintained: “that the means of social communication contribute to 

determining culture. Not just respecting it, but determining it” (Gallagher, 2008).  

The Second Vatican Council wanted to take a proactive stance, rather than a 

reactive one, by providing counsel and wisdom on the appropriate and responsible 
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utilization of digital communication in order to foster both salvation and socio-

economic progress. It reiterated the Church's core message of embracing change and 

meeting the challenges of the present era through adaptation and transformation. In 

delivering brief and relevant messages, the fulcrum of the Church’s teachings firmly 

rests on evangelization as the most important mission of any Catholic faithful. The call 

for discipleship remains through the years. For the Church, digital communication thus 

provides mediums of interaction, immediacy of communication and active 

participation in the current landscape. Armed with these features, Christians 

(Catholics) are tasked with becoming digital apostles and ambassadors, spreading the 

narrative of Christ and the doctrines of the Church within the social media spaces. 

Digital communication has provided the church with the means to build bridges as it 

creates what Jenkins (2008) refers to as an “expression of participatory culture in 

which fans and other consumers are invited to actively participate in the creation and 

circulation of new content”.  

The Church encourages Christ’s faithful to recognize these platforms as new 

portals for evangelization. This is exemplified in the name of the Pope’s twitter handle 

@Pontifex, which is a Latin word meaning bridge builder (Giangravé, 2019). 

Therefore, the Church’s role is to provide the means through acculturation provided 

by this new digital space for Catholics to actively participate in evangelization. “The 

Catholic Church remains the single largest cohesive religious institution on the planet. 

As technology continues to play a major role in human progress, Catholics everywhere 

will look to the Church and the Pope for guidance on how they should view and 

participate with technology” (Bills, 2017). 

2.6 Jenkins’ Convergence Theory 

 The work of Henry Jenkins on convergence culture was mentioned at the outset 

of the Thesis. Jenkins (2006: 2) cites the overriding importance of three principles in 

the new media landscape: media convergence, participatory culture, and collective 

intelligence. In books such as Convergence Culture: Where Old and New Media 

Collide (2006) and Spreadable Media: Creating Value and Meaning in a Networked 

Culture (2013), Jenkins has fully developed his theory of convergence culture. By 

convergence, Jenkins (2006: 2) means “the flow of content across multiple media 

platforms, the cooperation between multiple media industries, and the migratory 
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behaviour of media audiences who will go almost anywhere in search of the kinds of 

entertainment experiences they want”. 

 Jenkins (2006: 5) is clear that much of the rhetoric uttered during the 1990s 

about digital media pushing aside old media was misplaced. For instance, Nicholas 

Negroponte claimed in Being Digital (1990) that broadcast networks would collapse 

and be replaced by a new era of narrowcasting and niche media on demand: “What 

will happen to broadcast television over the next five years is so phenomenal that it’s 

difficult to comprehend” (Negroponte, 1995: 54). Similarly, George Gilder argued that 

old media would not converge with new media but would be completely subsumed by 

it: “The computer industry is converging with the television industry in the same sense 

that the automobile converged with the horse, the TV converged with the nickelodeon, 

the word-processing program converged with the typewriter, the CAD program 

converged with the drafting board, and digital desktop publishing converged with the 

linotype machine and the letterpress” (Gilder, 1994: 189). In fairness to Negroponte, 

his time frame might have been awry but his broader point contained some element of 

truth. It is true that consumers, especially younger ones, increasingly watch specific 

programmes, or even segments of programmes, and often do so online. Even the world 

of sport is now often consumed via highlights and online clips rather than in full.  

 Yet Negroponte and Gilder were wrong to suppose that the old media would 

collapse altogether. Indeed, the history of media innovation indicates that new forms 

of media co-exist alongside older forms rather than replacing them altogether. As 

Jenkins (2008: 14) states, “printed words did not kills spoken words. Cinema did not 

kill theatre. Television did not kill radio. Each old medium was forced to coexist with 

the emerging media”. Furthermore, on claiming that “the monolithic empires of mass 

media are dissolving into an array of cottage industries”, Negroponte clearly 

underestimated the capacity of media conglomerates to adapt and reinvent themselves 

to the changing technological environment (Negroponte, 1995: 57-8). For example, 

seemingly old-fashioned media organisations such as the BBC have adapted so 

successfully to the Internet that rivals complain about its unfair competitive practices 

(Moore, 2018). Examples such as this underline that rather than new media replacing 

old media, the two forms are instead converging to create a new model that contains 

elements of both forms.   
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 In this respect, Jenkins rejects what he terms the ‘Black Box Fallacy’ – the 

notion that all media content will ultimately flow through a single black box into our 

living rooms or into a single device we carry around with us. This concept is a fallacy, 

argues Jenkins, because “it reduces media change to technological change and strips 

aside the cultural levels we are considering here” (Jenkins, 2008: 14-15). Of course, 

Jenkins wrote before the smartphone became ubiquitous and did indeed come to carry 

out many of the functions that previously required independent devices. His broader 

point is correct though: even on a smartphone, people consume content from a diverse 

array of different companies and sources and, moreover, in different forms. One can 

watch YouTube on a smartphone, but one can equally listen to a podcast, read a long 

form article, or browse photos. The nature of the device is less significant than the fact 

that different mediums remain relevant. The smartphone, then, does not erase different 

mediums; it hosts, and in some ways, preserves them.  

 Jenkins hails Ithiel de Sola Pool as the ‘prophet of media convergence’. 

Writing in Technologies of Freedom (1983), Pool was the first to describe how 

convergence would act as a driver of change within the media industry: 

A process called the “convergence of modes” is blurring the lines between 

media, even between point-to-point communications, such as the post, 

telephone and telegraph, and mass communications, such as the press, 

radio, and television. A single physical means—be it wires, cables or 

airwaves—may carry services that in the past were provided in separate 

ways. Conversely, a service that was provided in the past by any one 

medium—be it broadcasting, the press, or telephony—can now be 

provided in several different physical ways. So, the one-to-one relationship 

that used to exist between a medium and its use is eroding” (Pool, 1983: 

23). 

This convergence of modes would also lead to convergence of the companies 

that operate in those modes. Previously publishers of newspapers, magazines and 

books had specific roles and minimal interaction with other media platforms. Each 

medium served distinct purposes, catered to separate markets, and operated under 

separate regulatory systems. Now, however, “the same content can flow through 

different media channels and assume different forms at the point of reception” 

(Jenkins, 2008: 11). Patterns of cross-media ownership – News International, say – 

reinforce these trends and make it economical for companies to distribute content 

across multiple mediums rather than within only one media platform. Those confined 

to only one medium would struggle to compete given their inferior economies of scale. 
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Consequently, “digitisation set the conditions for convergence; corporate 

conglomerates created its imperative” (Jenkins, 2008: 11).   

The initial driver of convergence is clearly technological in nature. As Jenkins 

(2004: 34) states: “Thanks to the proliferation of channels and the portability of new 

computing and telecommunications technologies, we are entering an era where media 

will be everywhere and we will use all kinds of media in relation to each other. Our 

cell phones are not simply telecommunications devices; they also allow us to play 

games, download information from the internet and receive and send photographs or 

text messages. Any of these functions can also be performed through other media 

appliances”.  

 However, in broadening his theory of convergence, Jenkins is clear that the 

paradigm shift we are witnessing is much more than a merely technological 

phenomenon. Rather, it concerns:  

Convergence is a word that manages to describe technological, industrial, 

cultural, and social changes depending on who’s speaking and what they 

think they are talking about. […] I will argue here against the idea that 

convergence should be understood primarily as a technological process 

bringing together multiple media functions within the same devices. […] 

Convergence does not occur through media appliances, however 

sophisticated they may become. Convergence occurs within the brains of 

individual consumers and through their social interactions with others” 

(Jenkins, 2006: 2-3). 

Although Jenkins began his analysis of convergence culture in the world of 

online fan communities, he has since broadened his scope to argue that convergence 

culture is not a marginal phenomenon but rather a general ‘paradigm shift’ (Jenkins, 

2006: 243). Moreover, it is not a purely, or even mainly, technological phenomenon. 

Technological innovation is a pre-requisite for convergence but it does not compel it, 

nor explain it (Jenkins, 2006: 11; Jenkins et al., 2013: 3). Although changes in 

technology are helping to drive convergence culture, therefore, it is in ‘the brains of 

individual consumers and…their social interactions with others’ that convergence 

culture is really making itself felt (Jenkins, 2006: 2-3). Convergence is taking place 

across multiple areas, not only within the same appliances but also “within the same 

franchise . . . within the same company . . . within the brain of the consumer . . . and 

within the same fandom” (Jenkins, 2004: 34). Convergence culture is thus as much a 
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social phenomenon as a technological one. It is influenced not only by technology but 

also by economic, social and cultural factors (Jenkins, 2001, p. 93).  

In speaking of convergence culture, therefore, it is important not to become 

fixated solely on the technological innovations of the new media landscape. Some 

critics, such as Anders Fagerjord, appear to make this mistake when they argue that 

‘convergence is over. The media have already converged… Convergence as a 

development must logically end at some point either because media cease to converge, 

or because all media have converged into one, or have reached a limit where further 

convergence is impossible (Fagerjord, 2010: 188-9). Yet this is to perceive 

convergence in mechanistic terms as if it were driven solely by technology and not by 

wider social and cultural factors. As Jos van Dijck (2013: 14) argues, one must avoid 

technological determinism and instead show awareness of the ‘culture of connectivity’ 

defined in terms of a ‘sociotechnical ensemble’. Such an ensemble is ‘an online 

ecosystem that is embedded in a larger sociocultural and political-economic context 

where it is inevitably moulded by historical circumstances’ (van Dijck, 2013: 9). 

Far from being merely the merging of specific digital mediums, therefore, 

Jenkins perceives convergence as a continuous process of cross-fertilisation in which 

‘old and media collide’ (Jenkins, 2006: 2). Further, Jenkins argues that new media will 

not displace or replace old media; rather, the “convergence paradigm assumes that old 

and new media will interact in ever more complex ways” (Jenkins, 2006: 6). Critically, 

then, convergence is “a process, not an end point” (Jenkins, 2006: 16). There is no 

point at which a single, converged medium will replace or encompass all other media.  

The convergence theory provides a great theoretical framework to analyze the 

Vatican’s New Media strategy (Jenkins (2004: 33). The conventional media model of 

the Vatican, rooted in centralized, top-down communication has blended with a 

globalized media environment dominated by participatory culture and the stream of 

content across manifold channels. This blending of both old and new media reflects 

convergence and the Vatican must incorporate it authoritative voice with the new 

media such as social media, online news, and direct communication with local 

churches and the faithful (Bruns (2009: 2). The way the Vatican uses digital media, 

from the Pope's Twitter account to Vatican News's YouTube channel, shows how 

conventional religious authority and new media's participatory potential may coexist. 
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Here, interactive audiences engage with and question established power structures in 

a media environment that is more decentralized, transforming the way religious 

teachings are delivered and received. This is explained by convergence culture theory. 

Given the similarities between the media adaptation of the Vatican and the 

convergence of media technologies and audiences, the convergence theory provides 

an appropriate theoretical framework for this investigation. First, the idea of 

convergence explains why the Vatican's communication methods need to change in 

order to be relevant in a media environment that is becoming more decentralized and 

participative. This change is a reflection of Jenkins' theory's central idea, which is the 

confluence of old and new media. Second, while digital media encourages user-

generated stories and viewer involvement, the Vatican as an institution generally 

represents centralized authority. For a critical perspective on how the Vatican manages 

its place in this evolving dynamic, Jenkins' theory of convergence, which examines 

the conflict between participatory culture and established media producers, is relevant.  

Third, Jenkins' concept demonstrates how convergence makes it easier for 

material to move between different media types and across national boundaries. This 

is especially important for the Vatican, whose communication strategy must speak to 

a worldwide audience while also taking into account the context of regional parishes, 

like the Archdiocese of Ibadan. For this thesis, the confluence of local and global 

communication practices provides an important point of view. In light of the 

aforementioned, the convergence theory offers the framework required to investigate 

how the Vatican balances upholding traditional Catholic authority while interacting 

with a global media landscape. Understanding the methods and effects of the Vatican's 

new media strategy on the local Church depends on this intersection of ancient and 

new media practices. 

2.7 Participatory Culture and Collective Intelligence 

As Jenkins (2004: 33) states, “new media technologies have lowered 

production and distribution costs, expanded the range of available delivery channels 

and enabled consumers to archive, annotate, appropriate and recirculate media content 

in powerful new ways”. Jenkins uses the term ‘participatory culture’ to describe this 

new development. The concept of participatory culture refers to how consumers are 

no longer passive spectators but have become participants in the production process 



 113 

and interact with producers according to a new set of rules (Jenkins, 2006: 3). This 

entails the active involvement of consumers (such as readers or viewers) as participants 

in media production.  

Further, Jenkins uses Alvin Toffler’s concept of the ‘prosumer’ – a consumer 

who is also “increasingly being drawn into the production process” such that 

“conventional distinctions between producer and consumer vanish” (Toffler, 1980: 

290, 292). Axel Bruns’ related concept of ‘produsage’ is also relevant in this context. 

According to Bruns (2009: 2), “users are already necessarily also producers of the 

shared knowledge base, regardless of whether they are aware of this role – they have 

become a new, hybrid produser”. Applying this concept, Jenkins argues that in the new 

world of digital media, consumers are often producers (or co-producers) and 

consumers at the same time. 

Bruns’ reference to the ‘shared knowledge base’ is interesting and speaks to 

the increasingly collective nature of both consumption and production in the new 

media landscape. Jenkins highlights the same trend, emphasising the degree to which 

production is now received communally, often in temporary knowledge communities. 

This, in turn, increases the role and importance of collective intelligence. Jenkins 

(2006: 244) describes this trend as a “shift from individualised and personalised media 

consumption towards consumption as a networked practice”.  

Pierre Levy uses the term ‘collective intelligence’ to describe how online 

communities have engaged in large-scale information gathering and processing 

activities. On the Internet, Levy argues, it quickly becomes apparent that ‘no one 

knows everything, everyone knows something, all knowledge resides in humanity’ 

(Levy, 1997: 2). Thus, individuals can combine their personal expertise in 

collaboration with others to achieve shared goals and objectives. Indeed, voluntary, 

temporary and tactical online communities are to some extent replacing older forms of 

community rooted in physical geography and ties of kinship (Jenkins, 2004: 35). It is 

the ‘mutual production and reciprocal exchange of knowledge’ that ties these 

communities together (Jenkins, 2004: 35).  

The role of social media applications such as Twitter and Facebook help to 

illustrate this point. Political news, for example, can now, in effect, be collectively 

received by like-minded individuals on Twitter. A political scandal, say, might ‘land’ 
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on Twitter and be received simultaneously by tens of thousands of consumers, many 

of them also potentially journalists (and thus producers) themselves. The scandal will 

then advance in stages as the initial news is reproduced on social media, potentially 

mediated or amended by insiders publishing their own revelations, and then 

popularised through memes and humour. In this way, political stories can take on a 

life of their own as traditional media feeds on social media content and vice versa.  

The democratic implications of this new landscape are disputed. Jenkins (2006: 

247) notes that networked consumption has democratic potential, but also 

acknowledges that there exists a participation gap in terms of access to technology and 

media leverage (Jenkins, 2008: 293-294). Similarly, Jenkins et al. (2013: 298) observe 

that “not everyone is allowed to participate, not everyone is able to participate, not 

everyone wants to participate, and not everyone who participates does so on equal 

terms”. This last point is particularly important. On Twitter, for instance, journalists 

and famous people retain more influence than the average citizen – their status 

enhanced by their blue tick and identity as mainstream journalists for established 

media institutions. Although ordinary citizens can join the debate, they rarely prove 

anywhere near as influential as these more established voices. This is not so much a 

‘participation gap’ as an ‘authority gap’. Those with authority – a status bestowed 

largely by their identity as established journalists or, alternatively, their role in public 

life – have a strength and breadth of voice on social media that ordinary citizens clearly 

lack. 

New media thus appears not so much to empower the ordinary citizen so much 

as it does those figures – whether politicians, sportsmen, actors, musicians – who 

already have a public profile and whose activities have traditionally been the subject 

of media reportage. In other words, social media empowers the famous more than the 

non-famous. The famous now have a public platform to challenge reporters and set the 

record straight – something pursued by Marcus Rashford and Prince Harry, among 

others. The non-famous continue to languish ‘beneath the line’ – the pejorative term 

used by journalists to describe the great mass of people who leave comments on news 

articles. In this sense, the democratic potential of the new media world is arguably 

exaggerated.  
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Nor is there necessarily anything particularly new about participatory culture. 

Georgi (2015: 9) observes that theatre, for instance, has always been highly 

participatory, with performers expecting and reacting to audience feedback given in 

real time. Similarly, Jenkins et al. (2013: 133-4) acknowledge that the writers of 

nineteenth century serialised narrative fiction, whereby stories were released in 

instalments, sometimes responded to audience feedback and suggestions when writing 

the next instalment – a step taken by Charles Dickens, among others. However, there 

does appear to be a difference in the scale of participation in the contemporary media 

environment.  

From the Catholic Church’s perspective, this new media landscape holds 

considerable promise. The Church occupies the unusual position of being both the 

frequent subject of reporting – in terms of the Church itself often being analysed and 

reported upon by the secular media – and a producer of media content itself. Insofar 

as new media empowers the subjects of reporting to answer back with a voice of their 

own, the new convergence paradigm offers scope for the Church to engage with its 

critics and dispel myths. At the same time, the limited democratic potential of new 

media – in this author’s view – helps to constrain the potential challenge posed by 

grassroots organisations to the Church’s authority. The Church can thus potentially 

enjoy the best of both worlds in future: greater licence to produce content, on the one 

hand, whilst still avoiding grassroots challenges to Rome’s authority on the other hand.  

2.8 Convergence Theory and Cultural Pluralism 

One of the most significant debates in the literature concerns what the new 

media landscape means for cultural and political pluralism as well as pluralism and 

diversity within the media landscape – already a significant topic of dispute. 

Convergence Theory has important implications for pluralism and diversity within the 

media landscape – already a significant topic of debate. As Jenkins (2004: 33-4) notes, 

the media landscape has been subject to “an alarming concentration of the ownership 

of mainstream commercial media, with a small handful of multinational media 

conglomerates dominating all sectors of the entertainment industry”. If the 

convergence culture paradigm were to imply complete convergence of production and 

delivery as well as ownership, then this would clearly pose further problems from a 

pluralistic perspective and, indeed, could lead to a dangerous narrowing of the media 

options available to the public. Yet, on the other hand, the concentration of media 
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ownership is balanced by the increasing capacity of individuals to produce and publish 

self-produced content. 

There is complete disagreement on this topic among various scholars and 

analysts. For instance, Cass Sunstein (2002) has argued that the fragmentation of the 

online world will result in the loss of shared values and a common, unifying culture. 

Nick Gillespie (2002) identifies a similar trend but portrays it in a more positive light 

as a ‘culture boom’ where different cultures, including ones perhaps previously 

marginalised, will flourish and gain new life. On the other hand, Mark Crispin Miller 

(2002) claims that the new media world will be one of an American ‘monoculture’ in 

which all entities, even non-American ones, will be compelled to operate according to 

American norms and values.  

 Analysts also disagree about the implications of convergence for freedom of 

speech and expression. Robert McChesney (2000) has warned that the concentration 

of media ownership will inevitably lead to a more constricted range of voices in 

political and policy debates. Similarly, Jenkins (2004: 33-4) observes that while some 

now see a world without gatekeepers, others see a world where gatekeepers have 

unprecedented power. Jenkins himself argues that the concentration of media 

ownership is balanced by the increasing capacity of individuals to produce and publish 

self-produced content. As Jenkins (2004: 33) states, “new media technologies have 

lowered production and distribution costs, expanded the range of available delivery 

channels and enabled consumers to archive, annotate, appropriate and recirculate 

media content in powerful new ways”. 

From the Church’s perspective – and, indeed, from the perspective of religious 

organisations in general – there is little doubt that new media offers useful ways of 

bypassing the secular media. At the same time, though, some Christians have 

expressed concern that the commercial logic of modern media leaves little room for 

religious expression. Writing in the context of the Harry Potter books, for instance, 

Kjos claims that today’s cultural climate is one of ‘open-mindedness’ towards occult 

entertainment but ‘closed-mindedness’ towards traditional Biblical Christianity 

(quoted in Jenkins, 2006: 203). Such critics argue that in order to reach a global market, 

multinational companies – even Western ones – must erase their Judeo-Christian 
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origins and present bland content in which cultural difference is erased (Jenkins, 2006: 

203).  

On the other hand, Jenkins (2008: 209-10) makes the point that new 

technologies also offer religious organisations new ways of reaching potential 

followers. For instance, evangelicals in the United States have taken advantage of new 

media technologies to develop some degree of autonomy from mainstream secular 

media. These new technologies offer a “route around established gatekeepers”, 

enabling Christians to create their own religiously-oriented content designed to appeal 

to the religious community. Jenkins (2008: 209) cites the example of the video game, 

Victory at Hebron (2003), where players battle against Satan and aim to rescue 

martyrs.  

In other cases, Christians have used their market power to propel religiously-

oriented content to remarkable mainstream success. The most notable example of this 

is Mel Gibson’s The Passion of the Christ (2004), which enjoyed remarkable success 

after Gibson sought out the support of faith groups. According to Jenkins (2008: 211), 

many American churches loaded up coaches with worshippers to attend screenings of 

the film and also made bulk purchases when it was released on DVD. This gave the 

Christian community a newly heightened profile in Hollywood and highlighted the 

power of the ‘religious dollar’.  

Yet positive stories such as this notwithstanding, there are other examples that 

encourage a more pessimistic view of the changes brought about in the cultural and 

political landscape by the emergence of new media. In particular, the emergence of 

‘fake news’ over the past decade is one such example. Dishonest political narratives 

have proliferated online, especially on social media such as Facebook, leaving many 

citizens confused as to what is truth and what are lies. As greater numbers of people 

have come to rely on Facebook as a news source, so there has been an increasing 

fragmentation of the population and an increasing divide between different segments. 

The growth of “anti-vaxx” sentiment – largely driven by inaccurate videos and other 

flawed content shared on social media – also illustrates this point.    

 There is undoubtedly a greater proliferation of voices capable of being heard 

now, therefore, but this has come at a cost in terms of the spreading of mistruths and 

false narratives. This has dangerous democratic implications given that democracy is 
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fundamentally reliant on the existence of a relatively well-informed and rational 

citizenry. The increasing dependence of states on major multinational companies, such 

as Facebook and Google, also arguably has dangerous democratic implications – 

placing unchecked power in the hands of particularly influential individuals such as 

Mark Zuckerberg.  

 These dangers have also become apparent in a religious context. Indeed, the 

recent Coronavirus pandemic has highlighted how, in some parts of the world, 

independent religious news networks have been used to spread misinformation about 

the vaccine. In Mexico, for example, millions of people have watched the videos of a 

pastor, Oscar Gutierrez, who has used social media and independent news networks to 

spread his claims that the vaccine is being used to control people’s DNA (Longoria et 

al., 2020). Similarly, in June 2020, the Spanish cardinal Antonio Canizares Llovera 

declared in a filmed Mass that the search for a vaccine was ‘the work of the devil’ and 

would involve the use of ‘aborted foetuses’ (Longoria et al., 2020). The Church thus 

found itself directly implicated in the spread of ‘fake news’. 

 Analysts argue that the use of online streaming, Zoom and YouTube, 

particularly during the pandemic, by religious organisations has expanded the reach of 

religious messaging – for both good and ill. Nicolás Iglesias Schneider, coordinator of 

GEMRIP, an organisation focused on the public role of faith and religion, states that 

“because of this, religious speech and its political impact are no longer limited only to 

the temple and a direct audience” (quoted in Longoria et al., 2020). This is an 

opportunity for the Catholic Church if its members, especially clergymen, are able to 

remain on-message but a potential embarrassment if they veer off track and make 

erroneous or prejudicial statements. This applies not only in the case of the coronavirus 

pandemic but also to other potentially sensitive topics, such as homosexuality, 

contraception, cases of historical sexual abuse, and the role of women in the Church.  

 As so often, then, what new media gives with one hand in terms of opportunity, 

it takes away with the other. The Church now has unprecedented scope to reach new 

audiences and attract new followers. At the same time, however, the Church is now 

also more vulnerable to embarrassment or scandal than at perhaps any other time in its 

history. A flawed or misguided priest or bishop whose words would previously have 

been confined to the four walls of the church can now find his message or activities 
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splashed across the world. The Spanish bishop Xavier Novell, for instance, first backed 

conversion therapy for gay people and conducted exorcisms before then resigning his 

post to form a relationship with a woman who wrote Satanic erotic fiction (BBC News, 

2021). Such cases might seem trivial in some ways, but they highlight how the Church 

is now more reliant on the good sense of its clergymen.   

 This point leads on to a further important issue: the growth of new media 

increases the importance and visibility of relatively junior clergy who, previously, 

would have remained largely anonymous except within their own parishes. Producing 

attractive and engaging new media content is often a local endeavour – it is unrealistic 

to expect a Cardinal in Rome to know what content to produce to engage, say, local 

Catholics in Ibadan or Buenos Aires. This is not necessarily a doctrinal problem for 

the Church, given its traditional emphasis on subsidiarity and the acknowledged 

importance of devolving issues to the most local level possible. In practical terms, 

however, it can leave the Church open to embarrassment if its junior or middle-ranking 

clergy show poor judgment. The consequences of such misjudgement can now be 

greater in terms of exposing the Church to scandal and embarrassment, as the example 

of Xavier Novell illustrates.  

 The Church must therefore find a way to strike a balance between, on the one 

hand, allowing its clergy and laity the autonomy they need to produce effective and 

engaging media content while, on the other, ensuring that the Church’s reputation is 

upheld and embarrassment or scandal is avoided. The best method of achieving this 

would seem to be to ensure that the right people are appointed to positions of 

responsibility in the first place, given that it is unrealistic to expect senior figures in 

Rome to control all the output produced across the global Church. This emphasises the 

importance of the Church’s personnel selection and training at the local level. It also 

points to the need for a greater role for media-savvy laity, whose experience can be 

put to good effect in advising and counselling local clergy whose enthusiasm might be 

greater than their knowledge.   

2.9 Convergence Theory and Internal Structure 

 Jenkins notes that the changing nature of the media landscape poses direct 

implications for how media organisations choose to structure themselves. On the one 

hand, media companies are becoming more adept at accelerating the flow of media 
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content across various delivery channels to broaden markets and increase revenue 

opportunities (Jenkins, 2004: 37). Clearly, convergence offers a particular opportunity 

for media conglomerates, whose size and scale gives them a particular opportunity to 

use content from one sector and expand it into other platforms. One sees companies 

such as News International, for example, establishing a radio platform (Times Radio), 

whose content, especially interviews, can be reproduced in the company’s newspapers.  

 However, it would be a mistake to assume that media companies have clearly 

defined overarching strategies. Rather, it is often the case that “different divisions of 

the same company are pursuing radically different strategies, reflecting their 

uncertainty about how to proceed” (Jenkins, 2004: 37). There is also internal 

competition between different departments, and a fear that fragmentation will erode 

key markets. For example, a viewer who moves from television to the Internet might 

never return. Thus, Jenkins (2004: 37) argues that “sometimes media executives are 

thinking across media; sometimes they can’t extract themselves from medium-specific 

paradigms. Collaborations, even within the same companies, are harder to achieve than 

we might imagine looking at top-down charts mapping media ownership. The closer 

to the ground you get, the more media companies look like dysfunctional families”. 

Indeed, different divisions of the same company sometimes do not speak to one 

another and pursue their own short-term agendas at the expense of others within the 

same company (Jenkins, 2006: 7).  

 This description of media groups as dysfunctional families could apply equally 

to the Vatican’s communications prior to the recent reform of the Dicastery. Indeed, it 

is clear that fragmentation and siloed behaviour across different media channels is by 

no means unique to the Church. It is, rather, a function of the fact that different 

mediums often have different histories and origins and also require different skills, 

outlooks and strategies. Nonetheless, the shift to new media clearly favours larger 

entities who can leverage their content across different platforms. In the media world, 

this has led to the increasing concentration of ownership of mainstream media 

organisations as a small handful of multinational conglomerates have come to 

dominate multiple sectors (Jenkins, 2004: 33-4). In this new landscape, size – and the 

bigger, the better – is clearly a significant advantage. 
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 From the Church’s perspective, this is nothing to fear. Indeed, the Church – as 

the biggest and richest religious organisation in the world – has a major competitive 

advantage over other religions in this aspect. Its strength in multiple media sectors, 

including radio, newspapers and the Internet, gives it an extremely strong position 

from which to move forward and produce coherent content across various channels. 

There is clearly a challenge in how to create a unified and coherent strategy, but this 

is preferable to having to create new channels from scratch (or, worse, lacking the 

means to do so in the first place). The bias towards greater size in the contemporary 

media landscape is thus nothing for the Church to fear. Rather, the Vatican must 

identify how it can best leverage its greater strength and resources to attract new 

followers.  

 In this respect, the unification of all Vatican media channels within a single 

Dicastery of Communications clearly makes sense. It is important for the Church to 

present a coherent message across different platforms, even if some aspects of this 

message might be emphasised more on one platform and other aspects on other 

platforms. Content produced for the Vatican’s newspaper, for example, is likely to be 

more traditional and conservative – in alignment with the newspaper’s reader base – 

than videos produced for YouTube or TikTok. One might also contrast in-house 

messaging with out-of-house proselytization aimed at garnering new converts. The 

content appropriate for a longstanding Catholic might be quite different from the 

content produced for potential new followers in their teenage years. In both cases, 

however, the Church must ensure that its message is based on its core principles, above 

all the Gospels.  

2.10 Convergence Theory and the Search for Engagement 

 Jenkins argues that the nature of consumption is changing in the newly 

converged media landscape. Historically, content gained authority simply through the 

nature of how it was transmitted. For instance, being broadcast on network television 

naturally bestowed legitimacy upon whatever content was produced – and this remains 

true, albeit to a lesser extent than previously. This is one form of media power: the 

power that comes from concentration and status. At the same time, however, the 

emergence of collective intelligence is creating a new kind of media power, one where 

a message gains visibility and legitimacy “only if it is deemed relevant to a loose 

network of diverse publics” (Jenkins, 2004: 35).  
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In this respect, Jenkins argues that consumers are becoming more savvy and 

more elusive as they increasingly consume media content on their own terms: 

If old consumers were assumed to be passive, the new consumer is active. 

If old consumers were predictable and stationary, then new consumers are 

migratory, showing a declining loyalty to networks or even media. If old 

consumers were isolated individuals, then new consumers are more 

socially connected. If old consumers were seen as compliant, then new 

consumers are resistant, taking media into their own hands. If the work of 

media consumers was once silent and invisible, they are now noisy and 

public (Jenkins, 2004: 37-8). 

 The challenge of attracting clicks, impressions and eyeballs is thus becoming 

commensurately harder to achieve. A comparison can be drawn here with the 

increasing competition within religion itself for new followers. As discussed elsewhere 

in this thesis, Catholicism is under growing pressure from evangelical Christian 

churches whose more vibrant style of worship has attracted some converts from the 

Catholic Church, especially in Latin America. The Church thus faces a dual challenge. 

Not only is faith itself now increasingly something to be selected by individuals rather 

than handed down through the generations, but the task of attracting new followers by 

producing attractive media content has also become more difficult.  

 That said, Jenkins (2004: 38) argues that the nature of audience engagement is 

changing in the converged media environment – and this, in turn, potentially requires 

new methods of measuring audiences. Increasingly, media organisations target not 

merely clicks or impressions but prolonged engagement with media content. In other 

words, depth of engagement is now perceived to be as important, if not more 

important, as breadth of engagement. Producers want consumers who are willing to 

follow their content across a range of media platforms, implying a deep and substantive 

relationship between producer and consumer. This type of engagement is more 

valuable to advertisers and sponsors.  

 The same logic could be applied to the Church. Indeed, it arguably applies 

especially to the Church given that Rome is ultimately interested in converting non-

believers into believers rather than merely attracting clicks or impressions online. The 

process of evangelising implies the creation of a deep and substantive relationship 

between the Church and potential new followers. This, by necessity, requires a level 

of engagement that goes well beyond merely superficial ‘likes’ or clicks on social 
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media – even if the journey towards Catholicism begins with one of these steps. For 

the Church, then, its success in attracting audiences needs to be measured not only in 

terms of overall engagement numbers but also, crucially, in terms of what proportion 

of these audiences go on to develop a long-term relationship with Catholicism.  

 In this respect, the Church’s position in the media landscape is different from 

the position of most standard media outlets. Unlike these outlets, the Church’s ultimate 

institutional mission is not to produce media content, nor necessarily to attract more 

consumers of this media content, but rather to proselytise and spread the word of the 

Gospels. This can happen through a number of mechanisms, many of them (such as 

face to face interaction) not necessarily reliant on the media. Thus, the media is an 

instrument for the Church whereas it is, obviously, the very basis of existence for 

media organisations themselves.  

It is also true to observe that the Church’s followers are much more loyal than 

the customer base of most media organisations. Being a Catholic is quite a different 

thing to being, say, a reader of the New York Times or The Daily Telegraph. It is part 

of an individual’s identity and implies a life-long loyalty to the institution of the 

Church. As such, there is always likely to be a solid base of Catholics who are 

interested in the Church’s media output and wish to read, watch and listen to news 

stories covering the Church’s activities. It would probably be a mistake, then, to fully 

apply Jenkins’ theory on the nature of media competition to the situation of the Church. 

To some degree, the Church is insulated from the ferociously competitive new media 

landscape portrayed by Jenkins.  

 Nonetheless, the changing nature of media consumption still has significant 

implications for the Church’s media strategy. Relying on connections with mainstream 

news organisations clearly has diminishing returns in a world where people, especially 

young people, increasingly gather their news from social media and other online apps. 

Even television, historically an important medium for the Church to convey its 

majesty, is diminishing in importance as young people increasingly prefer to watch 

clips on YouTube rather than immerse themselves in full-length programmes. The 

Church has no option but to adapt to these trends, even if it is somewhat more insulated 

than most purely media organisations.  
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 Jenkins predicts that the new media landscape will ultimately strike a truce 

between traditional forms of media power and newer, more grassroots forms of power. 

As Jenkins (2004: 35) states, “Broadcasting will place issues on the national agenda 

and define core values. Grassroots media will reframe those issues for different publics 

and ensure that everyone has a chance to be heard. Innovation will occur on the fringes; 

consolidation in the mainstream”. Convergence is thus both a top-down, corporate-

driven process and a grassroots, consumer-driven process. The same logic applies to 

the Church. The Vatican’s historical legitimacy and status will, in Jenkins’ parlance, 

allow it to place issues on the global Catholic agenda and define core values. At the 

same time, though, it can expect grassroots Catholics to reframe the issues for their 

own particular local circumstances. The Church will thus strongly influence the 

discourse but it will not be in full control of it.  

2.11 Implications for Media Strategy 

 The search for deeper forms of audience engagement is the foundation stone 

of media strategy in the converged media landscape. Indeed, this is the guiding 

principle for any new media strategy in the 21st century. Key to this is the importance 

of transmedia storytelling – producing content that engages audiences across multiple 

media platforms. As Jenkins states: 

[a] transmedia story unfolds across multiple media platforms, with each 

new text making a distinctive and valuable contribution to the whole. In 

the ideal form of transmedia storytelling, each medium does what it does 

best […]. Each franchise entry needs to be self-contained so you don’t need 

to have seen the film to enjoy the game, and vice versa. Any given product 

is a point of entry into the franchise as a whole (Jenkins, 2006: 95-6). 

Jenkins cites the film The Matrix as an example of transmedia storytelling, with 

consumers able to access the story across an array of media channels (or ‘touch 

points’), including the films themselves, comics, games, websites, and so on (Jenkins, 

2006: 63). This creates a deeper level of engagement because audiences can gather 

different pieces of information and join them together like a puzzle, thereby actively 

reconstructing the world of the story (Georgi, 2015: 17). Nor does this process need to 

begin from scratch, since the familiarity of the story (a function of its presence across 

various media channels) enables audiences to instantly immerse themselves in the 

story (Ryan and Thon, 2014: 1).  
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 In Jenkins’ (2006: 102) view, the key to transmedia storytelling is that each 

version of the story should offer something new or additional rather than merely 

providing already published information. This allows for a more intense experience of 

the content and ensures that “the whole is worth more than the sum of the parts” 

(Jenkins, 2006: 102). It is even possible to create divergent versions of the same story 

through modifications and transpositions that alter existing content (Ryan, 2014: 42). 

In this respect, Jenkins (2009) endorses ‘a logic of multiplicity’ that encourages 

alternate versions of the same story – although this not, of course, an option for the 

Catholic Church. Nonetheless, Jenkins (2009) argues that audiences increasingly 

expect transmedia storytelling as the principal narrative mode.  

 How far this translates to the world of religion is an interesting question. It is 

clearly not possible for the Church to offer alternative versions of the Gospels given 

that the entire basis of Catholicism is that there exists only one Truth – the word of 

God. The broader method of transmedia storytelling, however, should be relatively 

straightforward for an organisation that already possesses a multiplicity of different 

media channels and a proven capacity to use them effectively. Some channels – such 

as YouTube – are clearly well-suited to conveying the visual appeal of the Church for 

example (including the words of the Pope and Masses), while others (websites and 

newspapers) are perhaps better suited to in-depth textual content. There is therefore no 

reason why the Church should not be able to craft a compelling transmedia story.  

2.12 Convergence Theory and Globalisation 

Jenkins also touches on how convergence theory is remapping globalisation. 

As he observes, globalisation involves not only the flow of Western products into non-

Western markets but also, critically, “the flow of goods, workers, money and media 

content from east to west” (Jenkins, 2004: 41). In this respect, Jenkins argues that 

grassroots interests “are asserting greater control over the flow of media content across 

national borders”. This is highly salient from the Church’s perspective, since there is 

already a debate within the Vatican about how the rise of non-Europeans will change 

the Church’s character and attitudes. Historically, the Catholic Church has been a 

European, and more particularly an Italian, institution – whatever its pretensions to 

universality. Yet this is clearly changing. Pope Francis is the first ever non-European 

Pontiff in history – symbolic of how the Church is growing in South America and 
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Africa while becoming relatively stagnant in an increasingly secularised Europe. This 

shift seems only likely to increase as proportion of non-European Catholics grows. 

The emergence of new media could accelerate this shift. If Jenkins is correct 

that ‘grassroots interests’ are using new media to assert greater control over media 

content across borders, then this potentially implies that grassroots Catholics in Africa, 

Latin America and Asia – whose numbers, as noted, are growing in comparison to 

European Catholics – might use digital media to challenge the normative stranglehold 

of Europeans over mainstream Catholic discourse. The Vatican, in particular, might 

find that its narratives are increasingly challenged from within the Church. This poses 

interesting questions for the future of Catholicism. 

A comparison might be drawn here with the profound difficulties faced by the 

Anglican church in reconciling its Western and non-Western branches in relation to 

issues such as homosexuality and female clergy. There have been bitter divisions over 

gay rights and homosexual marriage within the Anglican communion, with the Church 

in Africa, in particular, resenting what it perceives as the liberal imperialism of 

Lambeth Palace and the US Episcopal church (Wyatt, 2016). These disagreements 

burst into the open when the Episcopal Church in the U.S. consecrated the openly gay 

(and non-celibate) priest Gene Robinson as Bishop of New Hampshire in 2003 (Wyatt, 

2016). Lambeth Palace subsequently spent years attempting to bridge the divide 

between Western and African clergymen, largely without success. So far, the Catholic 

Church has largely managed to avoid a similar schism between its Western and non-

Western branches, mainly because of Rome’s inherent conservatism on matters such 

as homosexuality. Going forward, however, it will surely be increasingly difficult to 

reconcile the very different attitudes towards moral questions such as homosexuality 

in the different regions of the Church, especially the U.S./Europe and Africa.  

2.13 Summary 

 This chapter has reviewed the relevant literature on the intersection between 

religion and the media and several key themes were identified. In relation to new 

media, the theme of 'convergence culture' emerged as important (Pool, 1983; Jenkins, 

2006). This refers to how old and new media have blended together as a single physical 

mode – often the Internet – is now capable of providing content that was previously 

carried separately. An important aspect of new media is its interactivity and more 
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horizontal nature – rather than being unidirectional like traditional media, new media 

offers more scope for consumers to influence the production process. In many ways, 

therefore, new media is more democratic – it implies a levelling out of access to the 

media and forces institutions, both media and non-media institutions alike, to pay more 

attention to the views of consumers.  

 For the Catholic Church, as identified, there is both opportunity and challenge 

in this changing media landscape. (Arasa et al, 2018: 340). In this respect, Arasa et al 

(2018) observe that doctrinal principles are quite different to those of the secular 

world: the Church therefore needs to be careful to remind people that Catholicism 'is 

elaborated by the Hierarchy, based on the Sacred Scripture, Magisterium and tradition' 

– not defined by public opinion or democracy; the danger of secularism (Hjarvard, 

2008). The hierarchical nature of the Church also makes it challenging to respond 

nimbly and quickly in a new media world where speed of response is often crucial. 

The decision to centralise control of the Vatican's previously independent media 

institutions suggests that the Church is working on this problem. Nonetheless, the 

Church must find a way to strike a balance between its natural urge to speak and the 

equally urgent need to listen and debate – the latter two qualities more relevant than 

ever in the interactive world of new media.  

The opportunities for the Church are also profound especially for 

evangelization and branding principally in the person and office of the Pope. As Hepp 

and Kronert (2008) discovered in their study of World Youth Day, the Pope acts as the 

perfect vehicle to bridge the sacred and the popular. His combined status as celebrity, 

statesman and religious leader gives the Church an almost unique advantage over other 

religious institutions in terms of branding. This is an important foundation upon which 

the Church can build as it continues to engage in the world of new media. In addition, 

the salient points and dynamics raised in the Convergence culture of Henry Jenkins, 

offer a powerful framework and strategic lens for the Church to evaluate its media 

strategy. 
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CHAPTER THREE - METHODOLOGY 

3.1  Introduction 

 The body of theoretical material assembled from themes in the literature, 

theory and history will need to be tested against contemporary practice. The thesis set 

out broadly to explore answers to how the Vatican has adapted and use new media in 

terms of strategy and the impact on local churches. This chapter describes how this 

was achieved as it thoroughly examines the research methodology employed in the 

current study. It comprehensively explains the research design, including a detailed 

description of the target population, the sampling process (including the sampling 

frame, sampling techniques, and sample size), and the data collection and analysis 

methods. The limitations of the study and how such limitations were mitigated were 

there after examined. The importance of carrying out ethical investigations is then 

highlighted. 

3.2 Research Objectives 

The study aims to explore how the Vatican have adapted to new media, the 

strategies, benefits and impacts on the local church? Specifically, the study is guided 

by following specific objectives:  

1. To identify the ways in which the Vatican uses new media strategies to engage 

existing audiences and to ‘market’ to potential adherents 

2. To explore how the new Dicastery for Communications is taking full advantage 

of the benefits and opportunities presented by the new media and engagement 

paradigms 

3. To examine the barriers to and dangers of Vatican’s adoption of New Media 

strategies to engage existing audiences and to ‘market’ to potential adherents.  

4. To consider how new media strategies from the centre cascade and impact local 

churches  

3.3  Research Paradigm 

The current study was based on the interpretivism philosophical foundation. 

Unlike positivism, which forms its foundations on "the relationship between cause and 

effect," interpretivism focuses more on how individuals comprehend the larger 
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framework of "human experience" (DeCarlo, Cummings & Agnelli, 2021). 

Interpretivism experts understand reality by investigating the opinions, histories, and 

lived experiences of the individuals concerned as postulated by Cohen and Manion's 

thesis (Pulla and Carter, 2018; Bush, Singh and Kooienga, 2019). More precisely, 

interpretivism allows academics to better understand their surroundings by evaluating 

people's perspectives on it (McIntosh and Wright, 2019). Interpretivism is also far 

more inclusive than positivism, which usually accepts just one right answer, as it 

allows for a range of viewpoints from individuals that represent various subcategories 

(Alam, 2021). 

The investigation will use an interviewing technique that depends on the 

opinions of experts in accordance with the interpretivism paradigm. Interpretivism 

maintains that each individual has unique principles that depend on specific 

circumstances and may not be considered as permanent truths, notwithstanding the 

possibility of prejudice. (Gray, 2021). Interviews will be used to collect data for the 

study from participants who are expertise and experience with Vatican's usage of new 

media. These were individuals affiliated with the Dicastery of Communications within 

the Vatican, local Church officials associated with the Archdiocese of Ibadan in 

Nigeria, and independent experts with specialized knowledge in Vatican affairs. The 

significance of this lies in the fact that the opinions expressed by knowledgeable 

individuals who will be selected to be interview subjects might reveal new information 

about Vatican's usage of new media (Döringer, 2021).  

The qualitative research also employed the inductive technique. When 

compared to positivism and the deductive approach, the inductive technique helps the 

researcher gain a deeper understanding of the various perspectives held by the 

participants being studied. This is because it enables the researcher to comprehend the 

participants' points of view. (Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, 2020). An exploratory 

technique to data collection is used in this strategy to "explore a phenomenon," in this 

case, "Vatican's usage of new media" (Towers, Abushaikha, Ritchie and Holter, 2020). 

It attempts to comprehend the understanding, mindset, and perspectives of the 

Vatican's use of new media in this instance by those connected to the Dicastery of 

Communications within the Vatican, local Church officials connected to the 

Archdiocese of Ibadan in Nigeria, and independent experts with specialized 

knowledge in Vatican affairs. The gap in knowledge must be carefully investigated, 

and a deductive technique could abruptly put an end to possible research discussions 
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(Fischer, Boone and Neumann, 2023), therefore an inductive strategy turned out to be 

the most appropriate for this area of investigation (Woiceshyn and Daellenbach, 2018).  

3.4 Research Design 

Salkind (2019) defines a "research design" as a comprehensive strategy or 

procedure employed to conduct a research study. The research design involves 

selecting research methods and techniques a researcher employs to investigate a 

phenomenon. The design facilitates the refinement of research methods appropriate 

for the subject matter and enables researchers to establish optimal conditions for the 

success of their studies. Notably, the research design encompasses the comprehensive 

approach that an individual selects to systematically integrate the various elements of 

the survey cohesively and rationally, thereby ensuring their ability to tackle the 

research problem effectively. It serves as the framework for systematically gathering, 

quantifying and examining data. It is important to note that the research problem plays 

a determining role in selecting the appropriate research design rather than the research 

design dictating the research problem.  

As stated by Rezigalla (2020), the primary purpose of a research design is to 

ensure that the evidence gathered allows for the effective and unambiguous resolution 

of the research problem. Fundamentally, in social sciences research, acquiring 

pertinent evidence about the research problem typically involves delineating the 

specific type of evidence required to assess a theory, appraise a program, or accurately 

depict a phenomenon. Nevertheless, it is not uncommon for researchers to initiate their 

inquiries prematurely without critically reflecting on the necessary information needed 

to address the study's research questions.  Thus, to ensure solid and convincing 

findings, it is imperative to address these design issues before concluding thereby 

adequately addressing the overarching research problem. 

There exists a multitude of research designs encompassing a wide range of 

methodologies. However, in order to tackle the research problems, understudy and 

obtain a more comprehensive understanding of the communication strategies 

employed by the Vatican, the qualitative method was determined to be the most 

suitable approach for this study (Hancock et al., 2021). The qualitative methodology 

facilitated a thorough investigation into the underlying reasons and mechanisms for 

the decision-making processes, rendering it highly suitable for examining elaborate 
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social phenomena. Qualitative research emphasized obtaining comprehensive and 

profound understandings, delving into the interpretations and experiences ascribed by 

the participants. The research questions have been meticulously crafted, and the 

selection of qualitative methods is well-suited, resulting in a comprehensive and 

contextually tailored examination of the Vatican's strategic response to emerging 

media platforms and it impacts on the Local Church.  

Qualitative research endeavors to attain a comprehensive understanding of the 

research question by incorporating existing theories and literature, as well as 

generating novel insights (Rahman, 2016). The interpretive process entails 

establishing connections between the collected data and the research objectives and 

theoretical framework, ultimately culminating in formulating conclusions and 

implications from the analysis. In contrast to quantitative research, which emphasizes 

measuring and quantifying variables to test hypotheses, qualitative research prioritizes 

exploring meanings, experiences, and social contexts (Ahmadin, 2022). In qualitative 

research, the sample size is generally smaller and deliberately chosen to obtain 

comprehensive insights from participants rather than seeking statistical 

generalizability. It emphasizes the discovery of context-specific findings, which may 

not possess generalizability to the entire population but offer valuable insights into the 

intricate nature of social phenomena. 

The selection of qualitative research as the most suitable method was based on 

the research objectives, which include comprehending the Vatican's response to new 

media, examining various viewpoints, and obtaining comprehensive insights 

(Ahmadin, 2022). The utilization of semi-structured interviews provided an 

opportunity to delve more deeply into the underlying motivations and methodologies 

behind the communication strategies employed by the Vatican. This approach enabled 

a thorough and nuanced comprehension of the subject matter, considering the specific 

circumstances and contextual factors. Although quantitative research has the 

advantage of providing statistical generalizability, the qualitative approach was 

deemed appropriate for this study due to its ability to address specific objectives. The 

qualitative approach allowed for the exploration of detailed descriptions, subjective 

interpretations, and the development of theories based on the collected data. This study 

successfully conducted a comprehensive investigation into the research inquiries using 
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qualitative research methods (Hancock et al., 2021). It yielded significant perspectives 

regarding the Vatican's adjustment to new media within its authentic environment. 

Integrating precisely formulated research inquiries and carefully selecting 

suitable qualitative research methodologies fortified the study's design and augmented 

its credibility. Intuitively, the research questions established a coherent framework for 

investigating the Vatican's response to new media by examining the reasons behind 

and the strategies employed in its adaptation. Furthermore, using qualitative 

methodologies, such as conducting interviews, facilitated a comprehensive 

examination of the viewpoints held by participants, thereby providing a wealth of 

intricate and detailed data that can effectively address the research objectives 

(Rezigalla, 2020). This study acquired significant insights into the complicated and 

conflicting aspects of the Church's novel media strategies by thoroughly examining 

interview data and content. The data analysis process ensured that findings emerged 

directly from the collected data. This approach promoted objectivity while recognizing 

the researchers' role in interpreting the data. This methodology enhanced the 

credibility of the study's findings and contributed to the progression of knowledge in 

this domain. 

3.5 Population, Sample and Sampling Techniques  

3.5.1  Population 

According to Mishra and Alok (2022), "population" refers to the complete 

collection of individuals or entities that share a common characteristic and are relevant 

to the researcher. The term "population" denotes the broader demographic group for 

which the study's outcomes and inferences are intended. The considerations regarding 

population size in a study are subject to variation depending on the specific aims and 

objectives of the study. Mishra and Alok (2022) posit that the term "population" 

encompasses a broad range of entities, including but not limited to individuals, flora, 

fauna, institutions, and geographical regions (Stratton, 2021). 

Due to the critical nature of choosing the most suitable individuals for a survey 

like this, specifically those who possess in-depth knowledge regarding the Vatican's 

recent media strategy, the sampling procedure involved identifying a group of potential 

participants with such expertise. The individuals selected for interview were therefore 
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chosen on the basis of their perceived knowledge of the Vatican’s new media strategy 

and their capacity and willingness to convey this knowledge. In addition, the theory of 

Occam’s Razor informed the sampling process insofar as it operated on the premise 

that ‘entities should not be multiplied beyond necessity’. As such, the principle of 

parsimony was invoked on the basis that explanations that invoke fewer entities, or 

fewer kinds of entities, are preferred to those that invoke more. In particular, the 

sampling process specifically sought out those with a deliberate vote in respect of the 

Vatican’s communications strategy decision-making or the decision-making of the 

local Church. In essence, then, status preferred over quantity when selecting interview 

participants. The techniques employed to draw the sample of the study is elaborately 

discussed in the subsequent section. 

3.5.2  Sampling Technique 

As defined by Mishra and Alok (2022), sampling techniques are procedures 

used to pick a population subset from which reliable statistical results may be drawn 

for a study. Factors including study goals, demographic characteristics, resource 

accessibility, and practicality all play a role in deciding a sampling approach. Several 

distinct sampling methods are widely employed in social sciences research nowadays 

(Stratton, 2021). However, the purposive and convenience sampling methodology was 

employed to draw population for this study. The purposive sampling technique is a 

non-probabilistic technique designed to select individuals with a wealth of information 

based on specific criteria pertinent to the research objectives (Bhardwaj, 2019). 

Choosing study participants using this method requires considering how each 

individual relates to the research questions and objectives that is to be achieved 

(Berndt, 2020). The strategy entails selecting participants based on their knowledge, 

experience, accessibility or other characteristics germane to the research at hand. The 

research employed "purposive sampling" to collect data from people who might have 

interesting and valuable insights about the Vatican's usage of new media.  

Using the purposive and convenience sampling methodology, participants in 

the study were invited based on their expertise and experience with Vatican's usage of 

new media. Thus, three (3) primary participant categories were included as in the 

study. These were individuals affiliated with the Dicastery of Communications within 

the Vatican, local Church officials associated with the Archdiocese of Ibadan in 
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Nigeria, and independent experts with specialized knowledge in Vatican affairs. Each 

category was selected meticulously to offer distinct viewpoints and valuable insights 

into the Vatican's response to the emergence of new media. Individuals with insider 

knowledge and occupying influential positions within the Dicastery of 

Communications at the Vatican were specifically chosen due to their direct 

engagement and specialized proficiency in the Church's novel approaches to media 

(Stratton, 2021). The individuals' responsibilities encompassed the development and 

execution of communication policies, rendering them significant repositories of 

knowledge regarding the Vatican's comprehensive new media strategy and its intended 

impacts. 

Representatives from the Archdiocese of Ibadan, specifically local Church 

officials, were engaged to gain insights into the practical implementation of the 

Vatican's recently introduced media policies at the community level. The knowledge 

and experiences of the individuals in question provide valuable insights into the 

various challenges and achievements associated with utilizing new media within a 

developing region characterized by a burgeoning Catholic demographic. The inclusion 

of context-specific information facilitated a thorough analysis of the communication 

strategies employed by the Vatican (Stratton, 2021). A selection of independent 

experts with specialized knowledge in the Vatican affairs field offered an impartial 

and external perspective. These experts, who were not directly affiliated with the 

Vatican or the local Church, provided objective evaluations of the communication 

strategies, thereby reducing the likelihood of bias. Including their perspectives, they 

have contributed significant contextualization and analytical depth to the dataset 

derived from interviews with insiders and local Church authorities (Stratton, 2021). 

In practice, this resulted in three strands of participants with three each: Vatican 

officials – of the Dicastery for Communications, local Church officials (based in the 

Archdiocese of Ibadan), and Vatican media observers. This multi-pronged sampling 

process sought to cover three bases. First, Vatican officials themselves were targeted 

for their knowledge of, and insight into, the Vatican’s new media policies and 

strategies. Specifically, the sampling process selected a representative from each of 

the three main levels of seniority in the Vatican’s Dicastery of Communications. The 

structure of the Dicastery is published online by the Vatican along with personnel 

information for each of the three branches: Superiors, Members and Consultors. Using 



 135 

this information, the author targeted one representative from each branch: Superiors 

operating at management level (the first interview), Members of the dicastery (the 

second interview), and Consultors (the third interview). These three individuals were 

chosen to be representative of the Dicastery as a whole. As employees of the Dicastery 

of Communications, these individuals were obviously well-placed to set out the 

fundamental ideas underlying the Vatican’s overarching new media strategy and its 

desired effects.  

Second, local Church members from the Archdiocese of Ibadan were targeted 

for their insights into how Vatican new media policy translates to the grassroots in 

practice. The Ibadan Archdiocese was chosen for its accessibility to me. In addition, 

though, as an African ‘branch’ of the Church, the Ibadan Archdiocese represented an 

ideal test case for how successfully strategies crafted centrally in Rome can translate 

into different geographies and cultural contexts. The Nigerian branch of the Catholic 

church is a very important part of it, home to around some 20 million members, but is 

culturally and historically as one removed from Rome itself – a spoke rather than the 

hub. This poses particular challenges for diffusing communications strategies from the 

Vatican to the Archdiocese, but also potentially offers greater scope for local 

autonomy as well. Interviewing key decision-makers in the Archdiocese of Ibadan – 

as opposed to, say, an Italian or other European Archdiocese – thus enabled the author 

to explore these issues in greater depth.  

Specifically in the case of the Archdiocese of Ibadan, then, the three individuals 

interviewed were: the Director of Communications for the Ibadan Archdiocese, whose 

office coordinates and manages all the communication initiatives of the Archdiocese 

and is responsible for all forms of public communication done within the Church and 

on behalf of the Church (Interview 4); the Archdiocesan Secretary/Chancellor, whose 

specific role is Coordination of the Diocesan Curia as Secretary and Administrator of 

the Chancery (Interview 5); and, finally, the Director of Internet Services, who has the 

oversight function for the Archdiocesan website and other social media platforms 

(Interview 6).  

These individuals were all well placed to explore the strengths and weaknesses 

of the Vatican’s policies on a practical basis at the local level. Exploring the Vatican’s 

new media policies with local Church officials also offered scope to understand 
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whether the Vatican’s policies translate better in some locations than others. The 

distinct nature and differing complexities of different media landscapes around the 

world make it important to comprehend whether Vatican policies are more suited to 

some territories than others – and also, critically, whether the Vatican offers local 

branches of the Church sufficient autonomy to navigate their own regional or national 

media landscapes in their own way.  

Finally, a third strand of interview participants was also targeted: media 

analysts specialising in Vatican affairs. Over decades, perhaps even centuries, a 

veritable media industry has grown up around the Vatican, filled by independent 

Catholic newspapers, the religion correspondents of mainstream newspapers, and 

nowadays even independent bloggers. These participants were able to offer a more 

independent and objective perspective on the Vatican’s media strategy, less tainted by 

potential bias or self-interest. At the same time, these media professionals also have 

expert insight into the nature of the Vatican’s new media strategy and its success or 

failures. The data collected from these participants should thus add valuable context 

and a further layer of analysis to the data collected from Vatican and local Church 

officials. 

 Careful thought went into the criteria for choosing participants to guarantee a 

thorough comprehension of the study's subject matter. This was made feasible by 

including the perspectives of significant participants in developing and implementing 

the Vatican's communication strategy and independent professionals in a position to 

offer a neutral analysis (Müller et al., 2019). Massive volumes of data were collected 

by purposive sampling from people with the most pertinent experiences and 

viewpoints to contribute to the research issues. The sample was chosen with care and 

methodically thanks to this sampling method, which bodes well for the quality of the 

results. The insights from a purposive sample are priceless but might need to be more 

generalizable to the entire Population. While quantitative studies aim to draw broad 

conclusions from their findings, qualitative studies provide in-depth descriptions and 

analyses of specific instances. 

Consistent with the suggestion made by Cresswell (1994), I deliberately chose 

participants based on their affiliation with the Vatican and their involvement in the 

organization's new media strategy. Using purposive sampling techniques ensured the 
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selection of individuals possessing extensive expertise and experience in the subject 

matter, guaranteeing comprehensive and profound data acquisition (Huntington-Klein, 

2021). The selection process for participants was conducted with great care, 

considering their ability to communicate insights effectively. This deliberate approach 

facilitated a thorough investigation of the research questions at hand. The semi-

structured elite interviews conducted in this study enabled me to investigate the 

participants' viewpoints regarding the Vatican's new media strategies. Additionally, 

this approach afforded me a certain degree of flexibility to examine emerging themes 

further. According to Cresswell (1994), using this particular interview format allows 

researchers to ensure uniformity throughout the interviews while allowing participants 

to question assumptions and provide their distinctive perspectives. 

3.5.3  Sampling Frame 

According to Berndt (2020), a sampling frame can be defined as a 

comprehensive list of sources utilized to select a representative sample for a research 

endeavour. Sampling plays a crucial role in the research process. The sampling frame, 

also, encompasses the entirety of the Population from which the sample will be 

selected (Berndt, 2020). It serves as a basis for constructing the inventory of research 

topics or variables under investigation. The optimal scenario occurs when the sampling 

frame encompasses all individuals within the study community, thereby serving as a 

comprehensive and precise representation of the Population (Bhardwaj, 2019). 

Attaining an ideal sample frame encompassing all individuals within a population may 

prove challenging in practical scenarios. The importance of the sampling frame resides 

in its direct impact on the generalizability of a study's findings to the entire Population. 

Furthermore, a sample frame refers to a comprehensive assemblage of objects or 

components subject to examination, serving as the basis for determining the sample 

size (Bhardwaj, 2019). 

The present study constructed a sampling frame in collaboration with 

professionals affiliated with the Vatican's Dicastery of Communications, the 

Directorate of Social Communications within Nigeria's Ibadan Archdiocese, and a 

panel of independent experts possessing specialized knowledge in Vatican affairs. The 

sample frame for the Dicastery of Communications consisted of individuals who held 

significant positions in the development and execution of the Vatican's communication 
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strategy. The official designations for the positions have been previously stated.  The 

sample frame for the study consisted of key personnel from the Directorate of Social 

Communications of the Ibadan Archdiocese (Farrugia, 2019). These individuals 

effectively oversaw and synchronized the various channels of communication. The 

pool of independent experts comprised individuals with extensive knowledge and 

expertise in Vatican communications and affairs. The selection of individuals for this 

position was based on their demonstrated expertise and significant contributions to the 

Vatican's communications strategy. This approach facilitated the identification of 

participants who possessed pre-established knowledge and proficiency in the specific 

domains that the research sought to explore and comprehend. 

3.5.4  Sample Size 

As Berndt (2020) highlighted, the term "sample size" refers to the number of 

people or elements used in a study. Considering the effect on the validity and 

usefulness of study findings is essential. Research goals, population diversity, 

confidence level, margin of error, statistical power, sampling methods, and resource 

restrictions are only a few elements that play a role in determining an optimal sample 

size (Bhardwaj, 2019). Improving the reliability and usefulness of research findings 

relies heavily on selecting a sufficient sample.  

Principally, for this study, nine people were included in the study and purposely 

chosen for the sample. Despite the small sample size, this approach is commonly used 

in qualitative research when in-depth interviews elicit in-depth and thorough 

viewpoints from experts with specialized expertise (Bhardwaj, 2019). I used their 

judgment to choose a sample size of nine individuals to gather a wide range of 

perspectives and expert knowledge on the Vatican's response to new media. 

Participants came from various organizations, including the Vatican's Dicastery of 

Communications, Nigeria's Ibadan Archdiocese's Directorate of Social 

Communications, and independent researchers with expertise in Vatican matters. 

Given that rich, intricate and detailed data collection is the goal of qualitative 

research (Bhardwaj, 2019). Understanding participant experiences, perceptions, and 

the interpretations people make of events or occurrences are the main goals of the 

study. Employing nine participants allows the researcher to have more time to devote 

to in-depth, extensive interviews or interactions, which enables a more thorough grasp 
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of each person's viewpoint. Depth is prioritized above breadth in many qualitative 

approaches, including phenomenology, grounded theory, and case studies Berndt 

(2020). Without requiring a large number of participants, the small sample size enables 

in-depth investigation of complicated subjects. Furthermore, since the study is focused 

on a particular, homogenous population or tightly defined phenomenon, data 

saturation can be achieved with as few as 6 to 12 participants. This indicates that nine 

individuals can provide sufficient variation and specificity to capture the main themes 

without causing duplication in the data gathering process. Rich, expert-level data may 

be obtained from the study's participants as they are professionals with specific 

knowledge related to the research and can offer thorough perspectives (Hennink et al., 

2019). With their opinions more likely to be informed and specific, this makes room 

for fewer participants. The sample size in qualitative research is more dependent on 

the degree of insight, saturation point, and richness of material acquired than it is on 

number. The researcher can focus on quality, depth, and particular circumstances while 

collecting rich, detailed data from the nine participants. This makes nine participants 

suitable. The degree to which this sample size is adequate for the objectives of the 

research is determined by a variety of factors, including participant expertise, research 

question focus, participant homogeneity, and sampling method flexibility (Hennink et 

al., 2019). 

Data in qualitative studies are valued for their depth and subtlety rather than 

their statistical representativeness. I hoped to get thorough and complete insights into 

the study topics by conducting in-depth interviews with a cohort of nine participants. 

Using this approach allowed me to look at things from different people's viewpoints 

and experiences, which boosted the overall thoroughness of the study. The research 

only included nine participants (Bhardwaj, 2019). Therefore, the results may not apply 

to the population as a whole. Nonetheless, it is essential to recognize that qualitative 

research aims to deliver in-depth and contextually meaningful insights instead of 

quantitative research. I consciously used a systematic strategy to identify participants 

well-versed in the subject matter (Hennink et al., 2019). This was done so that the 

sample would represent the wide variety of people and positions involved in Vatican 

communications. 

3.6 Data Collection Methods 
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The primary method of data collection utilized in this study was semi-

structured elite interview. By elite interview, I mean discussions with individuals who 

are chosen because of who they are or the position they occupy. This implies that, by 

“elite” I do not necessarily mean someone of high social, economic, or political 

standing; the term indicates a person who is chosen by name or position for a particular 

reason, rather than randomly or anonymously. This condition indicates the nine 

participants drawn using the purposive sample as elites thus justify the use of semi-

structured elite interview. 

Elite interviews are a qualitative research methodology that is extensively 

employed in the social sciences, with particular prominence in disciplines such as 

political science, sociology, and international relations. This methodology entails 

actively involving oneself with influential and knowledgeable individuals who possess 

substantial power or expertise within a specific field (Harvey, 2011). In contrast to 

more common interviews, "elite interviews" seek out the thoughts and opinions of 

influential people such as politicians, bureaucrats, business moguls, professors, and 

celebrities. 

Elite interviews are paramount in comprehending the intricate phenomenon of 

the Vatican's adjustment to new media, as they offer profound insights from 

individuals possessing specialized expertise and direct involvement (Huntington-

Klein, 2021). According to Cresswell (1994), elite interviews are highly suitable for 

research endeavours that seek insights from individuals possessing specialized 

knowledge or occupying influential positions within a specific context. Within the 

framework of this research, the utilization of elite interviews facilitated the researchers' 

access to the valuable viewpoints of Vatican officials. These individuals, occupying 

positions within the Dicastery of Communications, possessed distinctive insights into 

the Vatican's comprehensive strategies and objectives regarding new media. The 

participants provided essential insights into the communication practices of the 

Vatican, both in theory and in practice. Their contributions are valuable for 

comprehending the institution's adaptation to contemporary communication and 

engagement paradigms. 

Furthermore, elite interviews provide an inestimable avenue for investigating 

the fundamental factors that shape organizational policies and strategies. In this study, 



 141 

the interviews with local Church officials from the Archdiocese of Ibadan in Nigeria 

offered valuable insights into the practical implications of the Vatican's new media 

policies at the grassroots level. The individuals involved in this study provided 

premium perspectives on the difficulties and actual achievements of implementing the 

Vatican's communication strategies within a particular regional and cultural setting 

(Huntington-Klein, 2021). A comprehensive understanding of the specific context is 

essential to fully grasp how the Vatican's new media strategies are disseminated and 

how they influence local Churches in various regions across the globe. 

The rationale for employing semi-structured elite interviews was supported by 

the method's adaptability in addressing a variety of subjects while remaining aligned 

with the fundamental goals of the investigation (Mishra &Alok, 2022). Semi-

structured, in-depth conversations with each participant were a hallmark of the elite 

interviews, allowing for a thorough examination of their experiences and viewpoints. 

Researchers may still ask pointed questions and get to the heart of the matter via semi-

structured interviews, while participants still feel free to speak their minds.  

Broadly, the interviews sought to explore key themes that emerged as 

important during the research process. These themes revolved around content creation, 

content distribution, proactive media management, multiplatform strategy, audience 

engagement, structural organization, strategic aims and objectives, integration, 

inculturation strategies and theology. The multi-dimensional nature of these themes 

resulted in wide-ranging conversations, with participants given scope to digress and 

speak in a discursive fashion if the mood took them. As knowledgeable and 

experienced experts in their field, it was considered prudent to allow the participants 

to answer expansively rather than be confined to specific subject matter on each 

question. This required more work on the part of the interviewer, to omit later 

questions that had already been answered, but resulted in broader, deeper and more 

informative interviews. The interview questions were adapted slightly to each 

participant, but all the interviews were based on the template in appendix 2.  

The interview questions were meticulously crafted, carefully considering the 

research objectives, pertinent theoretical frameworks, and extant literature. This study 

aimed to evaluate the efficacy of the Dicastery for Communications, investigate the 

impact of the Vatican’s new media strategies on local churches, and gain strategic 
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insight into the Vatican's use of the new media. Expert comments, first-hand 

recollections, and anecdotal tales were all recorded throughout the interviews, offering 

important perspectives on the Vatican's strategy involving modern media (Nguyen 

Ngoc et al., 2021). Primary research and semi-structured interviews were used to 

compile data from a wide range of sources (Mishra &Alok, 2022). With the use of a 

qualitative methodology, I was able to get a full picture of the Vatican's 

communications strategy and its implications. As earlier noted, individuals having a 

vested interest in or deep familiarity with the topic at hand were interviewed, and their 

unique perspectives enriched the overall research (Nguyen Ngoc et al., 2021). In 

addition, primary materials helped in gaining a deeper understanding of the Vatican's 

current media presence and the intricacies of its communication methods.  

By implementing this, the researchers successfully established an inclusive and 

secure setting that facilitated participants' unrestricted expression of their viewpoints, 

thereby yielding a substantial and unfiltered dataset. The interviews were conducted 

utilizing a combination of in-person meetings, online video chats, and telephone 

conversations, offering convenience and accommodating the participants' preferences 

(Stratton, 2021). Those interviewed were encouraged to speak freely and impart any 

insights they might have about the Vatican's approach to digital media. A lot of what 

the participants said was coloured by what they remembered, what they learned, and 

what they believed about the methods of communication. To get in-depth and 

informative answers from interviewees, I employed active listening and probing 

strategies (Natow, 2019). The interviews were designed to be open-ended, giving 

interviewees the opportunity to elaborate on issues or bring up new, unsuspected 

factors. 

In conclusion, a rich and diverse data collection was gathered through the use 

of purposive sampling and the administration of semi-structured interviews with 

persons related to the Vatican, local Church officials, and independent experts. The 

utilization of this particular method of data collection yielded significant insights into 

the Vatican's response to emerging media platforms, encompassing a range of 

perspectives and contexts. As a result, the findings of this study were enhanced, 

thereby contributing to a more comprehensive and nuanced comprehension of the 

subject matter. 
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3.7 Research Procedure 

In this study, I opted for a methodology that involved primary research and 

semi-structured interviews as the most appropriate approach for gathering data, 

considering the research objectives and contextual factors (Mishra &Alok, 2022). The 

study commenced with the execution of primary research on the Vatican's novel media 

channels, output, and comprehensive communication strategy. This involved 

collecting data from various sources such as websites, social media accounts, and other 

digital platforms affiliated with the Vatican. I understood the Vatican's present media 

initiatives through this all-encompassing approach, ensuring the information gathered 

was accurate and current. 

Nine participants, who possessed significant expertise and extensive 

knowledge regarding the Vatican's communications strategy, were purposefully 

selected to participate in the research (Rogelberg, 2008). The event participants 

comprised individuals affiliated with the Vatican's Dicastery of Communications, 

officials from the Directorate of Social Communications for the Ibadan Archdiocese 

in Nigeria, and other independent professionals who possessed specialized knowledge 

in matters pertaining to the Vatican. Utilizing a convenience sample facilitated the 

researchers' access to participants who possessed valuable insights about the subject 

matter. 

Elite interviews are a method of doing research that requires a highly 

specialized and rigorous approach to eliciting useful information from people who 

have a lot of sway or experience in a certain industry. First, I had to pick my interviews 

with care, which entailed generating a long list of people who I thought may qualify 

as experts or influential persons in the field at hand. After that, I got in touch formally 

by sending out letters and emails explaining the study's goals, stressing how important 

their feedback would be, and pleading for their time and effort during interviews. Each 

interviewee's background was researched in advance, including readings from their 

works and speeches as well as anything else that would throw light on their 

qualifications. Written informed consent was obtained from each interviewee before 

interviews took place; this demonstrated that participants understood the purpose of 

the study, the structure of the interviews, the parameters of confidentiality, and their 

personal rights under the law. 
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There was a clear protocol followed during the interviews. The document 

consisted of a series of questions and prompts designed to elicit detailed and insightful 

responses; this was done with the goal of encouraging organic dialogue and providing 

opportunities for further investigation. Open communication was fostered by the 

interviewers' professionalism and politeness. I listened carefully and naturally guided 

the discussion. Participants gave their informed consent to have their interviews 

recorded on audio and/or video equipment. To ensure precision in data analysis, I took 

careful notes as the interviews progressed and transcribed the audio recordings word 

for word. Transcriptions were subjected to in-depth qualitative analysis, which 

included grouping replies into categories, picking out recurrent themes, and digging 

into unexpected findings. The methods used in this analysis were standard in 

qualitative research.  

Participants were given the option to evaluate and check the transcriptions or 

summaries of their interviews to increase the validity and dependability of the findings. 

Having members double-check one other's work was crucial in getting an accurate 

reflection of their thoughts. Ethical issues, such as maintaining participant identity and 

confidentiality, and showing due regard for them were of the utmost importance 

throughout the whole study process. All information, no matter how delicate, was 

treated with the highest respect and confidentiality. Insights and viewpoints from these 

highly regarded respondents culminated this exhaustive research approach and 

significantly improved the overall depth and quality of the study findings.  

 

 

3.8 Data Analysis Methods 

The current investigation employed qualitative analysis strategies, namely 

thematic analysis, to analyze the data (Mishra &Alok, 2022). The primary objective of 

the analysis was to extract valuable insights from the interviews and identify patterns, 

themes, and novel findings. The initial stage of the data analysis procedure involved 

transcribing the interviews, prioritizing the objectives of precision and ethical 

reporting in documenting the participants' remarks. The analyses were predominantly 

dependent on transcriptions as the primary data source. 
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3.8.1 Steps for Coding and Analyzing Interview Data 

Various methodologies were employed in the analysis. The data obtained from 

interviews was initially structured through a coding procedure (Mishra &Alok, 2022).  

Familiarization: Reading and re-reading interview transcripts to become intimately 

familiar with the content. This step involves noting initial impressions and ideas about 

potential patterns in the data. 

Generating Initial Codes: Identifying interesting features of the data across the entire 

data set and coding them systematically. Each segment of data relevant to the research 

questions is assigned a code. 

Searching for Themes: Collating codes into potential themes by grouping similar 

codes together. This step involves identifying broader patterns and organizing codes 

into overarching themes that capture the essence of the data. Following the allocation 

of the codes above, it becomes possible to categorize the pertinent segments of the 

interview transcripts into discrete clusters. The codes were carefully examined and 

adjusted during the analysis process to capture emerging patterns and themes 

accurately. 

Reviewing Themes: Checking if the themes work in relation to the coded data and the 

entire data set. This involves refining themes to ensure they accurately reflect the data 

and are distinct from each other. A systematic analysis of the coded data was 

conducted to identify patterns, variations in viewpoints, and connections among the 

interview participants (Nguyen Ngoc et al., 2021). By implementing this text analysis 

methodology, the researcher thoroughly investigated the research inquiries and 

efficiently focus on the most significant discoveries. 

Defining and Naming Themes: Refining themes to clearly define what each theme 

captures. Each theme is given a descriptive name and a detailed definition, providing 

a clear understanding of the scope and focus of each theme. Additionally, the 

investigation encompassed a comparative analysis of the interview data with the 

primary research findings about the Vatican's recent media outlets, production 

methods, and strategic approaches. Incorporating various methodologies facilitated a 

more comprehensive outlook and enhanced the process of validating and cross-

validating data. To effectively accomplish this task, it is imperative to consider 

preexisting concepts, scholarly literature, and the data itself in order to enhance the 

analysis and interpretation process (Mishra &Alok, 2022). 
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Producing the Final Report: Integrating themes into a coherent narrative that 

addresses the research questions (Kiger and Varpio, 2020). This final step involves 

writing up the findings, illustrating themes with data extracts, and discussing their 

implications in relation to the research aims. 

Use of Software: NVivo will be used to manage and analyse the data. NVivo 

facilitates systematic and rigorous analysis by allowing for efficient coding, 

organization, and retrieval of data segments, ensuring thorough and transparent 

analysis processes. 

Ensuring Rigor: Iterative analysis and peer debriefing will be employed to enhance 

the validity and reliability of the research. Iterative analysis involves continuously 

refining codes and themes as new insights emerge, while peer debriefing involves 

discussing the findings with colleagues to check for consistency and credibility 

(Singh et al., 2021). These strategies help ensure the robustness and trustworthiness of 

the analysis. 

3.9 Ethical Considerations 

The ethical considerations inherent in research, specifically within the domains 

of social sciences and humanities, hold significant importance in protecting the rights 

and welfare of individuals involved in the study. Additionally, these considerations are 

essential for upholding the integrity and credibility of the research. Before initiating 

the data collection process, I sought approval from the Ethics Committee of the 

University in order to ensure that the research was conducted by established ethical 

principles and guidelines. 

Also, in adherence to the principles of voluntary participation and informed 

consent, the participants were not subjected to any form of pressure or coercion to 

engage in the study. All participants were furnished with extensive details regarding 

the research objectives, the extent of their engagement, and the potential advantages 

and drawbacks of their involvement. All participants were provided with informed 

consent, ensuring their participation was entirely voluntary and they had the right to 

withdraw from the study without facing any negative consequences. Notably, in order 

to safeguard the confidentiality and anonymity of the participants, rigorous protocols 

were enacted to guarantee the preservation of their identities and responses in a 

confidential manner. The data obtained from the interviews were subjected to 
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anonymization and securely stored, with restricted access limited to the researchers 

participating in the study. 

Furthermore, it is essential to note that the principle of beneficence was 

consistently adhered to during the entirety of the research endeavour. This ensured that 

the research was carried out in a manner that aimed to maximize potential societal 

benefits while simultaneously minimizing any potential harm that could be inflicted 

upon the participants. I exerted considerable effort to mitigate any potential discomfort 

or inconvenience encountered by the participants during the interview process. It is 

essential to note that ethical considerations also apply to the dissemination of research 

findings. My objective was to present the data impartially and precisely while 

preventing every form of misrepresentation or manipulation of the information. To 

ensure the credibility of the research, I accurately portrayed the viewpoints and 

perspectives of the participants. Hence, the study aimed to preserve the dignity and 

rights of participants while making valuable contributions to the field of religion and 

communication studies by adhering to rigorous ethical guidelines. To guarantee 

ethically robust and socially accountable outcomes, research cultivated trust and 

credibility within the research community by adhering to ethical research protocols. 

3.9.1.  Ethical Considerations in Empirical Investigation 

Being an empirical study, the above ethical considerations are equally apt for 

this research. Notably, a strong emphasis on transparency and informed consent 

characterized the ethical approach of this research.  For instance, the participants were 

presented with thorough information regarding the research objectives, the extent of 

their participation, and the potential advantages and disadvantages associated with 

their involvement.  Furthermore, all participants were provided with the consent form, 

ensuring that their involvement in the study was entirely voluntary, and they retained 

the right to withdraw from the study at any point without experiencing any negative 

repercussions. 

Principally, the data collection procedure was devised to uphold the principles 

of confidentiality and anonymity for the participants and their responses. To ensure 

the confidentiality of the participants in the research report, all identifying information 

was redacted, and pseudonyms were employed. Furthermore, during the investigation, 

I demonstrated a steadfast dedication to upholding objectivity and refraining from 
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influencing the participants. The primary objective of this research was to obtain 

authentic and impartial feedback from the participants, thereby enabling their unique 

viewpoints and personal encounters to influence the study's outcomes. 

Intuitively, in order to enhance objectivity and mitigate researcher bias, the 

process of data analysis was conducted in a systematic and transparent manner. I 

utilized qualitative data analysis software to encode and analyze the interview data, 

thereby reducing subjective interpretations and enhancing the reliability of the 

findings. Furthermore, ethical considerations were considered regarding the utilization 

and dissemination of the data. For instance, the data underwent rigorous confidentiality 

measures, ensuring that any potentially identifying information about the participants 

was meticulously managed and safeguarded. The research findings were presented 

impartially, without manipulating or misrepresenting the data, to maintain the 

research's integrity. 

In summary, this empirical inquiry followed a rigorous ethical framework to 

safeguard the participants' rights and uphold the research's integrity. The study adhered 

to ethical standards in the social sciences by incorporating research details, obtaining 

informed consent, ensuring confidentiality, and maintaining objectivity. These factors 

collectively contributed to the responsible and respectful conduct of the research. 

 

3.10 Justification of Research Methods 

The rationale for the use qualitative research methods, particularly elite 

interviews, is hinged on the reason that they align perfectly with the goals of this 

doctoral research – a study focused on the Vatican's interaction with new media. My 

primary aim was to gain a deep and comprehensive understanding of how the Vatican 

is utilizing new media for communication and engagement. 

Qualitative research methods are an ideal fit for investigating complex social 

phenomena, and elite interviews offered a valuable means of engaging with experts 

who possess intricate knowledge about the Vatican and its communication strategies. 

Essentially, the work was able to tap into their wealth of expertise. 

Given that the research primarily explores the Vatican's communication 

practices, a qualitative approach is not just preferable but essential. It enabled me to 
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uncover the nuances and motivations behind the Vatican's decision-making processes 

in a way that quantitative methods would not have afforded me. One significant 

advantage of qualitative research is its ability to provide insights from those who truly 

understand the subject matter. The elite interviews include individuals deeply 

connected to the Vatican or those with extensive expertise, and they offered a unique 

perspective that enriches the understanding of the Vatican's communication strategies. 

Furthermore, this subject matter of the research demands the use of qualitative 

research methods to thoroughly explore the motivations, values, and perceptions of the 

individuals involved. Elite interviews are a perfect avenue for collecting 

comprehensive and candid responses, allowing the researcher to gain profound 

insights into the fundamental dynamics guiding the Vatican's communication 

strategies. 

An additional noteworthy aspect of qualitative research is its inductive 

approach to theory development. In the case of this study, it meant I had the flexibility 

to explore data without preconceived notions, which enabled me to uncover 

unexpected patterns and themes. This aligns well with the exploratory nature of this 

research. 

To sum it up, the choice to employ qualitative research methods, especially 

elite interviews, is not only well-justified but also well suited to the objectives of the 

study. It enabled me to tap into expert insights, delve into the intricacies, and uncover 

new facets of the research topic. This research stands to make a significant contribution 

to the understanding of the Vatican's use of new media in its religious and cultural 

context. 

3.11 Potential Limitations of the Study 

This study's use of qualitative research methods, mainly elite interviews, 

provided valuable insights into the Vatican's response to the emergence of new media. 

Nevertheless, it is important to recognize and carefully assess the inherent limitations 

linked to this research approach. First and foremost, qualitative research emphasizes 

the exploration of participants' experiences and viewpoints within specific contexts. 

Consequently, the study's outcomes may need more generalizability outside the 
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distinctive context of the Vatican. Therefore, it is imperative to exercise caution when 

extrapolating these findings to other religious organizations or institutions. 

Furthermore, it is imperative to carefully consider the subjective nature of 

qualitative data collection and analysis. In contrast to quantitative research, which 

primarily focuses on numerical data, qualitative research entails interpreting and 

analyzing textual narratives. The presence of subjectivity in this context gives rise to 

the potential for bias, which can originate from the researchers' outlooks and the 

participants' viewpoints. In order to effectively address this concern, researchers must 

incorporate reflexivity into their methodology. This entails consciously recognizing 

and acknowledging their assumptions and potential biases that could impact the data 

collection and analysis processes. Furthermore, using established and systematic 

methodologies for data analysis, such as content analysis or thematic analysis, can 

augment the transparency and rigor of the research. 

The study's utilization of elite interviews may constrain the inclusivity of 

perspectives that are being represented. Although the chosen participants possess 

considerable expertise, the limited sample size may need to adequately encompass the 

wide range of perspectives and experiences about the Vatican's recent media strategies. 

Researchers must acknowledge this constraint's existence while offering explicit 

rationales for the selected sample size. This emphasizes the participants' expertise and 

pertinence in effectively addressing the research inquiries. To enhance the findings, 

researchers may consider incorporating additional data sources, such as surveys or 

observational data, to strengthen the comprehensive comprehension of the topic. 

Another noteworthy limitation to be addressed is the presence of practical 

considerations, such as constraints related to time and resources. Conducting elite 

interviews can be demanding and resource-intensive, mainly involving engaging 

participants from various locations. The quantity and quality of interviews conducted, 

and data collected may be influenced by financial constraints or the availability of 

participants. In the light of the situation, it is crucial to emphasize the significance of 

meticulous strategic planning and efficient resource allocation. Moreover, the 

utilization of technological advancements, such as video conferencing, can enhance 

the efficiency of data collection by enabling interviews with geographically remote 

participants. 
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Ethical considerations arise when researching topics or entities of a sensitive 

nature, such as the Vatican. Researchers must protect participants' confidentiality and 

privacy, ensuring that informed consent is obtained and strictly adhering to ethical 

guidelines. Furthermore, researching an institution characterized by a hierarchical 

framework, such as the Vatican, requires a meticulous approach to mitigate potential 

risks and assess the effects on participants and the organization. Ensuring ethical 

practices necessitates prioritizing transparency in research intentions and maintaining 

clear communication regarding the usage and dissemination of data. 

The relationship between the researcher and participant holds significant 

importance in qualitative research, as it can impact the collected data quality. 

Establishing trust and rapport with participants is crucial in eliciting sincere and 

truthful responses. Nonetheless, it is essential to acknowledge that the perspectives 

and preconceived notions held by researchers can unintentionally influence the 

dynamics of interviews and impact the extent to which participants feel comfortable 

expressing themselves candidly. In order to address this constraint, the researcher 

employ a compassionate and impartial methodology during interviews, actively 

engaging in attentive listening to participants' viewpoints without imposing their 

convictions. Furthermore, incorporating reflexivity within the research process can 

foster a heightened sense of critical self-awareness, thereby bolstering the overall 

credibility and trustworthiness of the study. 

In summary, it is crucial to acknowledge and tackle potential limitations to 

carry out thorough and enlightening qualitative research on the Vatican's response to 

emerging media platforms. Researchers can enhance their findings' reliability, validity, 

and credibility by recognizing these limitations and implementing suitable strategies. 

Notwithstanding the inherent difficulties, qualitative research remains a valuable 

methodology for understanding intricate phenomena, such as the multifaceted 

dynamics of the Vatican's communication strategies in the digital era. 

3.11.1. Methodological Limitations 

It's beneficial to do top interviews for a variety of reasons. First and foremost, 

these sources offer sweeping and exclusive perspectives that may be difficult to access 

through other types of study approaches (Aberbach & Rockman, 2002). Intricate issues 

and the decision-making process might benefit from the respondents' knowledge and 
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experience. In addition, conducting interviews with influential people yields insightful 

and nuanced information that improves our understanding of complex events or policy 

changes. The acquired data may also be used to verify or back up results from other 

research methods, thereby strengthening the validity and trustworthiness of the study. 

Gaining a deeper understanding of the life stories, motives, and decision-

making processes of influential people is one of the most promising outcomes of 

conducting elite interviews (Beamer, 2002). It's possible that this angle will help 

researchers dig deeper and uncover more nuanced facets of the topic at hand. Policy 

and decision-making can be improved by gleaning insight from interviews with 

influential individuals (Beamer, 2002). Expert and prominent persons have a lot to 

offer policymakers in terms of knowledge and perspective, which may help them craft 

more successful policy initiatives. 

The procedure of conducting elite interviews necessitates meticulous 

preparation and implementation. The initial step undertaken by researchers involves 

the establishment of research objectives and the identification of the target population, 

which may encompass politicians, CEOs, experts, or other pertinent individuals 

(Richards, 1996). The recruitment procedure encompasses the act of reaching out to 

prospective interviewees and elucidating the objectives of the study, with a particular 

emphasis on the voluntary aspect of participation and the assurance of confidentiality 

and anonymity, if deemed necessary. The participants are required to provide informed 

consent. 

To effectively conduct elite interviews, researchers typically create a semi-

structured interview guide that consists of open-ended questions specifically designed 

to address the research objectives (Richards, 1996). This guide provides the 

opportunity to ask probing follow-up questions that are tailored to the responses 

provided by the respondents, thereby allowing for flexibility in the questioning 

process. The duration of the interviews is typically extended due to the intricate nature 

of the subjects under discussion and the comprehensive scope of the information being 

sought. 

After the completion of the interviews, researchers undertake the task of 

transcribing the recorded conversations. Subsequently, they ensure the anonymity of 

the collected data in order to safeguard the identities of the participants. After 
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collecting data, researchers use methods like theme analysis to make sense of it and 

analyze the data (Richards, 1996). Ethical issues such as ensuring informed consent 

and keeping participant confidentiality are strictly upheld throughout the whole 

procedure. The results of the in-depth interviews with the elite are presented here, 

together with an analysis of their significance and relevance to the study's broader 

goals. 

There are benefits to doing research through elite interviews, but there are also 

drawbacks to this approach. Gaining access to influential people (in this case 

individuals affiliated with the Dicastery of Communications within the Vatican, local 

Church officials associated with the Archdiocese of Ibadan in Nigeria, and 

independent experts with specialized knowledge in Vatican affairs) can be difficult, 

and time constraints may limit the number of interviews that can be conducted. When 

working with sensitive data, researchers must take extra precautions to protect the 

privacy of their participants' replies (Smith, 2006). When performed with due diligence 

and respect for ethical standards, however, elite interviews may be a powerful tool for 

learning about complex social phenomena and decision-making procedures. 

3.11.2. Limitations of Elite Interviews 

The information gleaned from elite interviews is invaluable, but it's important 

to recognize the constraints within which they must be interpreted. One potential 

limitation is the presence of bias; people may only volunteer data that serves their own 

or their organization's interests. In addition, some individuals may be hesitant to 

volunteer information out of concern for privacy, leaving gaps in the dataset. The 

sample size of elite interview research is typically small, which is another limitation 

(Smith, 2006).  The study was limited by a small sample of only nine participants, 

which might have constrained its ability to encompass a wide spectrum of viewpoints 

and experiences within the Vatican and the Archdiocese of Ibadan. A larger sample 

size could have provided a more thorough insight into the complexities and variations 

in the Vatican's use of new media. 

3.11.3. Mitigation of Limitations 

To address these limitations and reinforce the credibility of the findings, the 

research employed several strategies throughout the study. The work adopted 
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purposive sampling, intentionally selecting participants with deep expertise in the 

Vatican's communication strategy (Smith, 2006). The study aimed to enrich the 

interviews by purposefully including individuals with a range of roles and 

perspectives. Participants were encouraged to candidly express their viewpoints, and I 

took deliberate steps to create a secure and impartial environment conducive to open 

discussions. Additionally, a process of cross-verification was implemented, where the 

information gathered from interviews was compared with primary research on the 

Vatican's new media output. This approach served to corroborate the data and enhance 

its reliability.  

Despite the small number of participants, I made sure that the chosen 

individuals represented a diversity of roles within the Vatican and the Archdiocese of 

Ibadan. This approach allowed for a comprehensive exploration of the research 

questions while acknowledging the limitations of a limited participant pool. Moreover, 

the research team took intentional steps to minimize the potential impact of their 

personal biases during the data analysis process (Richards, 1996). The interview data 

were examined using Dedoose, a qualitative data analysis software. This method 

guaranteed that the analysis was guided by the participants' viewpoints rather than 

being swayed by preconceived ideas. 

In summary, while elite interviews have been useful for data collection, they 

do come with limitations. This research employed a variety of methods to overcome 

these constraints, including purposive sampling, the use of open and unbiased 

interview techniques, and cross-verifying the gathered data. Recognizing and 

addressing these methodological limitations, the study aims to provide a thorough and 

nuanced understanding of the Vatican's use of new media platforms and its 

accompanying strategies for communication. 
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CHAPTER FOUR – DATA ANALYSIS AND RESULTS 

4.1  Introduction 

This chapter presents the results of the interviews with experts on the Vatican’s 

communications strategy. The information gathered from the semi-structured 

interviews, which were conducted for several months in the year 2022, was covered in 

this chapter. There was a total of nine individuals in the sample. There is a sample of 

the transcripts of interviews in the appendix. Each of the nine participants signed a 

consent form before participating in the semi-structured interview. The interview was 

well-structured to make sure the research objectives were evaluated correctly and the 

research topic was properly examined. The first component focuses on the participants' 

demographic data, whereas the second section is focused on the study's stated goal. 

The first three interviews were held with members of the Vatican’s Dicastery of 

Communications. Interviews 4-6 were held with members of the Directorate of Social 

Communications of Ibadan Archdiocese in Nigeria. Finally, the last three interviews 

were conducted with independent experts.  
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Table 1: Profile of Participants 

 DESIGNATION ROLE 

Participant One 

Interview 1 

Deputy Editorial Director of the 

Dicastery of Communications 

Member, Dicastery of 

Communications at the Vatican. 

Participant Two 

Interview 2 

Member, Dicastery of 
Communications and Associate 

Director of the Initiative on Catholic 

Social Thought and Public Life at an 

independent organisation 

Member, Dicastery of 

Communications at the Vatican. 

Participant Three 

Interview 3 

Consultor, Dicastery of 
Communications and Editor at Large at 

an independent media group, a Jesuit 

priest 

Member, Dicastery of 

Communications at the Vatican. 

Participant Four 

Interview 4 

Director of Communications. Member, Directorate of Social 

Communications, Ibadan 

Archdiocese, Nigeria. 

Participant Five 

Interview 5 

Archdiocesan Secretary/Chancellor Member, Directorate of Social 
Communications, Ibadan 

Archdiocese, Nigeria. 

Participant Six 

Interview 6 

Director of Internet Services. Member, Directorate of Social 

Communications, Ibadan 

Archdiocese, Nigeria. 

Participant Seven 

Interview 7 

President, SIGNIS Africa. Independent Expert 

Participant Eight 

Interview 8 

Former Diocesan Chancellor and 

Lecturer at the Jesuit University. 

Independent Expert 

Participant Nine 

Interview 9 

Priest, lecturer and researcher in 
Philosophy and Theology; a former 

Archdiocesan Secretary and Secretary 

to a Cardinal. 

Independent Expert 

 

4.2 Result of Findings 

The result in this section is presented on the basis of six themes identified in 

the analysis that was carried out in the study. There was an open discussion between 

the interviewer and all participants throughout each interview. The viewpoints of 

those interviewed have been further expressed when appropriate by using descriptive 

quotes that were taken from the interviews. Six major themes have surfaced from the 

thematic analysis. These themes are included in table 2 below (see appendix 3 & $ for 

detail):   
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Table 2: Analysis of themes in the Findings  

Number Themes 

Theme One Vatican Strategic Adaptation to the New Media 

Theme Two Use of New Media to engage Vatican Followers and Potential Adherents 

  Theme Three Vatican Effective Utilization of the Benefits and Opportunities proffer by New 

Media 

Theme Four Dangers of Vatican’s Adaption of New media 

Theme Five Vatican New Media Strategies slowly Cascade and Impacts Local Church 

Theme Six Barriers to Vatican and Local Church Adoption of New Media 

       Field Qualitative Analysis, 2023 

Each of the identified themes are analyzed in the sub-sections that follows. 

4.3 Theme One: Vatican Strategic Adaptation to the New Media 

A recurring theme from the data analyzed in the study revealed the several strategic 

ways through which the Vatican adapted to the new media. Based on the careful and 

thoughtful analysis of this major theme, several sub-themes emerged from the data 

which was collated. Some of these sub-themes identify some of the unique strategies 

employed by the Vatican to include: 

• Institutional creation of the new dicastery of communication and the 

professionalization of the Vatican communication  

• Positive attitude of the Vatican towards the shift to New media 

• The church use of social networks  

• Creating theological and doctrinal content that meet secular expectations 

• Strategic unification of the church messages across media  

• Balancing News/Brand management with religious concerns 

The identified sub-themes that emerged from the analysis of the major theme of 

‘Vatican Strategic Adaptation to the New Media’ were further analyzed individually 

by using participants’ direct quotes where necessary to emphasize participants’ voice. 
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4.3.1 Institutional Creation of the New Dicastery of Communication and the 

Professionalization of the Vatican Communication 

In general, all participants were positive about the institutional creation of the 

Dicastery of Communications. Participant 9 described the new structure, quite simply, 

as a “brilliant idea”. Expanding on this in the interview, Participant 7 state that Pope 

Francis made “a very strategic leap [and] a very important structural change” by 

transforming the former Secretariat for communications into a Dicastery, equal to any 

other Dicastery in the Church. This step was so important because it underlined that 

“the Church now privileges communications and sees communications not just as an 

appendage but as an important structure in the work and mission of the Church” 

(Participant 7). Communication is thus now fundamental to the Church’s operations, 

whereas before it was arguably seen as a ‘nice to have’ rather than a ‘must have’. 

The convergence of previously independent entities in the new Dicastery of 

communication was also recognised by the experts. Indeed, Participant 7 observed that 

the first thing to note about the structural overhaul “is that all the erstwhile independent 

entities now converge under the same leadership with the Prefect who is now the 

overseer of all the communications elements within the Vatican”. The same expert 

observed that this change was unprecedented and constituted an extremely important 

step. Participant 1 while recognizing the young age of the dicastery for 

Communication stated that “the birth of the dicastery for communications has been 

very strong, especially for the historical realities of the Vatican media (L’Osservatore 

Romano and Vatican Radio) the biggest ones. And through the dicastery, in particular 

through the council of directors – this is the board to guide and give the proposals to 

the directions of the dicastery – we are a work in progress. We are not at the end of 

the story. We are working towards a better editorial and institutional coordination of 

the communication and hopefully a greater efficiency, which is very important now as 

we are trying to follow the footsteps of the reform of Pope Francis. It is a very big one 

on transparency and better efficiency of the old Vatican system”. This statement 

emphasises that the young age of the Dicastery complement with the much older age 

of Vatican Radio (90 years) and the L’Osservatore Romano daily newspaper (150 

years).  

One participant cited the difficult case of child sexual abuse as an example of 

how the Dicastery’s introduction has enabled the Vatican’s communications to 

become more intentional and more fluid. Referring to a meeting in February 2019 at 
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which the Church sought to craft a strategic response to historical allegations of child 

sexual abuse by clergy, Participant 2 stated: “I think that bringing things together, 

bringing the various departments together under one roof, again from where I sit, it 

does seem like things are getting more efficient and effective. In particular, the 

February 2019 meeting is a real example of how all that came together to produce 

something profound at a very difficult media moment, communicating about one of the 

most challenging issues facing the Church today with all major media outlets there in 

Rome to cover it with lots of competing voices. I thought that the members of the 

Dicastery’s team worked effectively together to make that happen and the feedback 

from journalists afterwards was that it was unlike any meeting they had been 

previously involved with at the Vatican, that the communications worked very well and 

was very professional”. 

Another important strategy that has worked greatly for the Vatican is the 

professionalisation of Vatican communications.  This represents an intended 

determination to ensure that communications are conducted by professionals rather 

than, as sometimes in the past, well-meaning amateurs. According to Participant 7, 

“professionalism is now being privileged”. Thus, a layman had become the Prefect of 

the Dicastery, and laymen had replaced clergy in charge of the Vatican Press Office. 

No longer were communications seen as something that could be practised by anyone, 

whether informed and professional or not. Instead, communications were now 

regarded as a critical area in which professionalism and expertise were essential. One 

main benefit cited from the new system was greater mobility of employees between 

different branches of the Vatican’s media organisations. For instance, “now we can 

have a journalist from Vatican Radio working in L’Osservatore Romano and vice 

versa. This was almost completely absent before the dicastery. This is an innovation 

and the possibility of mobility has been created because the different erstwhile 

independent administrations have now come together into a unique one in the 

dicastery” (Participant 1). 

The strategic convergence of Vatican media outlets was also beneficial for 

journalists and other interested outside parties, who can now be more confident of 

receiving answers to their queries. As Participant 1 stated, “If a journalist wanted 

something from the Holy See Press Office and the L’Osservatore Romano and the 

Vatican Radio, they were different organizations. But at least it is now under one 

person and they are connected and that makes a lot of sense. And I remember how 



 160 

difficult it used to be being a journalist so I think the consolidation makes a great deal 

of sense”. This medium has further given greater opportunity now available to lay 

people to add their knowledge and expertise to the Vatican’s communications 

operations. Participant 2 observed that “what I really noted at the last plenary was that 

the involvement of lay people here is very significant. This is not to discount the many 

clergy and religious who are involved and do a wonderful work but you really see lay 

people bringing in their expertise from their secular training and background into this. 

I think involving lay people in this has been a significant step in moving the ball 

forward”. The implication is that lay people add professional rigour to the Dicastery, 

enabling the Vatican to move with the times and keep abreast of changes in modern 

communications methods. 

4.3.2  Positive Attitude of the Vatican towards the Shift to New Media 

Majority of the participants were mainly positive about the Vatican’s use of 

new media. In this expert’s opinion, the Church’s positive attitude towards new media 

is driven by several interests. First, new media is regarded as an “instrument of 

propagating the gospel”. Second, it also a vital tool “for the social wellbeing of the 

people”. Finally, new media also represents “an avenue for evangelisation. A new 

frontier for evangelisation”. All these interests combine to ensure that “the attitude of 

the Church to new media is fundamentally different from the attitude to other media 

that came up in the past” (Participant 7). 

The Church’s positive attitude towards new media in the 21st century contrasts 

with its much more reactionary approach a century ago in the early stages of the 

traditional media. As Participant 8 states, “Before the new media, we always found the 

attitude of the Church at the early stage of the traditional media [sic] the church was 

a bit negative especially with the discovery of the cinema for instance. We notice such 

documents as Miranda Prorsus and a number of them were a bit negative. And then 

with Second Vatican Council, the Church became a bit accommodating more like an 

outsider teaching how to use these media more or less moralising. The positive 

approach towards new media nowadays thus represents a “radical change” for the 

Church. Instead of standing back, as in the past, the Church became interested [in new 

media] right from the word go (Participant 7). 

As Participant 3 stated: I have to say even for a Church that thinks in centuries 

not days, they have done a great job with Twitter, Instagram, Facebook and in terms 
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of responding quickly to requests from reporters in this 24/7 environment, I think they 

have done really well and I am not just saying that because I am a consultor. I mean 

something as simple as the Pope’s Twitter account which started under Pope Benedict 

and which now has Pope Francis tweeting out Gospel tweets every day, I think it’s 

terrific. I think they’ve jumped on board very quickly and very savvy. 

4.3.3  The Church’s Strategic Use of Social Networks  

Another important strategy employed to adapt to the new media by the Vatican 

was the strategic use of social networks. The sheer scope and scale of the online world 

made it necessary for the Church to have a presence there. As Participant 9 stated, “the 

opportunity the church has here in adopting new media strategies is the gift of a faster 

and more effect means of communication, one which is instantaneous and uninhibited 

by geographic borders. This is undoubtedly a huge advantage in the sheer size of 

reach, which helps capture one of the meanings of what it means for the church to be 

‘catholic’ — universal. To ride on the wings of new media strategies is to solidify the 

universal nature of the church, her practices, her rituals and her teachings”. For this 

participant, the universal nature of the Internet chimes perfectly with the universal 

nature of the Church.  

The Church had to emulate this example by going where the people are: “this 

is what we have to do and are doing on social media. We are going to where they are, 

we are going to these places – social media networks – just generally being online and 

we are also communicating in their language. Instagram has a certain language, 

which is about visual images. Twitter is 280 characters; Facebook has its own thing 

as well as YouTube. It’s a language. And part of the process is learning how to speak 

that language. For example, because we know the language of Twitter, we will never 

tweet out any entire encyclical” (Participant 2).  

 This appears to have been a practical decision given the enormous reach of 

social networks in the modern age. As Participant 1 stated, “… believers are 

increasingly aware that unless the good news is also made known in the digital world 

it may be absent in the experience of many people - just think of the youth for whom 

this existential space is important. We cannot say this is not important because it’s a 

virtual space. No, it is not just a virtual space. The digital environment is not parallel 

purely. It is part of the daily experience of many people, especially the young, and 
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social networks are the result of human interaction. We have to be aware that they 

also shape the dynamics of human communications”.  

 An interesting point made by Participant 2 was the capacity of social media to 

help promote the idea of the Church as an interconnected network. Just as families and 

friends can stay in touch via social media, thereby establishing closer bonds even when 

far away, so the local and central components of the Church can use new media to 

maintain connections. Praising the work of Dr Ruffini at the Dicastery, Participant 2 

stated: With Dr Ruffini and others I think they have made real effort building on the 

efforts of prior leaders to develop an engagement with new media that I find to be very 

effective. They have through social networks – Twitter, Facebook, through other 

efforts but mostly I think in the idea of the Church as a network. So, the idea that new 

media allows us to think of the global church as an inner connected network of 

organisations.  

Expanding on this point, Participant 2 stated: I think that we have an enormous 

opportunity to again connect people around the world as part of a global church and 

one of Pope Francis’ priorities has been to really make sure that we as Catholics 

understand the Church as truly global and to interconnect Church across regions and 

across countries and across the world. New media of course gives us an enormous 

opportunity to do this. WhatsApp was regarded as a particularly useful tool for 

connecting the members of the Church to one another. According to Participant 7, 

Every parish now, one of the major means of communication is the WhatsApp… 

parishes have WhatsApp group for members and different church societies and every 

other structure. So, it is a very powerful means of bringing people together, to share 

common ideas, to promote common projects and so on. 

Pressed on why the Vatican has opted to use social networks, the participants 

replied that these networks represented new spaces for evangelisation. Indeed, 

Participant 1 used this very phrase: I think Pope Benedict in that message... the last 

social communication day message he delivered as Pope dedicated it to social 

networks as portals of truth and faith – new spaces for evangelisation. Participant 3 

emphasised the importance of going where the people are and explained this through 

Jesus’s own example: I always like to say that Jesus Christ met people where they 

were in his ministry and he did that in two ways: He literally went to where they were, 
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so he goes from Nazareth to Capernaum to call the first disciples. He physically goes 

to where they are. And then once there, he speaks in their language. 

 Locally and in the developing world, too, social networks were increasingly 

important tools for promoting the Church and connecting with the faithful. In Ibadan, 

the Director of Internet Services reported that the Archdiocese used multiple platforms, 

including Twitter, Facebook, and other social networks, as well as the diocesan 

website, to communicate and convey information to the faithful. Instructively, 

Participant 9 raised the prospect of Church members creating their own apps and 

platforms in future: Seminarians and other students of theology, lay evangelists or 

catechists… [could] take a step further in launching their own platforms or apps. The 

more these are created and proliferated, the more effective and efficient our 

dissemination of our evangelical mission would be. 

4.3.4  Creating Theological and Doctrinal Content that meet Secular Expectations 

Content is famously ‘king’ for all news organisations, with the Vatican being 

no exception. Content is a particular challenge for the Church because any little 

mistake can create ripples across the world. So, it cannot allow certain content 

contrary to the doctrine and beliefs of the Church (Participant 7). Thus, content does 

not only need to be engaging and attractive; it must also accord with Catholic theology 

and doctrine. This places a ‘double burden’ on content creators within the Church, who 

must ensure that they fulfil the requirements of theological and doctrinal competencies 

as well meet the secular expectations of media content. In other words, they must tick 

both secular and theological boxes at the same time bearing in mind the uniqueness of 

their audiences.  

However, the capacity of the Vatican to adequately make theological and 

doctrinal contents that meet secular expectations are its greatest doing. Several experts 

went on to argue that content was not a problem for the Dicastery of Communications 

because it should be drawing content from within the Church, especially from the 

peripheries of the Church: In a sense the Dicastery for Communications doesn’t have 

to think about content because we should be drawing content from the peripheries. It 

is not about top-down or bottom-up. It is about bringing all our network of 

communication into the centre and the Dicastery being a place that can collect those 

stories bring them together and disperse them again through the network as some sort 
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of a hub. So that’s a real benefit for us. It is not about trying to create terrific content 

in the Vatican itself, although we have so many opportunities for that, but it’s more 

about trying to gather and dispersing. 

In addition, Participant 2 stated that, generally, we have the best content going- 

the greatest story ever told. So, we know we have the wonderful content out there – the 

good news and the truth and the beauty at centre of what we are doing. That’s number 

one. In this sense, members of the Dicastery appear to see it as a hub that redistributes 

content from one part of the Church to other parts, not as a body that should act as a 

top-down content creator that distributes a particular message from the centre to the 

periphery. This appears to be a fairly decentralised approach, with the Dicastery acting 

as a conduit between various nodes of the network.  

 Participant 7 expanded on this point, observing that the beauty and the strength 

of the church is its catholicity. There is the network. It’s not just being catholic in name 

but there is a strong network that links every part of the world to the Vatican. In every 

part of the world the Church media is always present, so it gives the Vatican very 

strong possibility of sharing the news and distributing content across the different 

worlds. Training for individuals engaged in content creation appears to be taken 

seriously. Participant 7 revealed that the Vatican has organised training for young 

people on how to produce content in accordance with the Church’s expectations. 

SIGNIS has also held training programmes on several continents for those wishing to 

learn more about content creation. One of such is the project called “Citizen Journalists 

of Hope”. 

 At the local level, content creation is partly developed in-house at the diocesan 

level, partly insourced from Vatican-level content, and the remainder is brought in 

from third parties. In the case of Ibadan, for example, Participant 5 was clear that 

majorly, our content is created in house. Pressed on how the diocese went about 

creating content for media channels such as Spes TV, the participant stated that the 

main yardstick in creating content was “not reinventing the wheel” but, rather, 

showing “fidelity to the teachings of the Church”. In other words, the governing 

propensity was innovation as against creation.  

 Often, content published online locally is as simple as a spiritual reflection or 

reading for the day. In the view of Participant 9, such simple content had greatly 
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bridged the gap between clergy and laity or the parish administration and the 

parishioners. Some congregations, however, are running vlogs or television series – 

including the Dominican Media House in Nigeria. Participant 9 described this as a 

very savvy form of evangelisation.  

4.3.5 Strategic Unification of the Church Messages across Media  

One important issue when it comes to media management, perhaps more 

visible to insiders than outsiders, is the challenge of crafting a coherent and unified 

Vatican message across all its media channels. As Participant 1, stated: we have the 

task, which is not an easy task as you can imagine, of giving the Vatican editorial 

coordination and direction. Ensuring that the message is unified. The coordination of 

the message. And you have to understand how this is difficult because the Vatican 

media are very different, very different stories and output… LR, Vatican Radio, 

Information website Vatican News, Libreria Vaticana -The Publisher of the Vatican, 

and when I say Vatican media I mean all the apparatus for the streaming live of the 

Pope’s events and the footage and all that concerns the image of the Holy Father 

during the events.  

 Unifying the message was considered to be a fundamental objective of the new 

Dicastery – indeed, this was part of the reason for the Dicastery’s creation in the first 

place as contained in its Statutes. As Participant 7, stated: “At the heart of the Dicastery 

is the editorial board that works together to harmonise the content of what goes into 

all the Vatican media – radio, television, newspaper. This is a very strategic and 

important element. The dicastery becomes like a major hub where all the elements of 

communication within the Vatican now combine and work together”.  

 The independent experts were strongly impressed by the principle of 

convergence and recognised that this principle was a critical driving factor behind the 

reorganisation of the Vatican’s communications. Participant 7 explained his 

understanding of the new Dicastery in precisely these terms: “I see it as a principle of 

convergence. All the various elements that were disparate and working separately 

before now all converge together under a single leadership towards promoting the 

Vatican’s communication apostolate”. 

 The importance of unifying the message was recognised at the local level as 

well as in the Vatican. For instance, in Ibadan, Participant 5 argued that the new 
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Dicastery of Communications helped to foster what he termed “the oneness of the 

Church”. Thus, unity is prized locally, at the diocesan level, as well as centrally in the 

Vatican. Dioceses, wherever they are based, wish to feel part of an overall Catholic 

whole. Indeed, the global nature of Catholicism is arguably a central part of its 

attraction to believers.  

 The importance of an integrated message was also explained in terms of the 

Motu Proprio issued by Pope Francis: “I think that it is very important to go back to 

the first lines of the Motu Proprio by Pope Francis because it is really the sort of birth 

certificate in it we can see why the Holy Father instituted the dicastery. It is written in 

the Motu Proprio that established the dicastery (secretariat) that the current context 

of communications, characterized by the presence and development of digital media, 

by the factors of convergence and interaction, demands both a rethinking of the Holy 

See’s information system, and a commitment (this is very underlined in the Motu 

Proprio) to reorganize Vatican media system to move towards a unified integration 

and management. So this is the core business of the Dicastery. It is a very difficult and 

very challenging one. We are totally aware of this. We come from a situation where 

honestly there was no good coordination among the different Vatican media 

(Participant 1).  

 At the same time, however, the participants acknowledged that a coherent 

message cannot come at the expense of crushing the individual identities of different 

Vatican media: “now what we are trying to do to move towards a unified integration 

management of the Vatican media trying not to erase the experience and the identity 

of the different Vatican media because it is very important not to have a unification 

that erases the richness of the different media. It is not easy to find an equilibrium. 

This is the challenge, to find the perfect equilibrium that carries the experience and 

identity of the different Vatican media to be preserved while working on a road and 

unification and better coordination. This is the real task” (Participant 1).  

 Equally, it is necessary to find an equilibrium between the Vatican itself and 

local dioceses around the world. Even within the Dicastery, participants were anxious 

not to impose a top-down strategy on the local Church. As Participant 2 stated, “I think 

we always have to be careful to make sure that it doesn’t seem too top-down. That is 

the real challenge. It’s to ensure we are learning as much from local Churches as we 
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are sort of attempting to give them. It should be a real relation of equality in this 

conversation as opposed to a kind of imposition. The idea will be for the local churches 

to adapt it to their needs and to their languages – to take what is given and understand 

how best to communicate same to meet people where they are as Pope Francis so often 

says. Likewise for materials to come up from below and be dispersed with the 

understanding that they will be adapted appropriately for their context”. 

 As with all institutions, internal politics also sometimes comes into play and 

adulterates the message offered to outsiders. This is especially problematic for the 

Church because of the structural centre/local split between the Vatican and the various 

Dioceses around the world. According to Participant 3, for instance, bishops opposed 

to Pope Francis will simply omit some elements of his communications that they 

disagree with: there are many Bishops opposed to Pope Francis which still amazes me 

to think about that, and so if the Pope puts out a big resource for Laudato Si and the 

Bishop doesn’t like Laudato Si, that’s not going to get to the parishes. 

 However, this problem of diffusing the Pope’s message through Dioceses is 

not a consequence of new media. Indeed, new media can actually help to mitigate it: 

The benefit is that if there’s someone in the Parish who is a fan of Pope Francis, they 

can bypass the Bishop. However, this was only an option for those with the time and 

inclination to follow Vatican figures on social media: “How many people know of 

Vatican.va? How many people really follow all the Vatican people on twitter or how 

many people have a twitter account to begin with? So, a lot of it still depends on the 

attitude of the Local Ordinary and the local priests. 

4.3.6  Balancing News/Brand Management with Religious Concerns 

As pointed out often in this study, the Vatican is unique in comparison to 

almost all other organisations in that it must balance theological considerations against 

popularising its message. The message of the Gospel comes first – it is little use 

attracting visitors to the Vatican media outlets if these visitors do not come away with 

at least some degree of enhanced interest in, or understanding of, the Church’s core 

teachings. Participant 1 expressed this point well when he stated that the point of 

Vatican communication is not only to communicate information but a life changing 

encounter. We are called to communicate not only information but an experience that 
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changes our lives… We have to be professional when we communicate but we have to 

understand our first mission – to communicate the message that changes life. 

 The same argument was offered by Participant 2, who took the view that the 

Pope thought in terms of the Gospels rather than media management. As she stated, 

Pope Francis in my understanding of how things work with him and communications 

in general, we never talk in those terms – he doesn’t think like ‘what’s my 

communication strategy?’, ‘what kind of content should we be creating?’ He is just 

living out the gospel. So that’s the second point- it is not about intentionally thinking 

about a strategy but so much as living the gospel in a way that follows the Holy Spirit 

and the priorities of Pope Francis. 

 This is perhaps a matter of perspective and interpretation. As Participant 9 

observed, the rush to capture ‘clicks’ and eyeballs risks trivialising the message: The 

need to be creative in presenting the faith on this modern platform, in a manner in 

keeping with what holds attention for users of this space, especially the youths, 

immediately raises another subtle but very important challenge. The challenge of 

finding the perfect mean; the appropriate tone; the right template; the acceptable 

balance between virtual creativity and the catholic content. That the latter does not 

get lost or become trivialised in the gallant attempt of achieving the former, is a major 

challenge that a conscious and conscientious user of new media must face (Participant 

9). 

 The distinction between Christianity and ‘Churchianity’ is instructive and 

underlines the point that there is an important difference between the Church’s 

interests and the interests of Christianity as a religion. At times, the institutional self-

interest of the Church – to promote itself and especially the Pope – might conflict, or 

subtly undermine, the task of promoting the Gospel and the message of Christianity 

more broadly.  The overriding importance of the Church’s core religious message was 

also emphasised by Participant 3, who stated: If we start thinking of Jesus as a brand 

instead of a mystery to be encountered then we are in big trouble… Pope Francis will 

never use that language, neither will Benedict or John Paul [sic]. So, it is a mystery, 

and we can never forget that, otherwise it’s just about selling things and getting clicks. 

Was Jesus a failure because he only had 12 apostles and 72 disciples instead of a 

million? 
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 Shifting focus to media in service of the truth, participants acknowledged the 

importance of impartiality and objectivity in the Vatican’s news operations. If the 

Vatican loses its reputation for objectivity and probity, its message will be diluted and 

undermined. In response, Participant 2 stated that the pursuit of truth is central to what 

we do. It’s central to what the Church is called to do even in terms of evangelisation 

and the rest. So obviously that is a goal for Catholic media and a goal of all 

communicators within the Church. 

 Participant 9 was similarly optimistic about the Church’s relationship with 

truth, stating: Impartiality and truth are one of the hallmarks of Catholic teaching, 

from the oracular prophesies of Amos, Jeremiah, and Hosea, to the codifications in 

Papal Encyclicals, Conciliar documents and Synodal exhortations. Indeed, this 

participant suggested that, given the fact the most important reason for embracing new 

media strategies is evangelisation, the question of impartiality and truth is already 

paramount and therefore unnecessary to overstate. As Participant 2 stated, “I think the 

Catholic media does a good job of really pursuing truth and conveying it in a larger 

media environment. Since my involvement in communications…, with what I have 

learnt in that time from before, I am so impressed with Catholic media and journalists 

and their real dedication both to their faith and to conveying the truth at the heart of 

it and being as objective as possible”. 

 At the local level, however, there was perhaps less introspection about the 

challenge of achieving objectivity. According to Participant 6, for example, “the 

Catholic Church stands for truth, because we happen to be the ethics of the world, so 

truth is the watchword, our content is based on truth, and nothing more than that”. 

This apparent claim to represent ‘the ethics of the world’ seems problematic from a 

third-party perspective, but it is a view that seems to be sincerely held, nonetheless. 

The independent experts interviewed seemed more aware of the elusive nature of truth 

and objectivity. Indeed, Participant 7, accepted that media is not neutral. That is a 

basic fact we need to accept. Personal, institutional, or theological self-interest is 

always likely to smuggle itself in at some point, however hard individuals try to ensure 

objectivity: You know at some point, there’s always the element of interest –personal, 

ideological, faith – so there’s always that unavoidable element (Participant 7). 
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 According to this expert, the best approach was to distinguish between 

Christian communication and Church communication: We always try to distinguish 

between Christian communication and church communication. When you practice 

church communication, the focus is always to defend the Church even if it means 

covering up certain things you find uncomfortable. Church communication is more 

like promotion of Church whereas Christian communication is done on the basis of 

Christian faith – promoting the basic elements of Christian truth, love, hope unity. 

Christian communication is more rooted in projecting those things Church 

communication must ensure that its activities are always animated by Christian 

communication. We should always ensure we are projecting Christian values. We 

observe that church media houses that do that, always progress because they have a 

wider audience because people who are not members of the church identify with them. 

This reflects the Christianity/Churchianity point also made above. Following from the 

words of this expert, if the Church prioritises faith, rather than its own institutional 

interests, in its communications, then it is more likely to prosper and attract new 

converts. 

4.4  Theme Two:  Use of New Media to engage Vatican Followers and Potential 

Adherents  

One interesting point raised in the interviews was that new media enables the 

Vatican to bypass the ‘gatekeepers’ of the secular media, many of whom are naturally 

sceptical of the Church and its teachings. This enables the Church to evangelise 

directly to the public, without its message being undermined or pejoratively framed by 

the secular media. As Participant 2 stated, [There] will be an ability to break into 

secular media in a way (as this is sometimes challenging) because new media gives an 

opportunity to bypass gatekeepers in some sense. Pope Francis on Twitter is an 

example of this. 

In speaking of evangelisation, Participant 7 distinguished between 

evangelisation as missionary activity (communication ad intra), on the one hand, 

versus new evangelisation (communication ad extra) on the other. The latter form of 

evangelisation refers to converting people who are not yet converted: reaching out to 

people who may have not yet heard about the word of God or reaching out to people 

who may have heard the word but have relapsed and no longer identify with the 

church. That one becomes new evangelization (Participant 7). However, 
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evangelisation could also be understood as pastoral communication ad intra – in other 

words, pastoral communication amongst the members of the Church. This would 

include Catholic disaffiliates—those who were brought up Catholic, but who now no 

longer identify as such (Bullivant, 2016). 

 New media plays a significant role for both forms of evangelisation since it 

enables the Church to reach many people – both those who have yet to hear the word 

of God and those who are already members of the Church. As Participant 7 stated, for 

new evangelization, new media plays a significant role. Same also for pastoral 

communication – that is, communication ad intra. For the members of the church, we 

need also constant orientation, ongoing formation, people need to continue to know 

the basis of their faith, the reasons for what they believe in and new media helps a lot 

in that but more importantly the new media help people within the church to associate 

and to interact, to know themselves, to work together. The new media now come in 

handy as instruments of linking up members. 

 The ‘blind’ nature of social media algorithms was also seen as a potential 

advantage for the Church. Mentioning TikTok and its potential to reach young people 

via viral videos, Participant 8 stated that the algorithms of the applications are sort of 

‘blind’ and in a world that is biased towards religion that is a good and it means our 

contents can be viral once we get the strategies right. 

4.5  Theme Three: Vatican Effective Utilization of the Benefits and Opportunities 

proffer by New Media  

All participants involved in the study were asked to comment on the benefits 

and opportunities proffer by New Media and how the Vatican have effectively utilized 

such opportunities for its communications. The analysis of their responses revealed a 

pattern that led to the emergence of the theme ‘Vatican Effective Utilization of the 

Benefits and Opportunities proffer by New Media’. Based on the careful and 

thoughtful analysis of this major theme, several sub-themes emerged from the data 

which was collated. Some of these sub-themes include: 

• Increase reach to People at the Margin (the poor and vulnerable) and farthest 

Regions 

• Virtual Worship and Faith Evangelism during the Covid’19 Pandemic  

• The Church Use of Social Media and Social Networking Sites 
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• Opportunities to form Community for Evangelisation 

The identified sub-themes that emerged from the analysis of the major theme of 

‘Vatican Effective Utilization of the Benefits and Opportunities proffer by New 

Media’ were further analyzed individually by using participants’ direct quotes where 

necessary to emphasize participants’ voice. 

4.5.1 Increase Reach to People at the Margin (the poor and vulnerable) and farthest 

Regions 

All the participants noted and reaffirmed that the shift to new media enabled 

the Church to reach people on the margins. Participant 2 stated, “Another of Pope 

Francis’ priorities is to reach the peoples at the margins – the poor, the vulnerable 

and especially those at the margins at the farthest regions of the world. New media 

gives us an opportunity to do that as well in a way that is more efficient and effective”.   

 Participant 2, a Member of the Dicastery, argued that the key media platform 

for reaching those on the periphery is the mobile phone, because this is the most likely 

method by which poorer communities will access the Church’s message: “I think it is 

very important to make sure that everything is as mobile-friendly as possible because 

I think in poor countries at the margins, everything is communicated via, to the extent 

that they are communicated on these kinds of platforms, on cell phones. So that kind 

of ability to focus on not only building a terrific website and devoting resources to that 

but looking forward to really what people have in their hands and how to make it 

useable there” (Participant 2). 

This practical consideration underlines that the Church needs to be 

sophisticated in distinguishing between different platforms and different elements of 

the ‘new media’. In some ways, simple messages accessible via mobile phone might 

be more effective than glossy websites or lengthy articles. 

4.5.2  Virtual Worship and Faith Evangelism during the Covid’19 Pandemic  

Most of the participants emphasise how the global coronavirus pandemic has 

accentuated the importance of new media and communications inside the Church. As 

Participant 7 observed, when churches were closed, the only way to reach the faithful 

was through social media and the internet. WhatsApp was thus increasingly replacing 

word of mouth as a vital tool of internal communication within the Church. Participant 

9 made a similar point, noting that Schools, work institutions, government and yes the 



 173 

church too had to put a stop to in-person gatherings so central to worship and 

religious life. And yet in all of this, it was the strategies of new media that came to the 

rescue, as virtual worship and faith evangelisation plugged the gaping spaces left by 

the consequence of social distancing. The Church had live-streamed Mass and other 

liturgies from the Vatican during Easter and Lent – a huge source of comfort to many 

of the faithful around the world have interacted with.  

4.5.3  The Opportunity of Social Media and Social Networking Sites 

Social networks represented a clear opportunity for evangelisation for almost 

all the experts interviewed. The huge user ratings for sites such as Facebook, Twitter 

and Instagram made them naturally attractive to the Church. As Participant 5 stated, 

“I will simply say that if people are there, go there. Evangelisation is to meet the people 

with the gospel message where they are. The wide reach, real-time feature and relative 

cost effectiveness of social networks is an attraction that beckons the evangeliser”. 

The level of engagement with Vatican accounts on social media was a frequent 

preoccupation of the participants. As Participant 1 stated, “every day we have 

interactions on our social networks, and this reinforces the reason why social media 

presence is important. As you know, this was missing before the Dicastery”.  

The Pope’s presence on Twitter was a particular topic of discussion. Participant 

9 cited the case of President Donald Trump as an illustration of how Twitter could be 

a remarkable communications tool: “I am particularly impressed with the Pope’s 

presence on Twitter. These new age media technologies have become major players 

and indeed game changers in shaping minds, government policies and ideologies. The 

former U.S president, Donald J Trump showed the world just how effective that 

platform can be for setting one’s agenda. To see the Pope leading from the front in 

using this media to evangelise is a huge bolster to other pastors and Christians to 

follow suit and not shy away from launching into the internet space to proclaim 

Christ” (Participant 9). 

 The official Vatican website (vatican.va) and the recently created Vatican 

News website (vaticannews.va) have seen increased numbers of unique visitors 

arguably as a result of the convergence strategy and website redesign, which has 

created links to all of the different social networks on which the Vatican is represented. 

The interviews did not provide some of the data regarding audience metrics as they are 
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not available in the public domain. However, Participant 1 noted that they “have an 

office in charge of processing and analysing the statistics especially relating to the 

website and to our social media. So, we have periodic performance reports ... We make 

some of the figures for Papal celebrations available to journalists otherwise as you 

can understand the data is for the internal forum to help us understand performance 

levels and where we need to invest more… (Participant 1). Some metrics gathered 

online indicate that the newly consolidated news portal of the Dicastery for 

Communications – Vatican News set up as an information service to share news about 

the activities of the Pope, the Vatican and the life of the Church in the world also has 

a presence on Facebook with over 4.2 million page likes, on Instagram with over half 

a million followers and on Twitter with over 350,000 followers. The Dicastery has 

also consolidated the several YouTube channels into one run by Vatican News, with 

over half a million subscribers. 

 Although the Papal social media accounts do not directly interact with other 

users, their followership and audience reach are tracked carefully: “As you can 

understand, it is very important for us to have this task to have care of the papal 

accounts. The multilingual Pontifex twitter account now has over 50 million followers 

– unbelievable. And the Instagram is more than seven million. This is huge. Because 

every day when there is a tweet by Pope Francis on Pontifex, [sic] millions of people 

round the world in nine languages [read it]...(Participant 1). As well as connecting the 

faithful to the Pope, social networks also played a key role in connecting them to each 

other. As Participant 4 stated of social networks in Ibadan, “social media promotes 

good flow of information, there is a cordial relationship in the church. Members are 

able to easily reach each other and share information”.  

 Following from the above, social networks were also being used for more 

functional purposes at the diocesan level. In particular, local Church officials in Ibadan 

were using social networks to highlight tasks or jobs that required the assistance of 

parishioners: “Jobs in the church are also easily carried out because those concerned 

are able to get the message in time without waiting for Sunday or whenever they come 

around the church before they do what they are assigned to do” (Participant 4). In 

Ibadan, the Archdiocese had recorded over 10,000 Page ‘likes’ and ‘follows’ on 

Facebook over a five-year period according to Participant 6. Feedback from the 

faithful on Facebook was plentiful and the Director was encouraged by the direction 
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of travel in terms of the Archdiocese’s use of social networks in Ibadan. In comparison, 

Facebook Pages of neighbouring Dioceses like Osogbo, Ekiti, Oyo have 4900, 2100, 

4600 page likes respectively. While neighbouring Ondo Diocese has a verified page 

with about 112,000 page likes. In this way, social networks were helping to improve 

the efficiency and smooth organisation of the church at the local level. 

4.5.4  Opportunities to form Community for Evangelisation 

The participants perceived opportunities to evangelise in the new media 

landscape, particularly in a society that is increasingly marked by social atomisation. 

As Participant 3 stated, “the opportunity is that people are hungry for spirituality and 

for connection not only if they are Catholic but even non-Catholics. People in this 

increasingly individualised society desire connection and community so the idea that 

you could be connected to the Pope or to some Vatican organization in any way, I 

think is very helpful for people and that simply did not exist 15 or 20 years ago. You 

would have read about the Pope in the newspaper or seen him on TV, may be a papal 

encyclical will trickle down to you but now you can get it all online immediately and 

that’s a great opportunity for communications and part of evangelization is 

communications” (Participant 3). 

Participant 9 referenced the Inter Mirifica promulgation, or the Decree on the 

Media of Social Communications, of 1963. He stated regarding new media as portals 

of evangelisation that with the decree, “the Church already recognised this 

indispensability”. This invokes the “inherent right of the Church to have at its disposal 

and to employ any of these media insofar as they are necessary or useful for the 

instruction of Christians and all its efforts for the welfare of souls”. This provision 

easily extends to new media, as does the exhortation to “strive to instil a human and 

Christian spirit into these media, so that they may fully measure up to the great 

expectations of mankind and to God’s design”. (IM n.3) 

The Pope’s role was considered critical in taking advantage of the new 

opportunities for evangelisation. As Participant 2 stated, they [Dicastery] see 

communications as an essential piece of not only what we do but who we are and 

obviously Pope Francis is at the centre of that and his really remarkable ability to 

communicate through new media and other ways has been important. In essence, the 

Pope draws attention in a unique way. He is, to quote Participant 2, a living media 
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figure – he can speak…and that content can often enter the media cycle, enter 

reporting.  

 However, the Pope is far from being the Church’s only strength. One 

significant advantage for the Church vis-a-vis other news organisations is its sheer 

internal diversity. With hundreds of millions of believers in every inhabited Continent 

on earth, the Church possesses language capacities and local knowledge far above even 

the most powerful news organisations. Although the Vatican itself has traditionally 

been dominated by Italian-speakers, this latent knowledge and diversity offers the 

Dicastery great scope for evangelisation and popularising the Church’s message all 

around the world. As the second expert stated, one of the great resources the Dicastery 

has is its language ability as you pointed out. There are so many languages, so much 

ability to talk across so many different languages, different communities, different 

countries, and I think that to my mind as we think about how to bring communications 

forward, it’s important to continue to build on that and not lose that. It is a great 

treasure and a great gift.  

As a reflection of this language potential, the official Twitter Account of the 

Pope which was launched in 2012 and as earlier mentioned currently has over 50 

million followers in total, has multilingual channels which include English, Spanish, 

Portugese, Italian, French, Latin, Polish, German and Arabic. 
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4.6 Theme Four: Dangers of Vatican’s Adaption of New media  

The thematic data analysed in the study revealed that the adoption of new 

media posed certain risks for the Church in the eyes of participants. This led to the 

emergence of the theme ‘Dangers of Vatican’s Adaption of New media’. Based on the 

careful and thoughtful analysis of this major theme, several sub-themes emerged from 

the data which was collated. Some of these sub-themes identify certain risks that the 

church is been exposed to as a result of its new media adoption. These sub-themes 

include:  

• Hatred and Vitriolic Attacks against the Church  

• Danger of the Church Neglecting Population without access to New Media  

The identified sub-themes that emerged from the analysis of the major theme of 

‘Dangers of Vatican’s Adaption of New media’ were further analyzed individually by 

using participants’ direct quotes where necessary to emphasize participants’ voice.  

4.6.1  Hatred and Vitriolic Attacks against the Church  

As well as opportunities, the new media landscape also poses certain risks for 

the Church in the eyes of participants. One danger is the harshness and visceral nature 

of social networks, with the Church often finding itself under attack from people who 

would not previously have had a platform. As Participant 3 stated, the other challenge 

is that social media has created this world of online hatred and vitriolic attack and I 

think this has really harmed the Church. So, I think this is a corollary of what we are 

talking about. A lot of people attacking the Pope and the Vatican would have never 

gotten a platform. That’s the drawback.  

 Participant 9 listed the various pitfalls of new media as he saw them: “the 

numerous pitfalls in navigating the new media space such as virtue signalling, cancel 

culture, outrage seekers, irreverent commentators, anarchists, etc must be factored 

into the use of this media space for communicating the sacred”. A similar point was 

made by Participant 2, who also raised the insidious effects of online “hatred there are 

some significant challenges. The first of these is polarization. It’s all the challenges 

that comes from new media in general: so, its hostility, its anger, its polarisation both 

within political conversations but also in ecclesial conversations. In that sense it really 

pushes us to speaking to each other not as Christians, not as we are called to do, but 
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into adopting the framing and the discourse of the world and that is obviously 

something we need to resist”. 

This observation raised the fascinating prospect that rather than the Church 

using new media to convert sceptics, it might be the Church itself finds itself changed 

by new media. If the coarse, harsh tone of social media begins to pervade the Church’s 

own communications, especially internally in ecclesiastical conversations, then this 

would be a step backwards rather than forwards for the Church. For all the 

opportunities offered by new media, therefore, it is equally important to recognise the 

challenges and potential dangers. 

Another concern, one not unique to the Church, is the risk of fake news and 

hacking. Participant 7, for instance, expressed concern that third parties could 

manipulate what the Church says: [New media] requires a lot of caution and care 

because people can manipulate. Part of this challenge is the fear of hackers. People 

manipulating what the church says. Fake news for instance. However, the same expert 

was also clear that such concerns should not deter the use of social media or other 

forms of new media. 

4.6.2  Danger of the Church Neglecting Population without access to New Media  

 Another issue is ensuring that the Church continues to reach those who do not 

necessarily have access to new media. Here, Participant 3 observed that the Church 

cannot focus entirely on new media at the expense of older methods of preaching and 

evangelising: It’s also making sure that these media are viable to people who might 

not be wealthy or can’t afford them. For example, you can’t say everything is going to 

be on an app on your iPhone – well, maybe not everybody has that or even a cell 

phone, or that everyone is going to subscribe to this newspaper… bottom line is being 

sensitive to the needs of people who are in difficult economic situations as well. So, 

it’s not just teaching the Catholic Social teachings but living it out”. 

 The same participant expressed concern that the Dicastery’s focus on online 

communication came at the expense of more traditional methods of communication, 

such as Vatican Radio, whose budget to broadcast in certain languages had been 

reduced: “As you know most of the documents and the website are in the major 

languages but what if you only speak Swahili, how accessible will they be? I think the 

dissemination still depends a lot on language. I think the Vatican Radio was a big 
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pioneer on that but I know there’s a cutback on Vatican Radio so I am not sure where 

that leaves people but the thinking of the Dicastery which I think is more and more 

true that people are mostly online. Even in the developing world, even in places where 

people might not have as much resources and money, people are still online but I’m 

not sure if that’s true or not. What of those in the slums that don’t even have 

electricity?” To provide some perspective, data published by Statista (2022) states that 

for the year 2021, the global online access rate was 63 percent. It was estimated that 

for the same year, 57 percent of people living in developing markets compared to 90 

percent of people living in developed countries used the internet.   

4.7  Theme Five: Vatican New Media Strategies slowly Cascade and Impact 

Local Church   

A recurring theme from the data analyzed in the study revealed that the 

‘Vatican New Media Strategies slowly Cascade and Impact Local Church’. Based on 

the careful and thoughtful analysis of this major theme, sub-themes emerged from the 

data which was collated. These sub-themes identify how the new media strategies from 

the centre cascade and impact local churches. Aside main theme that ‘Vatican New 

Media Strategies slowly Cascade and Impacts Local Church’; another sub-theme 

revealed that ‘Local Church curates outputs from Vatican Dicastery of 

communication’.  

As regard the theme, ‘Vatican New Media Strategies slowly Cascade and 

Impact Local Church’, it was revealed that progress was evident in Ibadan 

Archdiocese. Parishes were increasingly recording documents digitally rather than 

only on paper. Some of them “are doing well and now have the majority of their 

records computerized” (Participant 4). Social media was also growing in popularity in 

Ibadan, with the faithful discussing Church matters on social networks and various 

platforms particularly on Facebook, Twitter and WhatsApp. In the view of Participant 

5, the shift towards new media had been “swift” in Ibadan, at least by local standards, 

and the Church is now present in every form of media platform at this time.  

 In addition, there was evidence of increasing professionalism in 

communications at the local level. Just as the Vatican itself had shifted from viewing 

communications as an appendage to a necessity, so the same transformation was taking 

place at the diocesan level in places such as Nigeria: For instance, “in Nigeria the 

tendency before was that the directorate of communication either at national or 



 180 

diocesan level was always considered as a mere appendage, any priest could be 

appointed as director but now things are changing. Many bishops are making effort to 

ensure only priests who have been trained in communications up to first degree or 

second degree level are in charge of communication” (Participant 7). There was also 

little doubt among the experts that the transition to new media is inevitable and will 

ultimately bring benefits, even to older parishioners. As Participant 6 stated, we are 

trying to sensitize them [older people], to try to use this new media, because this new 

media is so easily accessible by all. This accessibility is what distinguishes new media 

and makes its usage so appealing for the Church at all levels.  

 Furthermore, the diocesan officials in Ibadan expressed support for the 

principles behind the establishment of the Dicastery of Communications in the 

Vatican, as well as its practical utility for local churches. As Participant 5 stated, the 

establishment of the “Dicastery is a confirmation of the fact that media convergence 

is taking place and it is beneficial to all. The principal benefit of this is that we have a 

go-to-place to source relevant information and to provide content for our media 

outreach”. 

 For their part, the Ibadan Diocese had introduced an online television station 

known as Spes TV. This was seen as a way of responding to the movement from the 

traditional media to new media. Through this medium, we are able to project the events 

of the Church in Ibadan online (Participant 4). Spes TV, along with the Catholic 

Weekly Independent Newspaper and the Archdiocesan Website, feed off Vatican 

information channels – underlining how local communications channels worked in 

synchronicity with central Vatican channels. 

4.7.1 Local Church Curates Outputs from Vatican Dicastery of Communication 

One perceived advantage of the new Vatican Communications format was the 

extra help it gave dioceses in finding and disseminating content. In the case of Ibadan, 

for example, Participant 6 stated: “It’s so lovely, it’s so lovely because information are 

brought together into one platform which is very good, you know the Zenit News, news 

from the Vatican and co and bringing it into a new platform is very good and it helps 

the local church because we get information that we need from there, and we feed our 

people with that”. Expanding on this point, the same participant commented that the 

new Dicastery was a positive development for local archdioceses because “it helps, it 

makes the work easy, because instead of checking other sites, and checking other 
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websites to get information, you just go into that platform and whatever we need from 

there to get information, we pick it from there. So, it is a very positive influence”. 

 At the archdiocesan level, then, it appears that church officials mostly curate 

rather than create content. They tap into the output produced by the Vatican’s 

Dicastery of Communications, in particular, then translate this into local languages to 

make the content as accessible as possible for the local faithful. Local churches thus 

adapt [content] to their local realities and what is feasible for them (participant 8). In 

future, however, it may be that local dioceses seek to exert greater autonomy in their 

new media strategies. The case of the television series Catholic Faith Forum on TV 

produced by the Dominican Media House in Nigeria, is perhaps one example of this - 

local content about faith, morals and popular culture being put together and shown on 

satellite television. 

4.8  Theme Six: Barriers and Challenges to Vatican and Local Church Adoption 

of New Media  

The interviews revealed the very different perspectives towards new media of 

local Church officials in Ibadan compared to centrally located officials in the Vatican. 

Whereas those at the centre were largely enthusiastic about new media, those in the 

local diocese were more cautious. This reflected the lower take-up of digital media in 

Nigeria (Global South) compared to the First World for example The Vatican. The 

analysis of the responses to the barriers and challenges to adoption of new media 

revealed a pattern that led to the emergence of the theme ‘Barriers and Challenges to 

Vatican and Local Church Adoption of New Media’. Based on the careful and 

thoughtful analysis of this major theme, several sub-themes emerged from the data 

which was collated. Some of these sub-themes include:  

• Challenges to New Media adoption is Location specific 

• Age and Geographical inter-connection posed Challenges at Local Church  

• Financial/funding Constraints to New Media adoption    

The identified sub-themes that emerged from the analysis of the major theme of 

‘Barriers and Challenges to Vatican and Local Church Adoption of New Media’ were 

further analyzed individually by using participants’ direct quotes where necessary to 

emphasize participants’ voice.  

4.8.1  Challenges to New Media Adoption is Location Specific 
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The analysis of the participants’ interviews as regards the challenges and 

barriers to the Church adoption of the new media revealed diverse perspective each 

greatly influenced by the location of the church. There were uniquely different 

perspectives towards new media of local Church officials in Ibadan compared to 

centrally located officials in the Vatican. Whereas those at the centre were largely 

enthusiastic about new media, those in the local diocese were more cautious. This 

reflected the lower take-up of digital media in Nigeria (Global South) compared to the 

First World for example The Vatican. It is difficult, therefore, to disagree with 

Participant 5 when he stated that the challenges of adopting new media are “location-

specific in as much as circumstances differ”.  

Given the reluctance or inability of parishioners and diocesan officials to 

receive communications entirely or even mostly through digital methods, the 

communications officials in Ibadan must be measured in the pace at which they 

attempt to introduce change. After all, there is little point in forcing through digital 

communication if it will not even be seen by the targets of the communications. As a 

result, Participant 4 noted that, “our response may rather be termed as slow basically 

because of the people we are dealing with. They are the ones whom we serve. They are 

yet to accept the digital life full scale and we can’t force them”.  The same participants 

continue that “we are therefore trying to grow with them because you cannot divorce 

communication from the people themselves who are the recipients of the message” 

(Participant 4).  

The reluctance or inability of parishioners and diocesan officials to receive 

communications entirely was confirmed by Participant 6, who observed that younger 

parishioners were much easier to reach using new media than their older counterparts: 

“For the young ones, because the young ones are used to this platform, most of them 

have smart phones and iPad and so they go into it and check information. …But it’s 

not easy moving from…for the older ones, they find it difficult to adjust, because they 

are used to the print, you know trying to read from papers and all that, but I feel it’s a 

big challenge” (Participant 6). 

However, older parishioners were particularly difficult to reach using new 

media. Whereas “those within the youth age bracket…are active users of social 

media”, older people were more likely to “complain about the high cost of the new 
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trend”. In other words, obtaining the devices – say, a smartphone – and regular 

subscription with data is still on the high side for many in this part of the world 

(Interview 4). The age/geography interconnection thus presented a particular difficulty 

for communications officials in Ibadan.  

4.8.2  Financial/funding Constraints to New Media Adoption    

Equally, cost pressures relating to the switch to new media also affected the 

Ibadan Archdiocese itself. As Participant 4 stated, “For us as providers, we face the 

challenge of acquiring the latest technology and gadgets for quality service. This 

requires a lot of funding which presently is hard to get”. This is a useful corrective to 

the often-implicit assumption made by officials in the Vatican that new media is 

simply part of the new order of things. In reality, in some parts of the world new media 

is expensive and requires technologies, or the funds to buy such technologies, that are 

not readily available.  Participant 9 recognised this issue: “there is also the question of 

cost. The expenses necessary to set up, train and professionally run and manage some 

of these media facilities may be quite high. And funding might be a problem in some 

regions”. Nonetheless, this participant believed that the importance of new media 

made it essential regardless of the cost.  

Indeed, the difficulty of funding new media was a concern more broadly 

amongst the experts. Participant 7 observed that communications is “capital 

intensive” and “requires a lot of funding”. In developing countries, in particular, the 

Church does not always have the required financial resources to fund the necessary 

tools and structures. Thus, a strategy that looks good on paper in Rome might be 

difficult to implement in practice in somewhere like, say, Ibadan. 

4.9 Summary of the Finding 

Based on the analysis of data carried out in the previous section, the following are 

the summary of the findings: 

1. The restructuring of the Vatican’s various media channels into one, unified 

Dicastery of Communications, the professionalization of the Vatican 

communication, fostering positive attitude of the Vatican towards the shift to 

new media, the church use of social networks, creating theological and 

doctrinal contents that meet secular expectations, strategic unification of the 

church messages across media, and balancing News/Brand management with 
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religious concerns etc. appears to have been the unique strategies the Vatican 

have employed to adapt to New Media. It was also overwhelmingly supported 

by all the participants. This convergent strategy mirrors the convergence 

brought about by new media. The participants also argued that the new 

structure would enable more rapid responses to breaking news and journalistic 

queries – not, traditionally, a strength of the Church – and more fluid sharing 

of information between different Vatican media channels.   

2. The participants believed the Church had no option but to engage 

wholeheartedly with new media. From the Pope down, the Vatican was 

perceived to be committed to following this course of action – a clearly more 

progressive and modern outlook than the Church displayed in response to 

various media changes during the 20th century. The general consensus, 

therefore, was that the Church was serious, committed, and professional in its 

approach to the new media landscape. This was displayed not only by the 

Dicastery reform but also by the willingness to allow lay media experts greater 

influence over decision-making. This has enhanced Vatican adaptation to new 

media through fostering positive attitude of the Vatican towards the shift to 

new media, the church use of social networks, creating theological and 

doctrinal content that meet secular expectations, strategic unification of the 

church messages across media, and balancing News/Brand management with 

religious concerns etc.  

3. The professionalisation of Vatican communications is representative of a 

determination to ensure that communications are conducted by professionals 

rather than, as sometimes in the past, well-meaning amateurs. According to one 

participant (from the independent experts group), for example, 

“professionalism is now being privileged”. For instance, a layman had become 

the prefect of the Dicastery, and laymen had replaced clergy in charge of the 

Vatican Press Office. No longer are communications seen as something that 

could be practised by anyone, whether informed and professional or not. 

Instead, communications are now regarded as a critical area in which 

professionalism and expertise were essential. This has helped the Vatican take 

full advantage of the new media and engagement paradigms to increase its 

reach to people at the margin (the poor and vulnerable) and farthest regions, 

organise virtual worship and faith evangelism during the Covid’19 pandemic, 
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engage followers through the church use of social media and social networking 

sites and form online community for evangelisation.  

4. There were considerable internal tensions about how the Church should engage 

in new media. Broadly, this divide breaks down along purist versus pragmatist 

lines. The purists object to the ‘Pope-ification’ of the Church’s message and 

argue that the Gospels should take centre stage instead. In this view, too much 

of the Church’s communications revolve around the figure of the Pope, while 

the broader message of God’s word is sometimes marginalised. Against this, 

the Vatican’s pragmatists believe that the Pope is the best religious brand in 

the world, and that it would be folly not to use such a charismatic and instantly 

recognisable figure in seeking to win new followers. In this framing, it is 

argued that, in any case, the Pope’s message generally is the message of the 

Gospels, so there is no contradiction in using the Pope as the bridgehead of 

evangelisation.  

5. The literature review makes clear that the mainstream literature has under-

theorised the possibilities for institutions like the Church to use new media to 

bypass the secular gatekeepers of the traditional media and engage directly 

with potential followers. In many ways, therefore, the shift to new media 

empowers the Church, whereas the rise of the old media often had an 

emasculating effect. This marks the new media era out as fundamentally 

different in nature from the era that went before it. The importance of this for 

the Church cannot be overstated. There is now a real opportunity for the Church 

to evangelise and create a new spirit of religious community on a global basis 

but, crucially, outside the often-cynical lens of the secular media. 

6. There is limited evidence of the Church actually managing to use new media 

to gain new followers. Although the Pope is active on Twitter, and Vatican 

News has become a noted site, participants struggled to point to concrete ‘wins’ 

from the Church’s presence on new media. The same was true at the local level, 

where the interviews made clear that apps such as WhatsApp are mostly used 

for prosaic housekeeping purposes rather than to engage in genuine mutual 

dialogue with the faithful and potential new followers. Local church sometimes 

curate outputs from Vatican Dicastery of Communication. This implies two 

urgent requirements for the Church to consider. First, it needs to be more 

proactive on new media and seek to craft innovative ways to tell the story of 



 186 

the Gospels to new audiences, as well as to convey the majesty and history of 

the Church in a way that engages rather than excludes. Second, the Church 

needs to be more willing to engage in mutual dialogue and interaction – to 

listen as well as to transmit. Such changes will not be easy for a hierarchical 

institution which has historically acted in broadcast rather than receive mode. 

It is, however, critical if the Church is not to lose further ground to rival 

denominations such as Pentecostalism. 

7. The Vatican’s adoption of New Media strategies could negatively result in 

hatred and vitriolic attacks against the church as well as the danger of the 

church neglecting population without access to New Media. Barriers and 

challenges to Vatican and Local Church adoption of New Media are location 

specific, with age and geographical inter-connection posing challenges at 

Local Church and financial/funding constraints of buying and installing New 

Media. 
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CHAPTER FIVE – DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS 

5.1  Introduction 

 This chapter discusses the findings made in the previous chapter and links them 

back to the main themes identified in the literature review. Broadly, the discussion 

aims to identify a) What the interviews confirm in terms of the main arguments and 

themes set out in the literature review; b) What the interviews refute or cast into doubt 

about these themes; and c) Topics that emerged in the interviews that were not really 

evident in the literature in any great depth. These last topics will be especially 

interesting in helping to drive forward a future research agenda.  

As set out in Chapter three, the data were coded using the thematic qualitative 

data analysis. Thus, the interviews were coded by categorising each answer on the 

basis of its topic and main point. Consequently, answers pertaining to, for instance, the 

Dicastery of Communications was coded into one category, answers relating to social 

networks into another category, and so on. At the conceptual level, therefore, the 

analysis takes an element of the grounded theory approach, whereby the data shapes 

the coding and interpretative process (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). According to 

grounded theory, similarities and differences between incidents prevent the influence 

of the researchers’ biases and contribute to greater precision and consistency (Corbin 

and Strauss, 1990). The representativeness of people is less important than the 

representativeness of concepts. Consistency is evaluated in terms of concepts insofar 

as a concept is sought in all the interviews, after it has developed as a category by 

repeatedly indicating its relation to the phenomenon under study (Corbin and Strauss, 

1990: 3). The sub-chapters below serve as second level analysis and thus correspond 

with the concepts identified during the first level analysis process of findings in the 

previous chapter.  

The chapter begins by examining what the interviews tell us about the Church’s 

understanding of new media at the conceptual level. This is a major topic of debate in 

the literature. The chapter then proceeds to examine the debate over unidirectionality 

and the extent to which new media really will require the Church to take part in more 

of a two-way conversation with the faithful and others. For the most part, the 

participants seemed to doubt this; new media was still perceived in unidirectional 

rather than omni-directional terms.  



 188 

The chapter then turns to the role of the media as secular gatekeepers of popular 

culture and assesses how far the rise of new media challenges this role. The interview 

data implies that some senior members of the Church perceive the new media as a 

means of potentially overcoming the obstacles posed by secular gatekeepers. New 

media apps allow the Church to engage directly with the people without necessarily 

having to go through traditional media institutions. Equally, though, the Church must 

compete in the new media landscape on a broadly equal footing with everyone else – 

which places greater stress on the need to leverage the Pope as a ‘sacred brand’, an 

issue of some dispute within parts of the Vatican and among our participants. This 

issue is explored in the subsequent sub-chapter on the Church’s use of new media to 

evangelise and foster community links.  

Finally, the chapter examines the important debate over objectivity and 

truthfulness in the Church’s communications. This topic was central to the interviews 

and revealed an interesting split between those participants who perceived objectivity 

and truth as fundamental to the Catholic faith and thus as something that would 

naturally imbue its communications, versus those who recognised the importance of 

meeting secular journalistic standards of objectivity and impartiality. The chapter 

argues that the first school of thought is untenable, and the Church must veer towards 

the latter approach.   

5.2  How the Church Conceptualises New Media 

 Much of the literature review focused on how mainstream scholars, academics 

and analysts have sought to define and characterise the nature of new media at the 

conceptual level. In other words, the literature is fundamentally preoccupied with 

understanding what new media actually is. Broadly, the literature review identified 

three main schools of thought about how the new media operates. The first regards 

new media as a neutral vehicle for transmitting content (Hoover, 2006). The second, 

more Marxist perspective holds that media, in whatever form, fulfils an ideological 

function by enabling the reproduction and legitimisation of social structures and their 

underlying logics of domination (Jauréguiberry and Proulx, 2011; Gauthier and Uhl, 

2012: 54-5). The third, more liberal view considers new media to present new 

opportunities for individual self-expression and freedom (Hoover, 2006). New media 
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can be regarded as 'neutral, alienating, or liberating', therefore, depending on which of 

these three perspectives one adopts (Gauthier and Uhl, 2012: 54-5). 

How the Church understands and conceptualises new media is clearly of 

fundamental importance to any ensuing strategy it seeks to adopt. The Vatican’s 

relationship with new media at the abstract and theoretical level informs its subsequent 

practical policies and toolkits. Understanding this conceptualisation is therefore 

critical for any independent observer who wishes to characterise and describe the 

Church’s relationship with new media. Perhaps the most striking element of the 

interviews in this context was the frequency with which participants framed the 

Church’s new media strategy in terms of a decades - or even centuries-long process of 

media engagement. Thus, new media was not, for the most part, regarded by the 

participants as something entirely ‘new’ but, rather, as merely another development – 

albeit an important one – in the long continuum of Church media-relations.     

 That said, the participants drew a clear distinction between the Church’s largely 

positive attitude towards new media in the 21st century and its more hesitant approach 

a century or so ago towards then new media forms such as cinema. Documents such 

as Miranda Prorsus, for example, displayed a somewhat negative attitude towards the 

media in the 20th century. This confirmed the arguments set out in the literature review 

that, historically, the Catholic Church has displayed a somewhat suspicious attitude 

towards the media and new technology, a stance Gauthier and Uhl (2012: 55) claim is 

in keeping with its 'opposition to Modernity'. According to Bosch (2018: 79), 

'misinformation and obfuscation in the Holy See were the norm' before the 1960s. 

Secrecy and silence were the standard operating practice for the Church over centuries, 

and the Church focused primarily on defending moral principles (such as respect for 

truth, and the dignity of human beings) within media content (Arasa et al, 2018: 326). 

Although the participants regarded new media as part of a continuum with earlier 

media practices, therefore, participants also perceived a clear improvement in the 

Church’s receptivity to digital media and its willingness to take advantage of new 

formats for the purposes of evangelisation.  

 As to whether the Church understood the new media in neutral, Marxist or 

liberal terms, the subtext of much of the interview data was that the new media, in 

particular, was seen as a neutral vehicle for the Church to attract new followers and 
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reach a new audience. The magisterial documents give credence to this perspective. 

Whilst it is true that in practical terms, new media might not be accessible to the 

illiterate or those in abject poverty, from my experience the church tries to make up 

for this through other grassroots evangelisation methods such as Basic Christian 

Communities programme. 

 The creation of a unified Dicastery of Communications was supported by all 

the participants, and perceptions were generally positive on the Dicastery’s 

performance so far. The interesting aspect about the creation of the Dicastery is that 

its rationale and strategic outlook confirms much of the theoretical discussion about 

the nature of new media as set out in the literature review. In particular, scholars such 

as Jenkins (2006: 11) outlined how new media makes it possible for the same content 

to flow through many different channels and assume different forms at the point of 

reception (Jenkins, 2006: 11). In many cases, older forms of media now make use of 

computer technology, which means that 'new media' often combine these older media 

forms with some form of digitalisation (Logan, 2010: 4-5). A newspaper website 

would be a good example of how 'old' and 'new' forms of the media have blended in 

this manner. Furthermore, the increasing frequency of cross-media forms of ownership 

– as in the case of News International, for instance – makes it even easier for the same 

content to be transmitted across different channels and in different forms (Jenkins, 

2006: 11). As Bolter and Grusin (1999: 15) observe, new media refashions older media 

to produce a hybrid form that balances the two. 

 This convergence of new and old media forms shows that rather than 

supplanting old media, the two forms will interact and blend to some degree (Jenkins, 

2006: 6). The idea of convergence was previously conceptualised by Pool (1983) in 

Technologies of Freedom, when he argued that 'convergence of modes' was blurring 

the lines between different types of media. Presciently, Pool (1983: 23) also predicted 

that a single physical mode could carry services that were previously provided 

separately – hence 'the one-to-one relationship that used to exist between a medium 

and its use is eroding'. By converging the Vatican’s own media operations and 

channels inside a single, unified Dicastery, the Church is enabling its internal structure 

to mirror that of the new media landscape. This seems eminently logical and was 

widely supported by the interviewed experts. As Participant 9 stated that the Vatican’s 

reorganisation of communications into “one organic unit” will enable “more fluid 
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collection and sharing of information” and shows that the Vatican recognises the 

“changing demands of communication in an age where the media has assumed a 

universal consequential status”.  

 Indeed, the participants mentioned unprompted the theory of convergence 

discussed in the literature review. For example, Participant 9 again stated that: “the 

dicastery becomes like a major hub where all the elements of communication within 

the Vatican now combine and work together. I see it as a principle of convergence. All 

the various elements that were disparate and working separately before now all 

converge together under a single leadership towards promoting the Vatican’s 

communication apostolate”. There is thus little doubt that the Vatican’s 

conceptualisation of new media is in strong accordance with the theory of convergence 

elucidated by mainstream academics and analysts. Conceptually at least, the Vatican 

appears to be on the progressive path.  

 Another area where a unified Dicastery makes sense is in terms of enabling 

speed of response in communications. This has not, traditionally, been strength of the 

Church given its hierarchical nature and the relative lack of autonomy of individuals 

within the ecclesiastical structure. For instance, the literature review quoted Stout 

(2012: 25) observing that the hierarchical nature of the Church compels members to 

seek direction from the Pope and other senior members of the Clergy rather than 

operate autonomously. It is difficult to be nimble and interactive on social media when 

approval is required from higher up the chain for every tweet or post. This can slow 

down the Church's response times to urgent stories or queries, which can appear 

anachronistic in the fast-moving world of 24/7 news media. However, the creation of 

the Dicastery is helping to speed up response times and ensure that the key decision-

makers are in the same room when they are required to be. Although there have been 

some teething problems, the majority of the participants clearly believed that the new 

structure was the right way forward and will enable nimbler and more fluid 

communications.   

 There are, however, intrinsic constraints on how quick the Church can be on 

social media. These constraints are largely religious in nature and were alluded to by 

several participants. Unlike former President Donald Trump, the Church cannot fire 

off Tweets at will; it must ensure that all its online content accords with Catholic 
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theology. It is worth quoting Participant 9 in full on this theme: “It is absolutely 

fundamental that every content created be done, if not by people who have undertaken 

catechesis in Catholic theology, then with careful direction, supervision or guidance 

by those with theological competence”. Yet this type of “direction, supervision or 

guidance” takes time and thus inevitably slows down the content-making process. This 

highlights one central issue for the Church to ensure that groups with technological 

expertise do not necessarily overlap with groups expert in Catholic theology. There 

may be some overlap in certain cases, but broadly speaking the average member of the 

Church is older and less technologically adept than the average individual in the 

society around the person. 

 As well as the internal restructuring of communications itself, it is clear that 

the Church’s decision to make the new communications department a fully-fledged 

Dicastery, equal to the other Dicasteries in the Vatican, is extremely important. As 

Participant 7 observed, this move signifies that “the church now privileges 

communications and sees communications not just as an appendage but as an 

important structure in the work and mission of the Church”. The greater appreciation 

of the importance of communications has been mirrored across a number of industries 

in recent years, as senior leadership teams at major companies and other organisations 

have woken up to the vital significance of effective communications in upholding and 

burnishing institutional reputations. The Vatican is thus in strong alignment with 

global trends in this area. 

5.3  The Uni-Directionality Debate 

 One theme of the literature review which, perhaps surprisingly, did not really 

emerge in the interviews was the horizontal nature of the new media landscape. The 

literature review underlined that one of the key characteristics of new media is its 

interactivity and more horizontal nature, offering scope for consumers to influence the 

production process rather than merely passively receive content. This touches directly 

on the media as environments debate, whereby the media facilitates and structures 

communication in particular ways (Hjarvard, 2013: 83). Historically, as noted in the 

literature review, traditional media such as public broadcasting had a paternalistic and 

unidirectional (one to many) pattern of communication. New media, in contrast, is 

multidirectional and consumer oriented. Yet, for the most part, the participants did not 
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speak of the Church’s new media strategy in these terms. Rather, new media was still 

perceived in a unidirectional sense – that is, as a tool for top-down communication 

from the Church to the faithful or the potential faithful.  

 There were perhaps two exceptions to this unidirectional focus. First, there 

appears to be a realisation and appreciation of the potential for new media to facilitate 

horizontal communication among the faithful themselves, especially at the local level 

where social networks can now connect parishioners to each other. However, this 

appears to be seen more as a modern version of the traditional word of mouth 

communications grapevine than as a catalyst for the laity to influence the clergy.  

Second, one participant touched on the potential for the Church itself to be 

changed by social media – although this was framed in a negative fashion, as 

something to be feared, rather than as something potentially beneficial. Indeed, 

Participant Two, a member of the Vatican’s Dicastery of Communications, warned of 

the dangers of “adopting the framing and the discourse of the world – and that is 

obviously something we need to resist”. This confirmed some of the suggestions in the 

literature review that online debate is polarising discussion within the Church. 

Whereas public opinion previously had little influence on the Church, nowadays it is 

almost impossible for the Church not to be influenced by it. Arasa et al (2018: 325) 

cited the case of the 2015 Synod of Bishops, which they argue was undermined by 

vitriolic debate on the Internet. This specific case was not mentioned by the 

participants, but the general fear of Church dialogue being poisoned by external 

influences was widespread.  

This fear of the Church being somehow tarnished or contaminated by popular, 

secular online discourse implies that, for all its willingness to jump aboard the new 

media bandwagon, the Vatican is still not entirely comfortable in the new 

communications milieu. It also suggests unwillingness for the Church to be influenced 

from outside or below. Instead, new media is perceived in traditional, hierarchical 

terms as a medium that must be used on the Vatican’s own terms. Whether this mindset 

can survive for long in the new era is surely open to question.  

In defence of the Church, unidirectionality is a natural state of mind for an 

ancient institution organised along hierarchical lines in which the Pope embodies the 

infallible word of God. Further, evangelisation – the core mission of all Catholics – is 
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arguably inherently unidirectional in nature. Fundamentally, it involves informing 

others about the word of God. This process need not be entirely one way, but it does 

imply that the key messages come from the Catholic to the non-Catholic. Indeed, it 

might be argued that an omnidirectional approach is perhaps better suited to the 

horizontal, autonomous and cacophonous world of Protestantism than the ordered, 

strictly layered environment of the Catholic Church. So far, at least, new media is 

regarded by the Church more as a tool for top-down evangelisation than as an arena of 

genuine conversation and mutual learning. Based on the nature of new media as 

discussed in Chapter two and the impact of disruptive technologies, the Church must 

find a way to strike a balance between its natural urge to speak and evangelise and the 

equally urgent need to listen and debate – the latter two qualities more relevant than 

ever in the interactive world of new media. 

To some extent, then, the interviews contradicted the claim set out in the 

literature review by Arasa et al. (2018: 340) that the world of new media will inevitably 

influence the Church’s internal debates. At least, this is not how the participants saw 

it – other than in the most basic terms of the potential for the Pope, or other figures, 

being subjected to online abuse from strangers or trolls. Rather, the participants 

perceived the media in a classically instrumentalist perspective – that is, how the 

Church can use the media for its own ends (Hoover and Lundby, 1997). This 

contradicts recent scholarship (c.f. Lovheim and Lynch, 2011: 115), that emphasises 

how the media can use religion rather than vice versa within the context of 

mediatisation of religion. Indeed, there was no real discussion among the participants 

of how the greater connectivity of the faithful might impact upon Church debates.  

Admittedly, the distinction between instrumentality and genuine mutual 

interdependence is by no means clear-cut. It was noted in the literature review that the 

Pastoral Instruction Aetatis Novae (PCSC, 1992) argued that communications are so 

central to the life of the people that the Church is obliged to adapt its culture, activities 

and language to the new cultural environment shaped by the media. As Arasa et al 

(2018: 327) put it, this shift means that 'the media is no longer considered as an 

independent instrument to use when necessary, rather as an agent in which the Church 

needs to be involved for the task of evangelisation'. This, in theory, is the transition 

from an instrumental to a cultural approach. 
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Furthermore, this cultural approach did not fully come through in the 

interviews. As argued elsewhere in this chapter, the primary focus of the participants 

when the topic of new media was raised was indeed instrumental – namely, how the 

Church could use or exploit new media to attract followers and win converts. Granted, 

there is an acceptance that the new media now forms an inescapable part of the zeitgeist 

– it is part of the very plumbing of social and intellectual life. Still, though, the author’s 

impression from the interviews was that the Church, through the lenses of its 

communications officials, still regards the new media, like the old media, in primarily 

instrumental terms.  

The literature review discussed the destabilising potential for new media to 

resemble a 'Trojan horse' that may challenge the authority of institutionalised religion 

once it enters the walls of the citadel and is put to use by religious institutions 

(Hjarvard, 2013: 85). This is because the new media allows for a multiplicity of 

religious voices to challenge the authority of religious institutions, whilst also enabling 

more individualised and networked forms of religious communication to develop as 

part of general Internet culture (Ibid). To draw a comparison with politics, it is 

interesting to note the frequency with which MP WhatsApp groups are cited in media 

stories as politicians use such networks to gossip, plot and critique decisions taken by 

ministers. So far, however, there is little evidence of similar ‘backstairs’ manoeuvring 

in the Vatican, or at the diocesan level. Certainly, this was not mentioned by any of 

the participants – although it should be noted that, in general, they understandably 

sought to place a positive spin on things. This might change in future. 

At the same time, though, the participants are right to doubt that new media 

will be as transformative as, say, the creation of the printing press. The printing press 

enabled the dissemination of new ideas and ultimately weakened the Church’s control 

over the individual’s access to religious texts. This arguably encouraged the 

individualisation of belief in the early modern period and the subsequent rise of 

Protestantism (Eisenstein, 1979). One could make an argument that the profound 

horizontal connective potential of new media will make it easier for potential rebels to 

group together and resist the authority of the Church, potentially even creating a future 

schism within Catholicism.  
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More pertinent, perhaps, is that the growth of new media accelerates what 

Hjarvard (2009) describes as the ‘soft individualism’ of modern faith. This centuries-

long process has occurred because of the increasing scope for individuals to engage 

with religion independently, through the media rather than under the surveillance and 

influence of religious institutions (Lovheim and Lynch, 2011: 114). This has eroded 

the normative relationship between the religious institution and the individual, creating 

an increasing individualisation of faith as the individual engages on her own terms. In 

a British context, Bruce (1995) wrote that Britons were moving from ‘cathedral to cult’ 

– picking the parts of religion they liked and ignoring others as religion became 

increasingly privatised. According to Hjarvard (2013: 83), the ultimate outcome of 

these changes is not the erosion of religion itself but the erosion of the power of 

traditional religious institutions to define the practice of religion.  

It is easy to see why new media might accelerate this shift. An individual who 

engages with religion initially through YouTube, or perhaps a viral video on TikTok, 

might be watching almost any type of content – a video produced by the Vatican itself, 

perhaps, or an interview with the famous atheist Richard Dawkins, or a conspiracy 

theory about Mary Magdalene; the possibilities are almost endless. Rather than 

learning about religion in a structured, orderly way under the auspices of the Church, 

such individuals may instead employ the ‘pick and mix’ approach described by Bruce 

(1995), whereby they adopt the elements of religion they like and omit the elements 

they do not.  

Similarly, the emergence and development of new media will only accelerate 

the degree to which the Church operates in a mediatised landscape. Even 20 years ago, 

Couldry (2003) was already arguing that the defining characteristic of the ‘media age’ 

is that the media has become ‘the unquestioned centre of society’. As Hjarvard (2013: 

83) puts it, the media has largely taken over as the key provider of information and 

moral orientation in society, while also becoming ‘society’s most important storyteller 

about itself’. The overriding importance of the media was acknowledged, implicitly or 

explicitly, by almost all the participants. They all, for instance, emphasised the urgency 

of embracing new media rather than shunning it. Indeed, the latter course wasn’t even 

considered to be a realistic option.  
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Not fully discussed during the interviews but an important point nonetheless is 

the fact that, in some ways, the development of new media entrenches still deeper the 

mediatised nature of modern society. A young person nowadays arguably lives a more 

mediatised life than ever before – both in terms of the content they access and, 

increasingly, also in terms of the content they provide by publishing their own 

photographs, text, and videos online. From the moment they wake up to the moment 

they go to bed, an individual can now be fully immersed in the media world and live 

out much of their life online. This level of immersion is not entirely unprecedented – 

fears about TV-obsessed ‘couch potatoes’ were a commonly expressed worry of 20th 

century society – but the world of new media does seem to represent a step change 

from old media in terms of fully immersing its consumers in a mediatised world.  

For the Church, this development presents a double-edged sword. On the one 

hand, it is now easier than ever to connect with and engage with potential new converts 

to Catholicism. Indeed, it is possible for the Church to maintain an almost constant 

dialogue with the faithful on the various new media formats. On the other hand, 

though, a life that is lived in the ether rather than through face-to-face interaction is 

not really conducive of the type of ethical, community-oriented life that the Church 

has long sought to encourage. Indeed, Pope John Paul II stated in 2002 that 'the Internet 

can offer magnificent opportunities for evangelization' but 'can never take the place of 

the direct human contact required for genuine evangelization' (Arasa et al, 2018: 328). 

This “direct human contact” is fundamental to the Church’s ethos. The virtual world 

must also act as a complement to, rather than a substitute for, the real-world elements 

of Catholicism (PCSC, 2002b, n. 10). In using new media, then, the Church must find 

a way to make such formats a starting point for individuals’ relationship with the 

Church rather than an end in itself. Media such as YouTube or TikTok must become a 

portal – a term used frequently during the interviews – for a deeper, more meaningful 

relationship with the Church, one grounded in real life interaction and meaningful 

dialogue.   

Additionally, there is a risk that the shift to new media increases the likelihood 

of the Church’s message being trivialised or commoditised. The literature review 

discussed Hjarvard‘s observation that ‘the liturgy and iconography of the 

institutionalised religions have become a stockpile of props for the staging of media 

narratives’ (2013: 94). If anything, the rise of new media makes this tendency even 
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more likely to occur, as complex religious messages are reduced to brief video clips 

capable of quickly capturing the attention of busy media consumers who flit from site 

to site and app to app in the search for instant gratification.  

The participants were alive to this danger. Indeed, several focused specifically on the 

risk of the Church becoming overly preoccupied with commoditising the Pope himself. 

This is not to say that the participants were not generally very supportive and 

appreciative of the Pope’s ability to connect with people around. As the second 

participant observed, Pope Francis… [has a] really remarkable ability to 

communicate through new media and other ways… [He is]a living media figure – he 

can speak…and that content can often enter the media cycle, enter reporting. The Pope 

is thus a significant in the Church’s new media landscape. Yet this clearly raises a risk 

that the Church’s message becomes all about the Pope and not about the Gospels 

themselves. Indeed, it is perhaps worth recalling the assertion of Participant three as 

discussed in the previous chapter in which he spelt the difference between Christianity 

and Churchianity.  

The shift to new media potentially deepens this tension because the most 

obvious way for the Church to attract eyeballs or impressions on social media is by 

commoditising the Pope and his personal brand. His face, presence, words, and 

gestures are compelling to many people, even to non-believers, so practical is his 

personality. It is thus natural that the Church will place the Pope at the front and centre 

of much of its communications. Furthermore, all religious institutions face the problem 

of how to explain what is, by its very nature, a very complex phenomenon (Contreras, 

2019: 235). Catholicism is undeniably complicated, but the media world – and perhaps 

the new media world in particular – demands simple stories presented with the last 

amount of nuance possible. Faced with this demand for simple, attractive, easily 

digested stories and images, it is perhaps inevitable that the Church will utilise the 

image of the Pope at the centre of its strategy. Equally, though, the Church needs to 

bear in mind the overriding importance of evangelising in its truest sense: converting 

people to the words of the Gospels, not merely to the glamour and aesthetic appeal of 

the Church and its major personalities.  

It was striking just how alive the participants were to the Christianity versus 

Churchianity debate. Several expressed clear views that the purpose of media 
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engagement was to encourage the spread of Christianity – not to bolster the Catholic 

Church itself. It is here that the distinction between the Church’s religious interests 

and institutional interests becomes relevant. As an ancient institution, it is perhaps only 

natural that the Church, and the senior personalities within it, should wish to cement 

and expand the reach of Catholicism. In many ways, this has been central to the 

Church’s mission for centuries. It is impressive, however, that so many of the 

participants stressed that Christianity must come before Churchianity. The interests of 

the religion as a whole must come before the institutional self-interest of the Church, 

and the two do not always go hand in hand. This striking level of self-awareness was 

noteworthy and perhaps spoke to underlying tensions within the Vatican about how 

best to craft a meaningful, more efficient and effective communications strategy in the 

21st century.  

In synthesising these points, then, it might be observed that new media will not 

necessarily change the unidirectional form of communications historically preferred 

by the Church, but it has the capacity to increase the individualisation of faith and 

make it even more difficult for the Church to draw Catholics together into a coherent 

and unified whole. The Church must also strike a balance between devising engaging 

new media content while, at the same time, encouraging the faithful to step out into 

the real world and engage with Catholicism in person as often as possible.  

5.4  Circumventing the Secular Gatekeepers 

As noted, a key theme in the literature review was that the horizontal, 

interactive nature of new media would inevitably drag the Church into public debate 

and lead to the Church’s internal discussions becoming more subject to outside 

influences. Indeed, the literature review underlined that, historically, developments in 

the media have exerted a significant influence on the development of religions and 

religious institutions (Hjarvard, 2013: 84). In this context, Arasa et al. (2018) 

speculated that the hierarchical nature of the Church would make it difficult for it to 

respond quickly enough in the rapid, ever-moving world of social media, where speed 

of response is critical. Yet the interviews underlined that, to some extent, this reading 

of the nature of new media appears to be mistaken. There are some elements of new 

media – Twitter, for instance – which are indeed rapid and demand constant 

engagement. This is likely to be challenging for the Church. There are other sites 
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however – YouTube and TikTok, for instance – which permit more unidirectional 

engagement, offering an outlet for the Church to promote its content without needing 

to become involved in a constant back and forth with users.  

Indeed, far from fearing new media, some participants perceived opportunity 

in the impersonal, numbers-driven world of social networks and online apps. It was 

notable that one of the participants became most animated when discussing TikTok’s 

algorithm, the objective nature of which permits the Church to reach young people 

through viral videos. Driven by numbers rather than editorial opinion, networks such 

as TikTok reward watchable content regardless of who produces it. It is thus open to 

the Church to produce such content. If it succeeds in doing so, it will attract the 

attention of potential converts who can engage with such material directly, not through 

the filter of the secular world.  

This contrasts clearly with the mainstream media, much of which – in the 

Western world at least – is avowedly secular, often to the point of treating religion as 

somehow antediluvian or an unfortunate deviation from rationality. This is a view that 

is supported by Zasepa (2003) and he points out several reasons for preconceptions on 

the part of journalists against religion: pseudo-liberalism, cynicism, consumerism, 

control complexity. Dulles (1994) puts it succinctly: “…a permanent inbuilt tension 

exists between the church and the popular media of communication. The church 

cannot rely primarily on secular journalism to communicate its message to its own 

members.” It is difficult for the Church to promote its views through the mainstream 

press, or even through public broadcasters, without a heavily secularised lens being 

applied to everything it says. Media cynicism towards the Church has understandably 

increased because of institutional failings in addressing issues of paedophilia among 

the clergy, among other problems. As well as the stance on moral issues involved in 

homosexuality, marriage, abortion and issues such as ordination of women. Yet so 

profound has the level of cynicism become that many Catholics, both clergy and 

layman alike, feel the Church no longer gets a fair hearing in mainstream social and 

political discourse.   

The theme of mediatisation explored in the literature review has clear relevance 

here. The concept of mediatisation elucidates how the modern media’s penetration into 

almost all aspects of contemporary life is transforming society (Lundby, 2009: 4). 
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Mediatisation can be interpreted as a meta-process that transforms society alongside 

other major trends such as globalisation, commercialisation and individualisation 

(Krotz, 2008). Mediatisation is not independent of these other important contemporary 

processes but interacts with them in a relationship of mutual interdependence 

(Lovheim and Lynch, 2011: 112). In a religious context, Hjarvard (2008, 2010,2011, 

2013, 2016) has argued that religion in the contemporary world is increasingly 

mediated through secular, independent media institutions – and consequently, religion 

increasingly finds itself shaped by the ideas of these institutions (Lovheim and Lynch, 

2011: 111).  

Yet much of the new media is neither secular nor religious, it is entirely devoid 

of any slant or bias whatsoever. If we consider a major newspaper or broadcaster, we 

can perceive its political slant or ideas almost instantly. The Guardian is Left-leaning 

in orientation, for instance, while The Daily Mail is right-wing. Fox News is even more 

right-wing. And so on. Yet sites such as YouTube and TikTok appear to have no such 

ideological bent. They are simply vacuums or blank holes into which users upload 

their content, which could be profane, sacred or anything in between. In theoretical 

terms, then, new media appears to come much closer to the school of thought that the 

media is simply a neutral vehicle for transmitting content (Hoover, 2006).  Of course, 

some new media sites, such as Twitter or Facebook, are potentially more partisan. 

Twitter is regarded by some as a liberal echo chamber as a study from the Pew 

Research Centre (2019) posits, while Facebook has attracted controversy for allegedly 

allowing ‘fake news’ to be spread amongst its users. From a Marxist perspective, the 

media, in whatever form, fulfils an ideological function by enabling the reproduction 

and legitimisation of social structures and their underlying logics of domination 

(Jauréguiberry and Proulx, 2011; Gauthier and Uhl, 2012: 54-5). One might argue, for 

instance, that sites such as Twitter, even though powered by multiple algorithms 

focused on personalisation simply reproduce the dominant, overwhelmingly 

secularised worldview commonly seen in mainstream Western culture especially when 

it comes to trends and topics.  

Yet, as vehicles for content rather than providers of content, there seems little 

doubt that most new media organisations are different from their ‘old’ media 

counterparts. They do not play the role of secular gatekeepers in quite the same way 

as traditional media institutions once did and to some extent still do. In this sense, the 
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liberal perspective on new media – which posits the new media as an arena for 

individual self-expression and freedom – perhaps comes closest to the truth (Hoover, 

2006).  Potentially, this creates scope for the Church to circumvent the mediating role 

played by media institutions. Before the rise of the mass media, issues and debates 

were framed by the Church itself, rather than filtered through the secular lens and logic 

of the media. Plausibly, the Church might now have the opportunity to reclaim some 

of this lost ground as it takes advantage of the opportunity to connect with the faithful, 

and potential faithful, outside the traditional structures of the mainstream media. 

The reference to Donald Trump by one participant was noteworthy here and 

perhaps even revealed more than it intended. For it seems fair to observe that Trump 

leveraged new media not only in the basic sense of communicating with lots of 

followers but also, critically, he achieved this outside of traditional media structures 

and in the face of widespread opposition from traditional media organisations. Indeed, 

the rise of Trump, along with related convention-defying phenomena such as Brexit, 

suggests that the power of the mainstream media is declining in contemporary society. 

Increasingly, it seems apparent that the influence of institutions such as, say, the New 

York Times or the BBC is being undermined by the sharing of peer-to-peer content on 

social networks and the capacity of Trump-like figures to popularise their views on 

new media.  

This raises the interesting prospect that the unidirectionality debate might not 

have the projected outcome. Plausibly, it is not institutions such as the Catholic Church 

whose authority will be most challenged by the rise of new media but, rather, that of 

traditional media institutions themselves. Their gatekeeper role as the curator and the 

ones who vet content is being steadily eroded, as prominent individuals and institutions 

increasingly use new media to communicate to mass audiences independently. As 

such, it is perhaps not the Catholic Church which has most to fear from the rise of new 

media but rather the old media institutions themselves.  

In theoretical terms, then, the concept of the media as language appears to be 

changing (Meyrowitz, 1993). Or, rather, the language itself seems to be changing. As 

explained by Hjarvard (2013: 82), the choice of medium and genre exerts significant 

influence on narrative construction, reality status and the mode of reception of 

messages. Thus, the media naturally shapes religious representations to the modalities 
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of the particular medium. In the West, this means above all that religion is portrayed 

through the lens of popular culture. And in the context of YouTube or TikTok, it 

implies an overwhelmingly visual – as opposed to written or oral – form of 

communication. A Church built on first the spoken and then the written word, must 

now dedicate itself to the mastery of the visual.  This can be observed in the 

consolidation of the several YouTube channels into one run by Vatican News and the 

presence of the Pope’s official account on Instagram.  

The curious combination of the Vatican and TikTok is thus perhaps less 

dissonant than it sounds. By enabling direct communication between the Church and 

the individual, free of the secularised filter applied by the mainstream media, sites such 

as TikTok can provide an arena for evangelisation. In this arena, the Church can 

compete on equal terms – indeed, arguably on stronger terms than most given its 

budget and instantly recognisable branding, especially as personified by the Pope. The 

Pope (office and person) is the ideal vehicle to bridge the divide between the sacred 

and the popular. His unique status as celebrity, statesman and religious leader gives 

the Catholic Church a clear leverage in terms of its branding efforts. In this arena, the 

Church need not fear its message being tarnished or undermined by secularist cynicism 

or apathy.  

One should perhaps not overstate the opportunities presented by apps such as 

TikTok or YouTube. Gauging the transformative potential of new technologies is 

always difficult, but it seems unlikely that new media will have the same dramatic 

effect as the invention of the printing press, which was a crucial development in 

enabling the Church to expand and absorb disparate Christian communities whose 

traditions were orally based (Horsfield, 2015). During the later Roman period, literate 

skill enabled an emergent clerical class to acquire positions of power and leadership 

within the Church and then to use this power, and the social and intellectual heft of the 

written word, to expand the reaches of Catholicism (Hjarvard, 2013: 84). Will the 

creators of viral video content on TikTok be the modern equivalent of this class of 

literate men? Can technologically savvy members of the Church expect to rise to new 

positions of power and influence? It seems unlikely as a result of the hierarchical 

structure of the Church, but there is no doubt that technological aptitude, along with a 

deep understanding of the nature of new media, will be important for the Church in 

future.  
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However, such an unprecedented opportunity to engage with young people 

directly also places a moral burden on the Church to engage ethically and with due 

respect for objectivity and truth. This is the focus of the next sub-chapter.  

5.5  The Search for Objectivity 

 The literature review discussed the ‘two dominant logics of journalism: the 

criteria of newsworthiness and the role of sources' (Hjarvard, 2013: 88). This has two 

implications for the Church’s media strategy. First, the actions and messages of 

religious institutions must be newsworthy and comply with journalistic ideas of social 

significance and topicality (Ibid; Hjarvard, 2011). This means that religious issues with 

no clear conflict of interest will rarely become news, regardless of how relevant they 

might seem to religious communities themselves (Hjarvard, 2013: 88). The declining 

role of the media as gatekeepers, as discussed above, might lessen the salience of this 

logic in future. This is even more so as the Church does not have to rely on what news 

organisations regard as newsworthy as it is able to generate its own content.  

 However, the second criterion, relating to sources, remains relevant. This logic 

means that religious institutions such as the Catholic Church have to be seen as a 

relevant and reliable news source. Sources must not only supply information and 

opinions relevant to the topic at hand but must also provide information and opinions 

that are seen as credible, factual, and objective by those who consume such content 

(Hjarvard, 2013: 88). The Church may now be able to engage directly in 

communication with individuals, rather than through traditional media institutions as 

previously, but it still needs to be seen as a reliable news source – not least because 

the Church itself is built on strong ethical foundations. ‘Fake news’ might work for 

Donald Trump, but it would hardly be in keeping with the self-image and moral 

commitments of the Catholic Church. 

 It might be argued that some of this framing is now outdated, given that the 

Church will increasingly be a producer of content in the new media landscape rather 

than a source for the content of others. Yet, if anything, this fact only increases the 

importance of objectivity and truthfulness. If the Church communicates directly with 

(often young) individuals, as it increasingly will, then it will take on all the ethical 

obligations traditionally applicable to news institutions such as the BBC or New York 

Times. Of course, rigorous journalistic standards are costly. To take something as basic 
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as requiring two independent sources before running a story, for example, the search 

for such sources will inevitably require time and money. This might induce the Church 

to steer away from providing serious news content, instead contenting itself with 

relatively simple religious messages.  

The importance of objectivity and truth was acknowledged by almost all the 

participants, but they held very different views on how far this presented a challenge 

for the Church. Some were candid in acknowledging the inherent difficulty of 

attempting to strike a balance between using the media to evangelise, on the one hand, 

while at the same time ensuring objectivity in the reporting and message, on the other 

hand. Other participants, in contrast, took a more simplistic view that the Church’s 

message is ‘the truth’ and therefore there is nothing to worry about on this score. This 

latter approach appears unsatisfactory and would arguably do much to undermine the 

Church’s reputation for truthfulness and probity if it were allowed to proceed 

unchecked. Fortunately, however, key opinion-makers in the Dicastery itself seem 

well aware of the need to pursue rigorous journalistic standards.  

 The interview with Participant Eight on portals of evangelisation revealed one 

important factor. In speaking of evangelisation, the Church is mostly, though not 

solely, interested in converting young people. For it is young people whose views on 

the world and on religion are least formed and thus the most susceptible to persuasion. 

The reference to TikTok was unwittingly revealing here, for it exposed the Church’s 

overriding interest in capturing the hearts and minds of the emerging adults (usually 

teenagers or 20-somethings) who use such apps.   

 Yet the Church must tread carefully here for the obvious reason that 

evangelising among youths potentially poses serious ethical questions, especially 

where those youths are under the age of 18. In many jurisdictions, the state imposes 

regulations on what may or may not be taught to young people. For instance, in Britain, 

schools are required to ‘recognise diverse religions and systems of belief in the UK 

both locally and nationally’ (National Curriculum in England, 2013). Such regulations 

are designed to ensure that children receive a fully rounded education, leaving them 

free, ultimately, to make up their own minds about religion and other major existential 

questions.  
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 Although the Church is as entitled as anyone else to promote its views and 

beliefs in the public sphere, including in the new media sphere, it would perhaps be 

sensible in the long run for the Church to commit to explicit and codified policies of 

objectivity and truth in reporting. Far from making evangelisation more difficult, such 

a commitment could in fact enhance the power of the Church’s message and imbue it 

with a moral seriousness that is attractive to non-believers. Indeed, it might be argued 

that the Church could provide some of the serious content so often lacking in the 

mainstream media. In the West, especially, much of the media seems entirely unaware 

of its own blind spots. In line with this, The Eternal Word Television Network 

(EWTN) which runs a Catholic-themed programming and broadcasts in seven 

languages continues to grow especially in Latin America and Aleteia founded by lay 

Catholics has been hugely successful in its mission of truth-seeking and combatting 

disinformation. The Church, with its inherent catholicity and presence in all regions 

and cultures, is well-placed to offer rounded and cosmopolitan content, even if 

inevitably buttressed by religious foundations.      

5.6  The Church’s Use of New Media to Evangelise and Foster Community 

 The fulcrum of the Church’s teachings firmly rests on evangelisation as the 

most important mission of any Catholic faithful. The call for discipleship remains an 

imperative for all Catholics; a moral duty they must observe as far as possible. One of 

the key arguments made in the thesis is that the development of new media offers 

religious institutions new opportunities to communicate with followers and the wider 

general public – in other words, to evangelise. Further, the interactive nature of new 

media creates possibilities for religious institutions to strengthen their ties with 

existing believers and create a new sense of presence and community (Hjarvard, 2013: 

85-6). Thus far, however, research appears to demonstrate that most religious 

institutions have struggled to use digital media to reach out to new potential followers. 

Instead, new media has mostly been used to communicate among existing members of 

a religious community, whilst also facilitating a more individualist stance towards 

religious institutions (Hoover et al., 2004; Lovheim, 2008). 

 The interviews largely confirmed the presence of scepticism. They also 

revealed few concrete examples of how the Church uses new media to attract new 

followers. The Pope’s activities on Twitter were frequently mentioned in the 
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interviews, but little evidence was provided as to how effective this presence on 

Twitter actually converts new people to Catholicism. At the local level, networks such 

as WhatsApp have been key in maintaining communication during the pandemic, but 

again there is little evidence of such activity winning new adherents to Catholicism. 

Rather, its primary purpose seems to be to maintain communication and dialogue 

among existing believers, often for relatively prosaic (though not necessarily 

unimportant) purposes – such as the church cleaning rota mentioned by one of the 

Nigerian participants. As Participant 7 stated, “Every parish now, one of the major 

means of communication is the WhatsApp… parishes have WhatsApp group for 

members and different church societies and every other structure. So, it is a very 

powerful means of bringing people together, to share common ideas, to promote 

common projects and so on”. 

 Yet there was little evidence of local dioceses engaging in interactive 

conversations or meaningful dialogue with parishioners or others. Although dioceses 

have their own websites, or even television stations in some cases, communication 

continues to be unidirectional rather than truly interactive. Thus, the picture painted 

by Cantoni and Tardini (2009) a decade ago; of the Church being effective at web 1.0 

but less so at the more interactive web 2.0, appears to remain true. As Arasa et al. 

(2018: 330) put it, “the Church [is] well-disposed to speak, but not so ready to debate 

and listen”.  

 Cost is undoubtedly a factor here. Several of the participants mentioned the 

cost pressures involved in providing new media content, especially at the diocesan 

level. These cost pressures are even greater in the developing world, where dioceses 

often survive on very limited funds. This issue of costs echoed the arguments made in 

the literature review that the cost of media operations is a serious concern for the 

Vatican. The Church faces a major problem of how to fund its media operations whilst 

still maintaining the highest technical standards. Spending on Vatican media 

constitutes a significant proportion of the Holy See's budget, and thus the question of 

cost is likely to remain uppermost in the minds of Vatican decision-makers – as 

illustrated by the decision of Benedict XVI to create a special commission to audit the 

Vatican's institutions, including the media, to measure their financial efficiency and 

transparency (Gesiak, 2017: 8). 
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Furthermore, unlike the majority of non-religious institutions, the Church 

cannot turn to advertising or commercial income for fear of this undermining its 

ideological independence or overly associating it with secular products (Gesiak, 2017: 

8). Indeed, although attracting online advertising is the basic business model and 

dominant revenue stream across new media, it is a route closed to the Church. The 

Vatican must thus weigh up other potential methods of funding its media content and 

provision. Whatever it decides, however, the pressure to keep a limit on costs will 

remain strong and based on the Dicastery’s remit, there is unlikely to be a sudden rush 

of resources made available to dioceses to provide new media content. Instead, they 

will have to make ends meet and do their best to engage audiences without spending 

significant amounts of money.  

 The participants did not show much appreciation of the inherently egalitarian 

nature of the new media landscape. One of the key points made in the literature review 

is that the Church has no special advantage in the new media arena when it comes to 

religious and spiritual affairs. As Gauthier and Uhl (2012: 56) observe, the world of 

new media and the Internet is ‘a world of competition where players are levelled' and 

a simple blog might catch the eye as easily as one of the world's oldest religious 

institutions. The Church must therefore battle for interest and visibility by offering 

substantive content that is attractively designed. In essence, the Church is forced to 

consider its 'branding' – the recognisable institutional identity that will attract followers 

and help to spread the Church's message (Einstein, 2008; Gauthier and Uhl, 2012). In 

the age of new media, this requires above all the need to communicate religion in a 

visually appealing manner, relying heavily on symbols and aesthetically appealing 

practices (Hepp and Kronert, 2008: 3). Indeed, Pope John Paul II largely reinvented 

the Church's relationship with the mass media by performing high profile telegenic 

activities such as major visits, speeches, canonisations and liturgical celebrations 

(Arasa et al., 2018: 327). Nonetheless, new media such as the Internet further 

encourage this trend. According to Gauthier and Uhl (2012: 67), the Internet prioritises 

aesthetic and sensual appeal and necessitates convenience, accessibility, and visibility 

– qualities the authors suggest are not necessarily part of the Catholic Church's 

tradition. 

 Yet this recourse to religious branding accentuates the Christianity versus 

Churchianity debate discussed above and considered in depth by the participants. The 
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Church in many ways faces a paradox: it is the Pope who allows the Church to stand 

out from the cacophony of competing voices in the new media landscape, but the more 

the Church pushes the singular figure of the Pope, arguably the greater the risk that it 

trivialises its core religious message. Religious branding differs from mainstream 

branding in one crucial respect: the branding of religion is distinctive because the 

'brand' of religion itself is special and involves claims of a transcendent or sacred 

nature (Lundby, 2006; Hepp and Kronert, 2008: 4). If the public face of Catholicism 

simply becomes about the Pope and little else, therefore, then this, first, potentially 

undermines the broader message of the Gospels and undermines the sacred nature of 

the Church’s claims to represent the one true faith; and, secondly, creates a danger that 

a future Pope might perhaps not share Francis’s charisma, which would call into 

question the logic of the Church’s personality-dependent communications strategy. 

Yet, equally, if the Church does not use the Pope as its ‘sacred brand’, then it may 

simply find itself overlooked in the online competition for followers and eyeballs 

(Hepp and Kronert, 2008: 4). Striking the appropriate balance here will be no easy task 

for the Vatican’s communications strategists.  

 The participants were remarkably alive to this issue, although they appeared to 

be at as much of a quandary as everybody else when it came to the question of how to 

resolve it. As Participant 9 stated, “The need to be creative in presenting the faith on 

this modern platform, in a manner in keeping with what holds attention for users of 

this space, especially the youths, immediately raises another subtle but very important 

challenge. The challenge of finding the perfect mean; the appropriate tone; the right 

template; the acceptable balance between virtual creativity and the catholic content. 

That the latter does not get lost or become trivialised in the gallant attempt of 

achieving the former, is a major challenge that a conscious and conscientious user of 

new media must face”.  

More cutting was Participant 3, who commented: I tend to think it’s a bit too 

focused on the Pope and if you tuned into Vatican News, you’ll think the Church was 

about the Pope and not about Jesus. These comments imply some degree of internal 

tension about how the Church projects itself in the new media arena. They also support 

the view set out by Einstein (2008), who claims that the need to market religion in the 

digital age is having important effects on the nature of religion itself. In particular, 

competition between faiths is increasing the tendency to promote religion as 
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entertainment; this blurs the boundaries between religion and culture (Gauthier and 

Uhl, 2012: 59). The problem for internal critics, however, is that the Pope is a real, 

living, charismatic figure – whereas Jesus and the Pope are not contemporaneous. It is 

thus entirely understandable, in communications terms at least, that the Vatican’s 

communications strategists should focus on the former rather than the latter. More so, 

Catholic theology and doctrine point to the Pope as the visible representative of Christ 

in the world.  

On the other hand, the sensual and the aesthetic dimensions of religion hardly 

lie entirely outside the Church’s own traditions. Churches were built on a grand and 

majestic scale deliberately to inspire awe among the faithful, for instance, and the 

famous Catholic liturgical embellishments such as incense are equally intended to 

convey the majesty of God. In this sense, the Catholic Church is arguably better suited 

to the new media era than the more austere versions of Protestantism, and indeed better 

placed than Islam, with its strict rules against religious iconography. The visual and 

the aesthetic, in other words, is very much part of the Church’s own tradition. The 

central importance of the Pope is core to the Catholic tradition and is a key distinction 

between Catholicism and Protestantism. Given this, some of the internal gripes against 

the Pope’s domination of the Church’s communications content are perhaps somewhat 

puritanical.   

Ultimately, then, in the view of this author at least, the Churchianity versus 

Christianity debate is perhaps overblown. The Pope has arguably always been a ‘brand 

symbol’ of Catholicism, a key differentiator between the Catholic faith and other 

denominations and creeds. The Pope enables the Church to communicate Catholicism 

'as a focused and specific belief offer' – a consistent and cohesive brand message that 

other, more diffuse religions, such as Protestantism and Buddhism, find difficult to 

match (Hepp and Kronert, 2008: 7). In short, therefore, the Pope gives Catholicism a 

hugely significant brand advantage over other religions. The internal critics of the 

Pope’s visibility should perhaps bear this in mind as they ponder the question of how 

best to frame the Church’s message and attract new followers in the hyper-competitive 

new media landscape.  

5.7  Measuring Impacts of New Media 
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 One of the principal research questions was to examine the impact of the new 

media on the Church. Quite how one defines ‘impact’ in this sphere, however, is a 

matter of some debate. On one level, the high number people following the Pope’s 

Twitter accounts – 18.8 million on the English @Pontifex account at the time of 

writing – is a form of impact of new media on the church. It indicates a high level of 

interest, if not necessarily engagement, in the Pope’s message and, through this, the 

broader message of the Church.  

 Ultimately, though, impact must surely be measured in terms of evangelisation. 

It is this, ultimately, that drives almost all the Church’s activities. In this regard, it must 

be asked: are the Church’s activities on new media actively helping to increase the 

number of Catholics? Are they also helping to consolidate the faith of existing 

Catholics? These are difficult metrics to measure. It is difficult to isolate the effect of 

new media on evangelisation because growth (or decline) in the number of Catholics 

is intrinsically bound up with population growth and broader societal trends.  

 The most recent Vatican statistics, published in L’Osservatore Romano, show 

that there are currently approximately 1.34 billion Catholics in the world – equivalent 

to about 17.7% of the world’s population (Glatz, 2021). This represented an increase 

of 16 million Catholics on the previous year’s figure, equating to a 1.12% increase 

compared to a global population increase of 1.08% (Glatz, 2021). The number of 

Catholics increased in every continent except Europe. The total number of priests – 

perhaps a more concrete measure of success – around the world slightly increased from 

414,065 in 2018 to 414,336 in 2019 (Glatz, 2021). The largest increases were seen in 

Africa and Asia, with a growth of 3.45% and 2.91%, respectively, followed by Europe 

with a 1.5% increase and the Americas with about 0.5% more. 

 On the basis of these figures, the Church appears to be doing a good job of 

evangelising and winning new converts. That said, it is again difficult to isolate for the 

effect of new media. It is also noteworthy that the biggest growth in priests has come 

in Africa and Asia – regions where the Church’s new media activities have probably 

had least impact given the language barriers and technological limitations in parts of 

these areas. Population growth appears to be the major driver of new Catholics in these 

parts of the world.  
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 It could be that impact of the new media sphere is measured in defensive terms 

– that is, maintaining ‘market share’ vis-a-vis other religions. Yet the unique Papal 

brand, so perfectly suited to the new media age, surely gives the Church a reason to 

set its sights rather higher than this. And even in these terms, the Church is losing 

ground in some regions. In Latin America, for instance, evangelical Protestantism is 

on the rise at the expense of Catholicism. In a 2014 survey conducted in Latin America, 

9% of respondents said they were raised as Protestants, but 19% stated Protestantism 

was their current religion (Pew Research, 2017). In contrast, 84% of respondents were 

raised Catholics but only 69% still considered themselves Catholics (Pew Research, 

2017). Although Catholicism is still the dominant religion in Latin America, therefore, 

it is clearly losing ground to Protestantism.  

 



 213 

  

The major growth driver of Protestantism is Pentecostalism, which heralds the 

‘gifts of the Holy Spirit’ and often embraces practices such as divine healing, speaking 

in tongues and receiving direct revelations from God (Pew Research, 2017). In Latin 

America, the majority of Church going Protestants report they have witnessed such 

practices in church. These practices are also said to be common in sub-Saharan Africa 

and parts of Asia (Pew Research, 2017). Yet although Catholicism is losing out to 

Protestantism in parts of the world, it is difficult to attribute this to any particular 

failings on the part of the Church in the new media sphere.  

CHAPTER SIX – CONCLUSION 

6.1  Introduction 

This chapter concludes the study by reprising the main findings and setting 

them within their overall context in the current scholarly debate. The chapter argues 

that the mainstream literature has under-theorised the possibilities for the Church and 

religious institutions in general to use new media to bypass the secular gatekeepers of 

the traditional media and engage directly with potential followers. In many ways, 

therefore, the shift to new media empowers the Church; whereas the rise of the old 

media often had an emasculating effect in the manner the Church originally 

approached it. This marks the new media era out as fundamentally different in nature 

from the era that went before it. The importance of this for the Church cannot be 

overstated. There is now a real opportunity for the Church to evangelise and create a 

new spirit of religious community on a global basis but, crucially, outside the often-

cynical lens of the secular media. This chapter also considers the possible limitations 

of the study and sets out several suggestions for a future research agenda that could 

take the academic debate still further forward.  

6.2  Summary 

 Following the introductory chapter, Chapter One focused on the contemporary 

context for this thesis by examining digital religion as well as an evolution of media 

themes as found in magisterial documents. Chapter Two reviewed the relevant 

literature particularly the works of Stewart Hoover on Religion and Media, Mia 

Lovheim and Gordon Lynch as well as Stig Hjarvard on Mediatisation of Religion, 
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Henry Jenkins on Convergence Culture, Gauthier et al. on the Catholic Church and the 

Media, Andreas Hepp and Veronika Kronert on Religious Media Events and Branding, 

Heidi Campbell on Digital Religion, Daniel Arasa et al. on Religion and New Media, 

inter alia. These provided a wider context for the arguments developed for the thesis. 

The arguments presented reflected that the study is both grounded in, and 

differentiated from, prior research relating to new media and religion using a strategic 

lens. I traced the Church's interaction with new media in several stages. First, I 

examined the nature of new media. Second, I proceeded to examine the main literature 

on the new media and religion, focusing in particular on how new media accelerates 

the process of religious modernisation. Third, I focused on the Vatican's strategy in 

relation to new media, concentrating especially on the post-2015 reforms. As 

aforementioned, the motu proprio of Pope Francis in 2015 brought about the institution 

of the Dicastery for Communication charged with the overall reorganisation and 

restructuring of the Vatican’s entire communications system.  

 Several key themes emerged from the literature review. First, it was argued 

that religious institutions are no longer in a position to use the media instrumentally. 

The balance of power in the relationship between religion and media has shifted in 

favour of the media, and religious institutions must therefore engage on the media's 

terms or not at all. This means, secondly, that the media is now an all-pervasive 

environment that shapes the culture in which religious institutions operate. This 

'culturalist' perspective acknowledges that the media now not only disseminates 

information but also shapes the way in which humans interact. Third, the growing 

commercialisation of the media compels religious institutions to find ways of bridging 

the sacred and the popular. In the battle for clicks and newsworthiness, the Catholic 

Church must find ways to appeal to popular culture whilst retaining their unique 

properties as sacred institutions. 

 Chapter Three explained the research methodology, according to which the 

body of theoretical material assembled from themes in the literature was analysed in 

the context of contemporary practice. This chapter elucidated in turn the research 

paradigm, study design and also the data collection methods used during the course of 

this study. Further, the chapter also justified the methodological choice given the aims 

of the research and the specific context of the subject under investigation. In addition, 
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it critically assessed this methodology and highlighted the potential limitations of the 

study, as well as assessing the ethical implications of the research. 

 Chapter Four presented the results of the interviews with experts on the 

Vatican’s communications strategy. Interviews 1 – 3 were held with members of the 

Vatican’s Dicastery of Communications. These individuals held, respectively, roles 

as: Deputy Editorial Director of the Dicastery of Communications of the Holy See; 

Member of the Dicastery of Communications (and also Associate Director of the 

Initiative on Catholic Social Thought and Public Life at an independent organisation); 

and Consultor of the Dicastery of Communications (and Editor at Large at an 

independent media group and a Jesuit priest).  

Interviews 4-6 were conducted with members of the Directorate of Social 

Communications of Ibadan Archdiocese in Nigeria. The Archdiocese of Ibadan is 

located in the Southwest of Nigeria, Africa’s most populous country. It is carved out 

of the second largest city in Africa along with neighbouring cities and towns. Three 

key officers from the diocese were interviewed: the Director of Communications, 

whose office coordinates the affairs of the aforementioned units and is responsible for 

all forms of public communication done within the Church and on behalf of the 

Church; the Archdiocesan Secretary/Chancellor, whose specific role is Coordination 

of the Diocesan Curia as Secretary and Administrator of the Chancery; and the 

Director of Internet Services, who holds the oversight function for the Archdiocesan 

website and other social media platforms. 

Finally, interviews 7-9 were conducted with independent experts: the president 

of SIGNIS Africa, a former Chancellor and Lecturer at the Jesuit University, and a 

priest-lecturer and researcher in Philosophy and Theology and a former Archdiocesan 

Secretary. These external experts were able to offer a more objective view of recent 

developments in regard to the Vatican’s communications strategy.  

Chapter Five discussed the findings made in the previous chapter and linked 

them back to the main themes identified in the literature review. Broadly, the 

discussion in this chapter aimed to identify a) What the interviews confirmed in terms 

of the main arguments and themes set out in the literature review; b) What the 

interviews refuted or cast into doubt about these arguments; and c) Topics that 

emerged in the interviews that were not really evident in the literature in any great 
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depth. These last topics were especially interesting in helping to drive forward a future 

research agenda.  

6.3  Main Findings 

The study’s main findings are previewed here as follows. First, the 

restructuring of the Vatican’s various media channels into one, unified Dicastery of 

Communications, the professionalization of the Vatican communication, fostering 

positive attitude of the Vatican towards the shift to new media, the church use of social 

networks, creating theological and doctrinal contents that meet secular expectations, 

strategic unification of the church messages across media, and balancing News/Brand 

management with religious concerns etc. appears to have been the unique strategies 

the Vatican have employed to adapt to New Media. It was also overwhelmingly 

supported by all the participants. This convergent strategy mirrors the convergence 

brought about by new media. The participants also argued that the new structure would 

enable more rapid responses to breaking news and journalistic queries – not, 

traditionally, a strength of the Church – and more fluid sharing of information between 

different Vatican media channels.   

Second, the participants believed the Church had no option but to engage 

wholeheartedly with new media. From the Pope down, the Vatican was perceived to 

be committed to following this course of action – a clearly more progressive and 

modern outlook than the Church displayed in response to various media changes 

during the 20th century. The general consensus, therefore, was that the Church was 

serious, committed, and professional in its approach to the new media landscape. This 

was displayed not only by the Dicastery reform but also by the willingness to allow 

lay media experts greater influence over decision-making. This has enhanced Vatican 

adaptation to new media through fostering positive attitude of the Vatican towards the 

shift to new media, the church use of social networks, creating theological and 

doctrinal content that meet secular expectations, strategic unification of the church 

messages across media, and balancing News/Brand management with religious 

concerns etc. 

Third, the professionalisation of Vatican communications is representative of 

a determination to ensure that communications are conducted by professionals rather 

than, as sometimes in the past, well-meaning amateurs. According to one participant 

(from the independent experts group), for example, “professionalism is now being 
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privileged”. For instance, a layman had become the prefect of the Dicastery, and 

laymen had replaced clergy in charge of the Vatican Press Office. No longer are 

communications seen as something that could be practised by anyone, whether 

informed and professional or not. Instead, communications are now regarded as a 

critical area in which professionalism and expertise were essential. This has helped the 

Vatican take full advantage of the new media and engagement paradigms to increase 

its reach to people at the margin (the poor and vulnerable) and farthest regions, 

organise virtual worship and faith evangelism during the Covid’19 pandemic, engage 

followers through the church use of social media and social networking sites and form 

online community for evangelisation.  

Fourth, there is considerable internal tension about how the Church should 

engage in new media. Broadly, this divide breaks down along purist versus pragmatist 

lines. The purists object to the ‘Pope-ification’ of the Church’s message and argue that 

the Gospels should take centre stage instead. In this view, too much of the Church’s 

communications revolve around the figure of the Pope, while the broader message of 

God’s word is sometimes marginalised. Against this, the Vatican’s pragmatists believe 

that the Pope is the best religious brand in the world, and that it would be folly not to 

use such a charismatic and instantly recognisable figure in seeking to win new 

followers. In this framing, it is argued that, in any case, the Pope’s message generally 

is the message of the Gospels, so there is no contradiction in using the Pope as the 

bridgehead of evangelisation.  

Fifth, the literature review makes clear that the mainstream literature has under-

theorised the possibilities for institutions like the Church to use new media to bypass 

the secular gatekeepers of the traditional media and engage directly with potential 

followers. In many ways, therefore, the shift to new media empowers the Church, 

whereas the rise of the old media often had an emasculating effect. This marks the new 

media era out as fundamentally different in nature from the era that went before it. The 

importance of this for the Church cannot be overstated. There is now a real opportunity 

for the Church to evangelise and create a new spirit of religious community on a global 

basis but, crucially, outside the often-cynical lens of the secular media. 

Sixth, however, there is limited evidence of the Church actually managing to 

use new media to gain new followers. Although the Pope is active on Twitter, and 

Vatican News has become a noted site, participants struggled to point to concrete 

‘wins’ from the Church’s presence on new media. The same was true at the local level, 
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where the interviews made clear that apps such as WhatsApp are mostly used for 

prosaic housekeeping purposes rather than to engage in genuine mutual dialogue with 

the faithful and potential new followers. Local church sometimes curates outputs from 

Vatican Dicastery of Communication. This implies two urgent requirements for the 

Church to consider. First, it needs to be more proactive on new media and seek to craft 

innovative ways to tell the story of the Gospels to new audiences, as well as to convey 

the majesty and history of the Church in a way that engages rather than excludes. 

Second, the Church needs to be more willing to engage in mutual dialogue and 

interaction – to listen as well as to transmit. Such changes will not be easy for a 

hierarchical institution which has historically acted in broadcast rather than receive 

mode. It is, however, critical if the Church is not to lose further ground to rival 

denominations such as Pentecostalism. 

Lastly, the Vatican’s adoption of New Media strategies could negatively result 

in hatred and vitriolic attacks against the church as well as the danger of the church 

neglecting population without access to New Media. Barriers and challenges to 

Vatican and Local Church adoption of New Media are location specific, with age and 

geographical inter-connection posing challenges at Local Church and 

financial/funding constraints of buying and installing New Media. 

6.4  Future Research Agenda 

 The findings of this study suggest several possible avenues for future research 

that could be conducted with the aim of further contributing to academic knowledge 

in this area. First, it would be interesting and potentially informative to pursue a cross-

religion comparison of how other religions use new media. Although Pentecostalism 

was discussed in this study in the context of the rising number of Protestants in Latin 

America, an in-depth examination of how other religions use new media was outside 

the scope of the study. Such a comparison would be interesting in terms of identifying, 

first, areas of commonality between how different religions use new media, and 

secondly, areas of divergence or difference where other religions potentially do things 

better (or worse) than the Church. In this context, it would be particularly interesting 

to attempt to identify ‘best new media practice’ among religious institutions.  

 Secondly, applying the same logic, it would be valuable to examine the 

Church’s new media activities on a cross-regional basis, potentially comparing 
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Europe, Asia, Africa and the Americas. The present study contained some element of 

cross-regional comparison, but the main focus was on the Vatican itself and the 

Archdiocese of Ibadan. This was valuable in enabling examination of both new media 

strategy at the central level and new media practice at the local level. However, future 

research could broaden the scope of investigation to encompass other regions too. This 

might highlight potentially important differences between the use of new media in the 

developed and developing worlds.  

 Finally, it would potentially be extremely valuable to conduct a 

phenomenological case study of engagement with the Church’s new media content. 

Phenomenology is the study of conscious experiences from the first-person point of 

view. Such a case study could aim to examine the engagement of young people, in 

particular, with Church new media content in their normal real-world context. Does a 

certain type of content create more engagement than other types? If so, why? What 

actually appeals to young people when they engage online? Such an investigation 

would require almost a marketing slant, but it would be valuable in both theoretical 

and practical terms to know more about why and how people respond to different types 

of new media content and different types of format/channel.  

6.5  Limitations 

 Any study of this nature will hold certain limitations. Compelling though the 

interviews were, there were certain issues that must be borne in mind as the findings 

are considered. First, it is self-evident from reading the interviews that all the 

participants, including the independent non-Church experts, generally sought to place 

a positive gloss on the Church’s activities. Critical opinions were relatively rare and 

discerning the true thoughts of participants required one, at times, to read between the 

lines. This is not to say that the interviews were entirely laudatory – far from it. The 

comments on the Christianity versus Churchianity debate, for instance, were 

particularly incisive and reflected some honest truths. Broadly, though, the interview 

data perhaps offers a more positive sheen on the Vatican’s activities than might 

necessarily be justified by reality.  

 As Hochschild (2009) observes, therefore, one must 'examine carefully what 

lies behind' the participant’s comments, paying particular attention to 'apparent 

inconsistencies, disconnections, or ambivalences'. Participants may have their own 
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agendas in terms of seeking to frame issues in a particular way. One might expect, for 

example, that a Vatican official would be positive about the Church’s new media 

strategy. This would be natural, given that his personal and professional life is bound 

up with promoting the reputation and interests of the Church. Such natural bias and 

lack of objectivity do not necessarily render the interview data useless, but it must be 

borne in mind when inferring themes from the data.  

 Second, some potentially interesting topics were perhaps under-explored in the 

interviews for a variety of reasons, sometimes because the participant had no particular 

knowledge of the topic at hand and sometimes because the interviewer potentially did 

not pursue lines of question for reasons of time or other issues. One example is the 

issue of Catholic blogs, which were discussed at some length in the literature review. 

The interviews did not explore this topic in great detail, other than tangentially. This 

is a pity because such an exploration could have helped to cast light on the wider issue 

of external challenges to the Vatican’s religious authority, especially by critical 

bloggers such as Rocco Palmo.   

 Third, some of the individuals targeted for interview were regrettably not able 

to participate. It would have been particularly interesting to hear from senior Vatican 

ecclesiastical officials outside the Dicastery of Communications and receive their 

views on the Vatican’s communications strategy. For reasons of time, scope and 

access, such interviews were not possible. Given the relatively small number of 

participants (nine), it is clearly not possible to automatically generalise from their 

experiences and opinions and assume them to be representative of Church opinion as 

a whole.  

6.6  Building the Future 

Although Catholicism is losing out to Protestantism in parts of the world, it is 

difficult to attribute this to any particular failings on the part of the Church in the new 

media sphere. The attraction of receiving ‘direct revelations from God’, however 

imagined is self-evident and something the Catholic Church, with its clearly defined 

catechism, is in no position to rival (even in the unlikely event that it wished to). Does 

new media increase the possibility of losing followers to rivals such as Pentecostalism? 

It is possible, especially if new media videos of church goers speaking in tongues or 
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receiving direct revelations from God attract the curious or the desperate to sample 

Pentecostalism for themselves.   

 Ultimately, though, this battle for followers is not solely, or even mainly, 

something that will take place across new media. Rather, these are questions of real-

life religious experience, not new media messaging. Indeed, the rise of Pentecostalism 

suggests two things about contemporary religious followers. First, there clearly exists 

among large numbers of people a deep spiritual yearning for a connection with 

something or someone greater than themselves. Second, there is equally a desire for 

an interactive, all-embracing religious experience; something active rather than 

passive. Yet quite how far the Catholic Church can, or should, change to meet these 

expectations is open to question. The liturgies of the Mass are grounded in centuries 

of tradition – a tradition which offers comfort to many hundreds of millions of 

Catholics.  

 Arguably this sense of tradition, history and majesty is, along with the Pope, 

the Church’s main asset, in branding terms at least. In an ever-changing world where 

flux and caprice are the order of the day for many people, the constancy of the Catholic 

Church is almost unique. This is something to guard carefully, and as such, the Church 

would surely be ill-advised to seek to emulate some of the more esoteric elements of 

Pentecostalism (or any other religion). The Vatican surely could, however, do a better 

job of communicating its history to followers. An institution that can trace a direct line 

to Saint Peter is a remarkable thing, but perhaps too often taken for granted even by 

Catholics themselves. Using new media to better convey this sense of history to the 

world would be an obvious starting point as the Church seeks to resist further 

encroachment into its followership by Protestant denominations.  

Yet history alone is not enough. There is limited evidence of the Church 

actually managing to use new media to gain new followers. Although the Pope is active 

on Twitter and Vatican News has become a noted site, participants struggled to point 

to concrete ‘wins’ from the Church’s presence on new media. The same was true at 

the local level, where apps such as WhatsApp are mostly used for prosaic 

housekeeping purposes rather than to engage in genuine mutual dialogue with the 

faithful and potential new followers. This implies two urgent requirements for the 

Church. First, it should be more proactive on new media and seek to craft innovative 
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ways to tell the story of the Gospels to new audiences. Second, the Church needs to be 

more willing to engage in mutual dialogue and interaction – to listen as well as to 

transmit. As it was echoed in Camosy (2020) New Evangelisation must tackle 

transmission crisis and the appropriate new media strategy is a vista for that purpose.  

Such changes will not be easy for a hierarchical institution which has historically acted 

in broadcast rather than receive mode. It is, however, critical if the Church is not to 

lose further ground to rival denominations such as Pentecostalism. Above all, the goal 

is not just to appropriate new media strategies in the service of the gospel values or 

theorising the Catholic Social teachings but living them out. 
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Appendix II – Interview Guide  

 

Can you introduce yourself? 

What is your specific role? 

Can you give a general overview of the Vatican New Media Office? 

What is/are the key objective/s in your role? 

How have you responded to the movement from the traditional media to new media? 

What are the prevalent challenges and opportunities in adopting communications and 

new media strategies for the Catholic Church today? 

Can you give a general overview of the role of social networks as portals of 

evangelisation? 

Media operations call for impartiality and objectivity – how can this best be achieved? 

Do you have a code of conduct guiding your media office? (watch dog) 

What is your take regarding strategy in view of the New Secretariat of 

Communications? 

In the wake of the changes in the Vatican Media Office, is there any recorded success 

in terms of how people interact with your content? 

How do you measure this? 

Are there any data or statistics to this effect? 

Do you create media content in-house or do you adopt more of a curation-type 

approach, or commission content? 

In terms of content creation or commissioning, what is your main yard stick (governing 

propensity)? 

What is the relevance of theology to the kind of media content you create? 

How do you effectively and efficiently distribute content? Is it multi-platform? 

What is your sense or perspective of what the multi-platform looks like now? 

How do the Vatican communications strategies and media content impact the local 

Church? 

In the context of inculturation, would you consider this to be effective, successful and 

practicable? 

Do you see the gospel as a brand to be marketed or an experience to be communicated? 

 
Appendix III – Key Themes, Sub-themes and Codes 
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Theme Sub-theme Code 

Vatican Strategic Adaptation to the New Media (VSANM) 

 Institutional Creation of the New Discastry of 

Communication and the Professionalization of the 

Vatican Communication 

VSANM -ICND 

 Positive Attitude of the Vatican towards the shift to 

New Media 

VSANM -PAVN 

 The Church Strategic Use of Social Networks VSANM -CSUSN 

 Creating Theological and Doctrinal Content that meet 

Secular Expectations 

VSANM -TDCSE 

 Strategic Unification of the Church Messages across 

Media 

VSANM-SUCMM 

 Balancing News/Brand Management with Religious 

Concerns 

VSANM-BMRC 

Use of New Media to engage Vatican Followers and Potential Adherents (NVFPA) 

Vatican Effective Utilization of the Benefits and Opportunities proffer by New 

Media (VUBON) 

 Increase reach to People at the Margin (the poor and 

vulnerable) and farthest Regions 

VUBON-PMFR 

 Virtual Worship and Faith Evangelism during the 

Covid’19 Pandemic 

VUBON-VWFE 

 The Opportunity of Social Media and Social 

Networking Sites 

VUBON-OSMSN 

 Opportunities to form Community for Evangelisation VUBON-OCM 

Dangers of Vatican’s Adaption of New Media (DVANM) 

 Hatred and Vitriolic Attacks against the Church DVANM –HVAC 

 Danger of the Church Neglecting Population without 

access to New Media 

DVANM-DCNP 

Vatican New Media Strategies slowly Cascade and Impacts Local Church 

(VNSCI) 

 Local Church Curates Outputs from Vatican Decastry 

of Communication 

VNSCI –LCOVD 

Barriers and Challenges to Vatican and Local Church Adoption of New Media 

(BCVL) 

 Challenges to New Media adoption is Location specific BCVL-CNLC 

 Financial/funding Constraints to New Media adoption BCVL-FCNM 

 

 

Appendix IV– Coding Table with Excerpts 
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Theme One: Vatican Strategic Adaptation to the New Media (VSANM)  

Sub-themes and Codes Quotes 

Institutional Creation of the 

New Discastry of 

Communication and the 

Professionalization of the 

Vatican Communication 

(VSANM –ICND) 

P7: “a very strategic leap [and] a very important structural 

change” ……. 

P7: “…..the Church now privileges communications and sees 

communications not just as an appendage but as an 

important structure in the work and mission of the 

Church”…… 

P7: ….. is that all the erstwhile independent entities now 

converge under the same leadership with the Prefect who is 

now the overseer of all the communications elements within 

the Vatican. 

P1: “thedicastery for Communications is now five years old, 

it’s a baby”. 

P1: …..“the birth of the dicastery for communications has 

been very strong, especially for the historical realities of the 

Vatican media (L’osservatore Romano and Vatican Radio) 

the biggest ones. And through the dicastery, in particular 

through the council of directors – this is the board to guide 

and give the proposals to the directions of the dicastery – we 

are a work in progress. We are not at the end of the story. 

We are working towards a better editorial and institutional 

coordination of the communication and hopefully a greater 

efficiency, which is very important now as we are trying to 

follow the footsteps of the reform of Pope Francis. It is a very 

big one on transparency and better efficiency of the old 

Vatican system”. 

P2: ……….“I think that bringing things together, bringing 

the various departments together under one roof, again from 

where I sit, it does seem like things are getting more efficient 

and effective. In particular, the February 2019 meeting is a 

real example of how all that came together to produce 

something profound at a very difficult media moment, 

communicating about one of the most challenging issues 

facing the Church today with all major media outlets there 

in Rome to cover it with lots of competing voices. I thought 
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that the members of the Dicastery’s team worked effectively 

together to make that happen and the feedback from 

journalists afterwards was that it was unlike any meeting 

they had been previously involved with at the Vatican, that 

the communications worked very well and was very 

professional.” 

P7: ……“professionalism is now being privileged” 

P1: “…..now we can have a journalist from Vatican Radio 

working in L’osservatore Romano and vice versa. This was 

almost completely absent before the dicastery. This is an 

innovation and the possibility of mobility has been created 

because the different erstwhile independent administrations 

have now come together into a unique one in the dicastery. 

P1: “If a journalist wanted something from the Holy SEE 

Press Office and the L’osservatore Romano and the Vatican 

Radio, they were different organizations. But at least it is 

now under one person and they are connected and that makes 

a lot of sense. And I remember how difficult it used to be 

being a journalist so I think the consolidation makes a great 

deal of sense” 

P2: “what I really noted at the last plenary was that the 

involvement of lay people here is very significant. This is not 

to discount the many clergy and religious who are involved 

and do a wonderful work but you really see lay people 

bringing in their expertise from their secular training and 

background into this. I think involving lay people in this has 

been a significant step in moving the ball forward”. 

P1: I think they are doing well but still struggling to bring 

the various erstwhile independent parts of the 

communications system together. That’s still a challenge. 

Positive Attitude of the 

Vatican towards the shift to 

New Media  

(VSANM –PAVN) 

P2: “instrument of propagating the gospel”.  

P1“for the social wellbeing of the people”.  

P8: “an avenue for evangelisation. A new frontier for 

evangelisation”.  
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P2: “the attitude of the Church to new media is 

fundamentally different from the attitude to other media that 

came up in the past” 

The Church Strategic Use 

of Social Networks 

(VSANM –CSUSN) 

P9: “the opportunity the church has here in adopting new 

media strategies is the gift of a faster and more effect means 

of communication, one which is instantaneous and 

uninhibited by geographic borders. This is undoubtedly a 

huge advantage in the sheer size of reach, which helps 

capture one of the meanings of what it means for the church 

to be ‘catholic’ — universal. To ride on the wings of new 

media strategies is to solidify the universal nature of the 

church, herpractices, her rituals and her teachings.” 

P1: “I think Pope Benedict in that message... the last social 

communication day message he delivered as Pope 

dedicated it to social networks as portals of truth and faith 

– new spaces for evangelisation.” 

P3 “I always like to say that Jesus Christ met people where 

they were in his ministry and he did that in two ways: He 

literally went to where they were, so he goes from Nazareth 

to Capaernaum to call the first disciples. He physically goes 

to where they are. And then once there, he speaks in their 

language.” 

P1: “Believers are increasingly aware that unless the good 

news is also made known in the digital world it may be 

absent in the experience of many people - just think of the 

youth for whom this existential space is important. We 

cannot say this is not important because it’s a virtual space. 

No, it is not just a virtual space. The digital environment is 

not parallel purely. It is part of the daily experience of 

many people, especially the young, and social networks are 

the result of human interaction. We have to be aware that 

they also shape the dynamics of human communications”. 
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P7: “Every parish now, one of the major means of 

communication is the WhatsApp… parishes have WhatsApp 

group for members and different church societies and every 

other structure. So, it is a very powerful means of bringing 

people together, to share common ideas, to promote 

common projects and so on” 

P9: “Seminarians and other students of theology, lay 

evangelists or catechists… [could] take a step further in 

launching their own platforms or apps. The more these are 

created and proliferated, the more effective and efficient 

our dissemination of our evangelical mission would be.” 

Creating Theological and 

Doctrinal Content that meet 

Secular Expectations 

(VSANM –TDCSE) 

 P7: “… because any little mistake can create ripples across 

the world. So, it cannot allow certain content contrary to the 

doctrine and beliefs of the Church” 

P2:  stated, “generally, we have the best content going- the 

greatest story ever told. So, we know we have the wonderful 

content out there – the good news and the truth and the 

beauty at centre of what we are doing. That’s number one.” 

P2: “In a sense the Dicastery for Communications doesn’t 

have to think about content because we should be drawing 

content from the peripheries. It is not about top-down or 

bottom-up. It is about bringing all our network of 

communication into the centre and the Dicastery being a 

place that can collect those stories bring them together and 

disperse them again through the network as some sort of a 

hub. So that’s a real benefit for us. It is not about trying to 

create terrific content in the Vatican itself, although we have 

so many opportunities for that, but it’s more about trying to 

gather and dispersing.”  

P7 “…… the beauty and the strength of the church is its 

catholicity. There is the network. It’s not just being catholic 

in name but there is a strong network that links every part of 

the world to the Vatican. In every part of the world the 

Church media is always present, so it gives the Vatican very 
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strong possibility of sharing the news and distributing 

content across the different worlds.” 

Strategic Unification of the 

Church Messages across 

Media 

(VSANM-SUCMM) 

P1:  stated: “we have the task, which isnot an easy task as 

you can imagine, of giving the Vatican editorial coordination 

anddirection. Ensuring that the message is unified. The 

coordination of the message. Andyou have to understand 

how this is difficult because the Vatican media are very 

different,very different stories and output… LR, Vatican 

Radio, Information website Vatican News,LibreriaVaticana 

-The Publisher of the Vatican, and when I say Vatican media 

I mean all theapparatus for the streaming live of the Pope’s 

events and the footage and all that concernsthe image of the 

Holy Father during the events” 

P7:  “At the heart of the Dicastery is the editorial board that 

works together to harmonise the content of what goes into all 

the Vatican media – radio, television, newspaper. This is a 

very strategic and important element. The dicastery becomes 

like a major hub where all the elements of communication 

within the Vatican now combine and work together.” 

P7: “I see it as a principle of convergence. All the various 

elements that were disparate and working separately before 

now all converge together under a single leadership towards 

promoting the Vatican’s communication apostolate.” 

P1: “I think that it is very important to go back to the first 

lines of the motuproprioby Pope Francis because it is really 

the sort of birth certificatein it we can see why the Holy 

Father instituted the dicastery. It is written in the 

motuproprio that established the dicastery (secretariat) that 

The current context of communications, characterized by the 

presence and development of digital media, by the factors of 

convergence and interaction, demands both a rethinking of 

the Holy See’s information system, and a commitment (this is 

very underlined in the motupropio) to reorganize Vatican 

media system to move towards a unified integration and 

management. So this is the core business of the Dicastery. It 

is a very difficult and very challenging one. We are totally 
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aware of this. We come from a situation where honestly there 

was no good coordination among the different Vatican media 

P2: “….there are many Bishops opposed to Pope Francis 

which still amazes me to think about that, and so if the Pope 

puts out a big resource for Laudato Si and the Bishop doesn’t 

like Laudato Si, that’s not going to get to the parishes” 

P7: How many people know of Vatican.va? How many 

people really follow all the Vatican people on twitter or how 

many people have a twitter account to begin with? So, a lot 

of it still depends on the attitude of the Local Ordinary and 

the local priests. 

Balancing News/Brand 

Management with 

Religious Concerns 

(VSANM-BMRC) 

P1: ……”First of all, I feel the challenge is always the first 

one to announce the gospel. After St Paul 2000 years ago to 

the present-day challenge has been to find the most effective 

way to make humanity understand Jesus’ message of 

salvation, and the merciful message of the salvation that the 

Holy Father is pressing towards and gestures every day in 

every corner of the world”. 

P1: expressed “….is not only to communicate information 

but a life changing encounter. We are called to communicate 

not only information but an experience that changes our 

lives… We have to be professional when we communicate but 

we have to understand our first mission – to communicate the 

message that changes life” 

P2: “….Pope Francis in my understanding of how things 

work with him and communications in general, we never talk 

in those terms – he doesn’t think like ‘what’s my 

communication strategy?’, ‘what kind of content should we 

be creating?’ He is just living out the gospel. So that’s the 

second point- it is not about intentionally thinking about a 

strategy but so much as living the gospel in a way that follows 

the Holy Spirit and the priorities of Pope Francis.” 

P9:”…..the need to be creative in presenting the faith on this 

modern platform, in a manner in keeping with what holds 

attention for users of this space, especially the youths, 

immediately raises another subtle but very important 
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challenge. The challenge of finding the perfect mean; the 

appropriate tone; the right template; the acceptable balance 

between virtual creativity and the catholic content. That the 

latter does not get lost or become trivialised in the gallant 

attempt of achieving the former, is a major challenge that a 

conscious and conscientious user of new media must face” 

P2: “….the pursuit of truth is central to what we do. It’s 

central to what the Church is called to do even in terms of 

evangelisation and the rest. So obviously that is a goal for 

Catholic media and a goal of all communicators within the 

Church” 

P9: “Impartiality and truth are one of the hallmarks of 

Catholic teaching, from the oracular prophesies of Amos, 

Jeremiah, and Hosea, to the codifications in Papal 

Encyclicals, Conciliar documents and Synodal 

exhortations” 

P9:”….. the most important reason for embracing new media 

strategies is evangelisation, the question of impartiality and 

truth is already paramount and therefore unnecessary to 

overstate.” 

 

Theme Two: Use of New Media to engage Vatican Followers and Potential Adherents 

(NVFPA) 

Sub-themes and Codes Quotes 

Use of New Media to 

engage Vatican Followers 

and Potential Adherents 

(NVFPA) 

P 2 “[There] will be an ability to break into secular media in 

a way (as this is sometimes challenging) because new media 

gives an opportunity to bypass gatekeepers in some sense. 

Pope Francis on Twitter is an example of this. 

P7: “out to people who may have not yet heard about the word 

of God or reaching out to people who may have heard the 

word but have relapsed and no longer identify with the 

church. That one becomes new evangelization” 

P7 “for new evangelization, new media plays a significant 

role. Same also for pastoral communication – that is, 

communication ad intra. For the members of the church, we 

need also constant orientation, ongoing formation, people 
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need to continue to know the basis of their faith, the reasons 

for what they believe in and new media helps a lot in that but 

more importantly the new media help people within the 

church to associate and to interact, to know themselves, to 

work together. The new media now come in handy as 

instruments of linking up members” 

 

 

Theme three:   Vatican Effective Utilization of the Benefits and Opportunities proffer 

by New Media (VUBON) 

Sub-themes and Codes Quotes 

Increase reach to People at 

the Margin (the poor and 

vulnerable) and farthest 

Regions 

(VUBON-PMFR) 

P2 “Another of Pope Francis’ priorities is to reach the 

peoples at the margins – the poor, the vulnerable and 

especially those at the margins at the farthest regions of the 

world. New media gives us an opportunity to do that as well 

in a way that is more efficient and effective.” 

P2: “I think it is very important to make sure that everything 

is as mobile-friendly as possible because I think in poor 

countries at the margins, everything is communicated via, to 

the extent that they are communicated on these kinds of 

platforms, on cell phones. So that kind of ability to focus on 

not only building a terrific website and devoting resources to 

that but looking forward to really what people have in their 

hands and how to make it useable there”  

Virtual Worship and Faith 

Evangelism during the 

Covid’19 Pandemic 

(VUBON-VWFE) 

P7 “when churches were closed, the only way to reach the 

faithful was through social media and the internet. 

P9 “Schools, work institutions, government and yes the 

church too had to put a stop to in-person gatherings so 

central to worship and religious life. And yet in all of this, it 

was the strategies of new media that came to the rescue, as 

virtual worship and faith evangelisation plugged the gaping 

spaces left by the consequence of social distancing” 

The Opportunity of Social 

Media and Social 

Networking Sites 

(VUBON-OSMSN) 

P 5: “I will simply say that if people are there, go there. 

Evangelisation is to meet the people with the gospel message 

where they are. The wide reach, real-time feature and 
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relative cost effectiveness of social networks is an attraction 

that beckons the evangeliser”  

P1 “every day we have interactions on our social networks, 

and this reinforces the reason why social media presence is 

important. As you know, this was missing before the 

Dicastery.” 

P9: “I am particularly impressed with the Pope’s presence 

on Twitter. These new age media technologies have become 

major players and indeed game changers in shaping minds, 

government policies and ideologies. The former U.S 

president, Donald J Trump showed the world just how 

effective that platform can be for setting one’s agenda. To see 

the Pope leading from the front in using this media to 

evangelise is a huge bolster to other pastors and Christians 

to follow suit and not shy away from launching into the 

internet space to proclaim Christ”. 

P1 “…..have an office in charge of processing and analysing 

the statistics especially relating to the website and to our 

social media. So, we have periodic performance reports ... 

We make some of the figures for Papal celebrations available 

to journalists otherwise as you can understand the data is for 

the internal forum to help us understand performance levels 

and where we need to invest more…” 

P1: As you can understand, it is very important for us to have 

this task to have care of the papal accounts. The multilingual 

Pontifex twitter account now has over 50 million followers – 

unbelievable. And the Instagram is more than seven million. 

This is huge. Because every day when there is a tweet by Pope 

Francis on Pontifex, [sic] millions of people round the world 

in nine languages [read it]...” 

 P4: “…..social media promotes good flow of information, 

there is a cordial relationship in the church. Members are 

able to easily reach each other and share information”. 

P4: “Jobs in the church are also easily carried out because 

those concerned are able to get the message in time without 
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waiting for Sunday or whenever they come around the church 

before they do what they are assigned to do” 

Opportunities to form 

Community for 

Evangelisation 

(VUBON-OCM) 

P3: “….the opportunity is that people are hungry for 

spirituality and for connection not only if they are Catholic 

but even non-Catholics. People in this increasingly 

individualised society desire connection and community so 

the idea that you could be connected to the Pope or to some 

Vatican organization in any way, I think is very helpful for 

people and that simply did not exist 15 or 20 years ago. You 

would have read about the Pope in the newspaper or seen 

him on TV, may be a papal encyclical will trickle down to you 

but now you can get it all online immediately and that’s a 

great opportunity for communications and part of 

evangelization is communications. 

P 2 “…..they [Dicastery] see communications as an essential 

piece of not only what we do but who we are and obviously 

Pope Francis is at the centre of that and his really 

remarkable ability to communicate through new media and 

other ways has been important. In essence, the Pope draws 

attention in a unique way.” 

 

 

Theme Four: Dangers of Vatican’s Adaption of New Media (DVANM) 

Sub-themes and Codes Quotes 

Hatred and Vitriolic 

Attacks against the Church 

(DVANM –HVAC) 

P3: “…..the other challenge is that social media has created 

this world of online hatred and vitriolic attack and I think this 

has really harmed the Church. So, I think this is a corollary 

of what we are talking about. A lot of people attacking the 

Pope and the Vatican would have never gotten a platform. 

That’s the drawback. 

P9: “…..the numerous pitfalls in navigating the new media 

space such as virtue signalling, cancel culture, outrage 

seekers, irreverent commentators, anarchists, etc must be 

factored into the use of this media space for communicating 

the sacred” 

P2: “….there are some significant challenges. The first of 

these is polarization. It’s all the challenges that comes from 
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new media in general: so, it’s hostility, its anger, its 

polarisation both within political conversations but also in 

ecclesial conversations. In that sense it really pushes us to 

speaking to each other not as Christians, not as we are called 

to do, but into adopting the framing and the discourse of the 

world and that is obviously something we need to resist. 

 

Danger of the Church 

Neglecting Population 

without access to New 

Media 

(DVANM-DCNP) 

P3 observed that the Church cannot focus entirely on new 

media at the expense of older methods of preaching and 

evangelising: It’s also making sure that these media are 

viable to people who might not be wealthy or can’t afford 

them. For example, you can’t say everything is going to be on 

an app on your iPhone – well, maybe not everybody has that 

or even a cell phone, or that everyone is going to subscribe to 

this newspaper… bottom line is being sensitive to the needs 

of people who are in difficult economic situations as well. So, 

it’s not just teaching the Catholic Social teachings but living 

it out. 

 

 

 

Theme Five: Vatican New Media Strategies slowly Cascade and Impacts Local 

Church (VNSCI) 

Sub-themes and Codes Quotes 

Local Church Curates 

Outputs from Vatican 
Decastry of 

Communication 

(VNSCI –LCOVD) 

 

P4: “…..are doing well and now have the majority of their 

records computerized” 

P5: “…..the shift towards new media had been “swift” in 

Ibadan, at least by local standards, and the Church is now 

present in every form of media platform at this time” 

P7: “….in Nigeria the tendency before was that the 

directorate of communication either at national or diocesan 

level was always considered as a mere appendage, any priest 

could be appointed as director but now things are changing. 

Many bishops are making effort to ensure only priests who 

have been trained in communications up to first degree or 

second degree level are in charge of communication”  
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P6: “……we are trying to sensitize them [older people], to 

try to use this new media, because this new media is so easily 

accessible by all”. 

P5: “…..the establishment of the Dicastery is a confirmation 

of the fact that media convergence is taking place and it is 

beneficial to all. The principal benefit of this is that we have 

a go-to-place to source relevant information and to provide 

content for our media outreach.” 

P4: “this was seen as a way of responding to the movement 

from the traditional media to new media. Through this 

medium, we are able to project the events of the Church in 

Ibadan online. 

P6: It’s so lovely, it’s so lovely because information are 

brought together into one platform which is very good, you 

know the Zenit News, news from the Vatican and co and 

bringing it into a new platform is very good and it helps the 

local church because we get information that we need from 

there, and we feed our people with that. 

P6: “it helps, it makes the work easy, because instead of 

checking other sites, and checking other websites to get 

information, you just go into that platform and whatever we 

need from there to get information, we pick it from there. So, 

it is a very positive influence” 

P7: “ adapt [content] to their local realities and what is 

feasible for them.” 

 

 

Theme Six: Barriers and Challenges to Vatican and Local Church Adoption of New 

Media (BCVL) 

Sub-themes and Codes Quotes 

Challenges to New Media 

adoption is Location 

specific 

(BCVL-CNLC) 

P5 “…..challenges of adopting new media are location-

specific in as much as circumstances differ” 

P4 “we can’t force them. We are therefore trying to grow 

with them because you cannot divorce communication from 

the people themselves who are the recipients of the message” 

P6: “For the young ones, because the young ones are 

used to this platform, most of them have smart phones 

and iPad and so they go into it and check information. 
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…But it’s not easy moving from…for the older ones, 

they find it difficult to adjust, because they are used to 

the print, you know trying to read from papers and all 

that, but I feel it’s a big challenge”. 

P4: “those within the youth age bracket…are active 

users of social media”, older people were more likely to 

“complain about the high cost of the new trend”. In 

other words, obtaining the devices – say, a smartphone 

– and regular subscription with data is still on the high 

side for many in this part of the world” 

Financial/funding 

Constraints to New Media 

adoption 

(BCVL-FCNM) 

P 4 “For us as providers, we face the challenge of acquiring 

the latest technology and gadgets for quality service. This 

requires a lot of funding which presently is hard to get”. 

P9“there is also the question of cost. The expenses necessary 

to set up, train and professionally run and manage some of 

these media facilities may be quite high. And funding might 

be a problem in some regions”. 

P7 observed that communications is“capital intensive” and 

“requires a lot of funding”. 

 

 


