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The state of diaconia in the acute crisis of Covid-19 
 

Abstract 
Historically, diaconia has been an actor identified with transformation. Diaconia has been the pioneer 

identifying severe injustices and acted to change these. Thereby, diaconia has transformed not only 

church, but also society. What happened in diaconia as the crisis of Corona hit in Spring 2020? An 

empirical study done in Finland in Summer/Fall of 2021 presents the experiences of 22 diaconal 

workers on impacts of Corona on their work. Data has been gathered through semis-structured 

interviews through the Porvoo diocese, which stretches across vast areas of Finland where the 

Swedish-speaking minority resides. One contribution of the paper is using managerial models for 

analyzing data in a new area (theology). The study shows that diaconia partly needed to withdraw 

from meeting clients in person, as did most of society. However, crisis also implies new possibilities 

and novel ways of working. New actions were for instance providing school children with lunches, 

during longer study periods at home. Most informants report much positive feedback from society, 

but some are disappointed in the lack of appreciation from within the church itself. The pandemic 

shows how diaconia can benefit from the exceptional times and get rid of old conventions in favor of 

doing things in novel ways. 

Key words: diaconia, pandemic, Corona, crisis, SWOT, PEST, Finland 

1. Introduction 
As Covid-19 hit the world it caused chaos and difficulties. A Finnish report shows that partner-related 

violence against women accelerated during the Corona crisis, due to social distancing. Thus, the 

number of clients seeking help in crisis centers has increased. (Hietamäki et al 2021) The same is 

shown in a special issue dealing with the social aspects of the pandemic in the Swedish journal 

Sociologisk Forskning. It states that Covid-19 not only accentuated already established social 

structures and inequalities but also worsened existing power relations and vulnerabilities. (Mulinari 

et al… 2021:5) 

In their introductory article, Mulinari, Soneryd and Öhman attempt to make sense of the meaning 

and effects of the Covid-19 pandemic through a sociological literature review. Because they focus on 

how relations have changed, and relations being the core of diaconal work (Knoetze 2021), the paper 

is interesting. Mulinari et al. (2021) argue that local has become global, as the world is even more 

intertwined. Relationships have tended to change from physical to virtual. The dynamics between 

governments and its citizens have changed, as decisions on freedom, health, economy, and 

democracy affect us all. A crisis of this kind creates losers, but also winners, for instance related to 

the rise in net-based activities. Tension has arisen between scientists on the one hand and politicians 

on the other. Friction has also been seen between commercial and public interests, for instance as it 

comes to vaccine. Several reports show a rise in anxiety across the population, but mostly so in high-

risk groups such as e.g., among ill and elderly. However, media’s focus is primarily on the economic 

consequences of the pandemic, rather than on issues of health and democracy. Noteworthy for a 

study on diaconia, is the fact that death due to Covid-19 is more likely if you are socially or 
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economically marginalized, a group forming the typical client for a diaconal worker (see e.g., Knoetze 

2021: 5). Being migrant from certain areas (Middle East, North Africa) also poses a high-risk factor. 

In the editorial comment of a special issue on Covid-19 from a theological perspective, Pillay (2021) 

concludes that the pandemic has caused enormous trauma, disrupted many areas, such as whole 

economies, social life, mass transportation, work and employment, supply chains, leisure, sport, 

international relations, academic programs; literally everything. Churches are no exception but have 

also most likely been permanently transformed by the pandemic. He argues that as the pre-Covid-19 

world is gone we must research the implications of the crisis: “In the light of this unusual experience 

it is necessary to assess the effects of the pandemic from theological perspectives.” (Pillay 2020:1) 

2. Aim, limitations, and contribution of study 
As diaconia’s prime target group co-insides with the group facing largest risk of dying from Covid-19 

(socially or economically marginalized) diaconia’s perspective is important. Furthermore, diaconal 

workers state that meeting clients is the most meaningful aspect of their mission. At the same time, 

we see above how relationships have faced large changes due to the pandemic. Thus, it becomes 

urgent to ask: What is the impact of the Corona crisis on diaconal work? This study aims to answer 

the question through a theoretical literature review on how Covid-19 affected diaconia and an 

empirical study done in Finland 1½ years into the crisis. The study contributes with insights into how 

pioneering diaconia changes society amidst the Corona-crisis and how it is affected by this crisis. A 

case study from 2021 in the Swedish-speaking parts of Finland serve as empirical background. 

Methodologically the study also contributes with applying a managerial model for analyzing the 

empirical data in a novel setting. 

3. Previous research 

3.1. The corona pandemic and diaconia 
Very little published research is found on the impact of the Corona crisis on diaconia, which is 

understandable, as we still live amid Covid-19 when this paper is written, in late 2021. A few studies 

originate from Africa, such as Knoetze’s (2021), looking at how the missional diaconate enhance 

sustainable development in African youth while the fourth industrial revolution co-insides with 

Covid-19. He uses the tautology missional diaconate to indicate that there can be no other motive for 

diaconia than the unconditional love of God, for the whole creation, and not from any position of 

power (Knoetze 2021: 5). He emphasizes the importance of relations and pinpoints the special value 

of diaconia from a perspective of sustainable development. He writes: 

While development is commonly designed to overcome material needs, which will always 

change and are not sustainable, missional diaconate contributes to develop identity, calling 

(vision) and values within relationships that are sustainable and empowering (Knoetze 

2021: 7). 

3.2. The pandemic and theology 
Nevertheless, looking more widely on theology and the Corona crisis, a few peer-review studies can 

be found. Even a Special Collection published on Covid-19 from a wider theological perspective in 

HTS Teologiese Studies/Theological Studies, with several articles, of which two are relevant: one on 

practical theology (Beukes 2020) and one on Christian ethics (de Villiers 2020).  

Beukes elaborates on the possible opportunity found in the Corona crisis. This is a rather refreshing 

perspective amidst all negative news from the pandemic. Originating also in South Africa, like 

Knoetze, and recognizing the fourth industrial revolution, Beukes sees challenges and possibilities for 

the church in being missional, relevant and contextual. He asks whether the situation of crisis poses a 
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challenge or a new opportunity for the church to be church with integrity. Could the church 

rediscover its old ways of being church as a reaction to the pandemic? (Beukes 2020: 1) What does 

church mean in times of crises? To answer this, the term church must first be defined. Drawing on 

Smit in 2007, Beukes sees the following manifestations of church in relation to society:  

(1) the church as an ecumenical church (whether global, national, regional or local), (2) the 

church as a denomination(s), (3) the church as (mostly local) congregations, (4) the church 

as worshipping communities, (5) the church as individual believers (in the fullness of their 

personal, private and public lives), (6) the church as believers (individuals or groups) 

participating in initiatives and actions, together with others. (Beukes 2020: 2) 

Of these dimensions he focuses on the last three (4, 5 and 6), because in these the church continues 

to be church although church buildings are closed, as has been the case during parts of the 

pandemic. Church walls can create comfort zones but can also divide and segregate. Beukes (2002: 3) 

takes a missional perspective of being church, stating that it is more than sharing the good news – it 

is being the good news.  This can be done by serving those outside of the church (being missional), 

entering the culture of people and listening to them in their specific context and time (being 

contextual) and prioritizing discipleship (being formational). This indeed sounds much like diaconia 

the way we understand it in Finland. In fact, this is also where Beukes lands when discussing the 

essence of practical theology. It should not do its work only “behind the wall” (studying prayer, 

praise and proclamation), neither only “on the wall” (studying public discourse), but also be 

concerned with “outside of the wall” (studying witness, discipleship, koinonia and diaconia). (2002: 4-

5). This he refers to as the Kairos moment, a call for deconstruction and reconstruction of walls, not 

only in South Africa, but across the world as the pandemic gives opportunities for re-examining what 

the church is and how this should be expressed. One of the main arguments in the article is that in 

the third diaconal perspective, outside the walls, is where the real crisis of the church has taken place 

during the pandemic. 

In the same special issue of Covid-19 de Villiers (2020) publishes an article on the moral issues posed 

by the pandemic. With empirical data from South African media, he points out a remaining challenge 

of the church to provide moral guidance in the post-pandemic life in contemporary modern societies. 

The situation of South Africa is exacerbated by the mutual enforcement of two crises, he writes, the 

pandemic and an extreme economic inequality (2020: 4). This created a need – and a possibility – for 

the church to mobilize its members to make a difference and providing a relief. De Villiers depicts 

three opportunities where the church can provide moral guidance: 1) an alternative lifestyle for the 

future, 2) our attitudes and actions to other people, especially those in need, and to the natural 

environment, and finally 3) a more just and environmentally friendly society. 

A study from Finland, addressing the effects of the pandemic on immigrant groups confirms the 

problems caused by Covid-19 restrictions (Kalule 2021). Although done as a dissertation at Diaconia 

University of Applied Sciences (DIAK), this does not specifically address the situation of 

congregational diaconia. Still, it becomes clear that social distancing caused weakened social 

connections and transformed the lives of immigrants in Helsinki. 

Cho, also a South-African researcher, goes back to the first outbreak of the virus in Wuhan on 

December 1, 2019, and ponders the future of the Church community after Covid-19. The familiar has 

become the unfamiliar, the looks of the church have changed. By this she means that the appearance 

of the church is more than its exterior, it also includes forms and styles of religious life. This is a crisis 

for the church, Cho argues, “Because Covid-19 now presents a situation where the church cannot 

offer in-person, physical worship services.” (Cho 2021:1). So, Cho argues for a new understanding of 
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the Church community, which goes beyond the church being spatially defined, to instead be 

functionally understood. She argues that the church must activate the online community, and 

actively participate in it. Furthermore, solidarity and empathy with the community and the world are 

a must to survive in society. The church is no exception here. Cho considers the idea of home 

worship and online worship as alternatives to public worship. But she leaves out the whole idea of 

diaconia in the depicting the church community. This is a tendency also found in other papers above. 

3.3. The pandemic in other disciplines 
The scarcity of literature on the topic of Covid-19 and the church leads me to investigate other 

disciplines whether there is something of interest. A multidisciplinary article from the perspective of 

medicine-health-society is presented by Williams et al. (2021). Through a study of the area of Los 

Angeles, the authors argue that churches of various denominations (number of churches in the study 

were 24) serve as sources of connection and support for spiritual wellbeing. Not only that, but church 

communities also recognize the importance of extending this support beyond mere spirituality. A 

holistic approach, including mental and physical health, is more recently also considered. Because of 

the low response rate in their study, I will not draw on the statistical analysis.  

A perspective from an interdisciplinary social sciences point of view gives that Europe has faced more 

than just the corona crisis in the past decades. In their book Justice and Vulnerability in Europe 

(2020), Knijn and Lepianka argue that Europe is repeatedly letting down its most vulnerable 

populations, and thus falling short of its own ideals. Economic and social solidarity between states 

has decreased in reaction to the financial and social crises 2008-2015, creating growing inequalities. 

In addition, Europe faces accelerating economic globalization and flexibilization of the labor market 

together with shrinking social protection. This is a threat to the welfare states. Also, populism 

threatens liberal democracy, and we see a drift towards authoritarianism together with rising 

nationalism. Thus, foreigners meet antagonist attitudes and countries have a strong resistance to the 

increasing number of refugees. In this environment, the Covid-19 pandemic hit Europe. Individuals, 

societies, and nation-states were affected and so their institutional order. (Knijn & Lepianka 2020: 1) 

What Knijn and Lepianka forget is the environmental crisis, also facing Europe, a perspective taken by 
many, for instance Kurkiala (2020). He visualizes Sweden as the pandemic landed. Almost poetically 
he writes about how we, previously detached from each other by ideological and acoustic bubbles, 
suddenly become aware of the other’s breath and cough, aware about all these people dying alone.  

Och vi som på pendeltåg och bussar suttit inkapslade i våra akustiska och ideologiska 

bubblor blev nu intensivt medvetna om våra medmänniskors närvaro. De angick oss 

plötsligt, med varje andetag, varje harkling och hostning. Och bakom det offentliga 

rummets kulisser utspelade sig en växande tragedi. Människor dog i tusental i ensamhet, 

berövade sina närmaste just när de hade behövt dem som allra mest, i den enskilda 

individens mest utsatta stund i livet. (Kurkiala 2020: 11) 

This peculiar situation is not normal, common rules do not apply; we are transported to an era in 

between. From this outlook, we experience insecurity – but also creativity. The ordinary, normal 

implicit rules and norms are suddenly apparent, and can be scrutinized. Convention loses its 

authority and no longer legitimizes human action. New possibilities arrive. (Kurkiala 2020: 12) This 

publication takes us back to theology, as it is part of the annual report of the Swedish Evangelical-

Lutheran church Nyckeln till Svenska kyrkan 2020. After all, the situation of Covid-19 accentuates 

questions about life and death, what it means to be a human being and the value of (a) life. This is 

also seen in how people seek help from church, especially diaconia (Jonsson & Babajan 2020: 73). 
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4. Gap of research 
In short, we see a lack of studies on the Corona crisis and its impact on diaconia. Church-related 

studies primarily focus on worship, not on the other dimensions of being a church. Interdisciplinary 

and multidisciplinary research also neglects diaconia, although the situation of vulnerability is 

highlighted. Thus, there is, also theoretically, a gap of research which need to be addressed. And this 

is where the raison d’être of this articles lies. 

5. Data collection  
Amid the Corona crisis, in June-September 2021, I conducted a set of interviews with 22 diaconal 

workers in the Porvoo diocese, in Finland. The diocese stretches across vast areas of Western and 

Southern Finland, serving the Swedish-speaking minority. The informants were men and women, 

from urban and rural Finland, some rather new in their office and others with several decade’s 

experience of diaconia. The talks were held virtually over Zoom, due to Covid-19 recommendations 

of distancing. Afterwards, I transcribed and anonymized the recorded interviews. The shortest 

interview was approx. ½ hour and the longest 1½ hour. Topics of discussion included impacts of the 

Corona crisis. What happened in diaconia as the crisis of Corona hit the world in 2019 and up to 

today? The data collection was conducted following a semis-structured interview guide. The 

experiences and opinions expressed in the empirical data are accordingly from the perspective of the 

diaconal workers themselves. The author is at the time of writing manager of the empirical material, 

which will later be destroyed. 

6. Data analysis through PEST and SWOT analyses 
Data was analyzed by making use of two models developed within management: the PEST-model and 

the SWOT-model. Both models have been used extensively also outside of business contexts and on 

various levels, e.g., individual, organizational, national, international (Madsen 2016: 11). A 

combination of these models gives a good understanding of the situation in a certain case and can 

provide helpful insights on how to develop the strategy onwards for the studied object. By importing 

these management-developed tools to theology, we can also extend the possibility to see diaconia in 

a new light and enhance necessary strategy and decision-making. These tools “are to be understood 

as additional tools that organizations can use to quickly understand the immediate environment and 

what measures they can take in response to a crisis” (Using PEST, SWOT…2021), not as alternatives 

to long-term strategy planning. However, they may shed light on the current corona crisis and its 

impact on diaconia. 

The PEST-model builds on analysis of political, economic, socio-cultural/social and technological 

factors. It is a powerful tool to identify sources of change. (Sammut-Bonnici & Galea 2015) The widely 

used instrument gives an understanding of the macro factors that dominate the environment and 

pinpoints the key external drivers that will have the most direct impact on diaconia in this case. The 

model is visualized in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1: The PEST model, understanding diaconia as influenced by four factors (political, economic, 

technological, and socio-cultural. 

The SWOT model, in turn, builds on analysis of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats for 

the studied object. This allows for an understanding of exposure to potential risk factors and spotting 

of opportunities. The SWOT analysis is one of the most extensively used strategy tools among 

managers for decision-making in Finland and used across the world (Madsen 2016: 10). A typical 

SWOT model is shown in Figure 2.  

 Helpful  
(in achieving the objective) 

Harmful  
(in achieving the objective) 

Internal  
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Figure 2: The SWOT model. 

In short, The PEST-analysis gives a statement of fact about the virus impact on diaconia for each 

aspect (political, economic, social and technological factors), whereas the SWOT-analysis is an 

assessment of how diaconia (or at a higher level the Evangelical-Lutheran church in Finland) can 

respond to the Covid-19 or similar crisis. 

SWOT is a simple tool, why it also appeals to many, but it has received its fair share of criticism by 

both academics and practitioners. The high degree of subjectivity, as well the simplistic and 

mechanistic nature of the SWOT matrix has been noted. On the other hand, defenders of SWOT see 

it more as a generic framework and template, helping the users to think about the information they 

already have. (Madsen 2016: 4-5). Here, I have attempted to apply both managerial models to a new 

context, theology. 
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7. Empirical results  

7.1. PEST: Macro factors and sources of change 
The interviewed diaconal workers experience the following major drivers for change in diaconia 

during the Corona pandemic.  

Political factors 

The dominating political factor has been the impact of official Corona restrictions on meeting people 

and gathering in groups. Restrictions have limited home visits severely, partly allowing only acute 

visits. Especially harsh regulations for seniors over 70 years old made it particularly difficult to visit 

senior and retirement homes. Institutions blocked all visitors during the first outbreak of Covid-19 

but opened later on. At times meeting clients outside has been the only option, no matter the 

weather. 

Group activities have faced various solutions. Sometimes breaking up participants in smaller groups 

and meeting at various times or in separate rooms has given a chance to come together during times 

of restrictions. Other times, meeting outdoors has been the only way to seeing each other. Face 

masks and distance have been obligatory during most of the time since the pandemic outbreak. 

At times, when society locked down almost entirely, there was not much to do for some informants, 

but to plan ahead, send regular mail, or meet over telephone or computer. The diaconal workers 

found themselves working from home, seeing colleagues and clients over Teams. Regular opening 

hours were cancelled in most cases, but clients could at times make reservations for a one-to-one 

meeting. 

All in all, these regulations and the lock-down caused chaos, insecurity, and fear among many. Many 

interviewees see the uncertainty of restrictions as a source of anxiety. The situation with official 

recommendations changed repeatedly and made planning difficult. As vaccine was taken into use in 

2021, regulations have been lifted and things are more normalized. Many groups have been re-

activated and slowly the most acute situation might be over, at least at the time of the interviews. 

However, will it ever be back to how it was before the pandemic; nobody knows. 

Economic factors 

Another key external driver with direct impact on diaconia is economy. The lock-down of society had 

severe consequences for many families who lost their jobs or were unable to work for some time. 

Also, schools were closed for two months early in the pandemic causing all kinds of challenges for 

working parents and families with little money to feed their children. Consequently, many new 

clients have been in contact with diaconia due to economic factors, especially so in urban areas.  

However, financial help has also been provided in new ways. The state of Finland provided special 

funds to congregations all over the country to be used for people in need. This has been of great 

importance economically, but also as a recognition of the work done by diaconia. In addition, many 

interviewees talk about private and institutional donors who have been very willing to help people 

suffering economically due to the pandemic. 

Socio-cultural factors 

Society has been under severe pressure since March 2020 when the first and most severe lock-down 

of society took place. People react very differently to such strain. One diaconal worker remarked 

surprisedly that it has been easiest for the lonely ones, because they have been used to being alone. 

More stress is seen among the active members of various groups and activities. Conspiracy theories 

add to insecurity, plans fail to come true, and it is very difficult to schedule ahead. 
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Another interviewee experienced working from home a real challenge: “A running nose sends me to 

a corona test, and then I have to cancel all activities and stay at home a few days to wait for the 

results. Am I then at work or not?” 

Many diaconal workers find that society has given a lot of credit to diaconia during the pandemic. 

The state gave its appreciation very clearly through extra funds (see above). Media too has actively 

been reporting on various actions taken by diaconia in times of the pandemic. Social workers have 

also given recognition to diaconal workers in certain areas. At times these have even relied on the 

diaconal work, when not sufficiently being able to help people in need. Although diaconia by nature 

is very modest, informants say this appreciation has been very valuable, since the workload has been 

and still is heavy. A few interviewees, however, would have liked to see a rise in salary, as they feel 

diaconia’s contribution in times of the pandemic has been very important. “We see our colleagues – 

priests, organ players and others – out of work and we are overloaded”. 

Technological factors 

Meeting over Teams has become commonplace. Distance work from a home office likewise, due to 

official recommendations and regulations. Telephone calls have made contact possible, when 

meeting in person was out of the question. In short, the technological leap forward has been giant 

for diaconia. Some witness this has been a chance to develop new practices, but most see it as a 

great drawback in a work where meeting people is the most valued aspect. 

7.2. SWOT: responding to crisis 
Above, we have seen external drivers for change on diaconia during the pandemic. The SWOT model, 

in turn, gives an understanding of potential risk factors and identifies opportunities based on 

answers in the empirical data.  

Strengths 

The ability of diaconia to keep up the good work despite pandemic restrictions has been a clear 

strength. A few interviewees do not see a great difference in workload, while most have experienced 

extraordinary challenges. All report that the working picture changed - but the contact to clients was 

not cut. Rather, it needed to find new modes; for instance, instead of meeting for common meals, 

volunteers cooked, and clients could come and fetch their portion or have it delivered at home. 

Many congregations started phoning all senior members over a certain age, for instance 80. This has 

partly been done in co-operation with official social services. Flexibility in the new situation brought 

new activities, time to read professional literature and novel solutions. Despite this, the important 

home visits could not be realized to the same extent.  

However, I still made a few home visits, if the person very much liked me to come, then I 

wore face mask and was very cautious with safety. Sometimes also relatives asked me to go 

see someone they worried about who lived alone. 

Weaknesses 

Personnel resources has been a drawback during the pandemic, many are tired and overworked. The 

new situation makes is unclear who the client is, which in itself is exhausting. New assignments and 

activities have not always permitted to leave old responsibilities behind. “It is frustrating to feel that 

some groups expect entertainment when other clients are in urgent need of my time.” Lack of 

understanding of the situation from supervisor(s) is repeatedly addressed. One diaconal worker 

speaks about:   

…to-do-lists, delegating work, trying to find volunteers, then sitting long hours on the phone. 

And the mentally ill must be met in person. Plans needed to be amended and bureaucracy 
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craved its time. Teams-meetings took up vast amounts of time. And then meeting the ones 

I really work for who are in urgent need for it. It has been a tough time. 

Much of the diaconal work consists of economic aid, which has been accentuated during the 

pandemic. As diaconia does not use tables and figures of who is eligible for help, it is often up to the 

diaconal worker to assess the client’s real needs. With restrictions in place and masks that cover 

most of the facial expressions, it has become much more difficult to read people, says one 

interviewee. And there are always people trying to take advantage of the situation. Oftentimes, 

clients have multiple problems and what appears at first sight might not be the most urgent 

difficulty. “Diaconia is about helping physically, mentally, economically and spiritually, why I really 

prioritize to meet a new client in person the first time, taking all safety instructions into account”.  

In addition, it is difficult to re-start some of the activities as the society gradually opens again. Clients 

have experienced much loneliness but are reluctant to get back on track. The informants see it as 

strenuous when the application of Covid-regulations varies internally, such as how to count 

participants or when to wear masks. Moreover, volunteers are few since most helpers have been 

elderly and are extra cautious. 

Opportunities 

Co-operation is a clear opportunity and takes place between various actors: institutions, private and 

public actors alike. It seems the need for co-operation has not decreased, although official network 

meetings have become less frequent. A great opening has come though the engagement of private 

donors and various associations. New co-operations have come into place, not only new ways of 

doing work. 

Co-operating partners are actors who accept the church. Current partnerships are very 

positive and acknowledge our resources. Also, they appreciate our values, similar values are 

not expressed by public actors. 

Engaging volunteers is a great and meaningful opportunity, for instance for phoning elderly and 

asking what they need, donating food packages or cooking meals for delivery. Grocery shops have 

provided diaconia with carts where people can donate products when shopping for themselves. 

There has been a clear rise in the need for basic food supplies, which diaconia tries to meet partly 

though gift cards. It is common to be engaged in food aid, often locally together with other actors. 

Economic aid was most acute early in the pandemic but has since normalized.  

The corona crisis hit unevenly. Some saw a 70-80 % rise in clientele in the beginning of the pandemic, 

others say the number of clients is the same as before. Yet, having such a rise in clientele is a clear 

chance for diaconia to reach out, not only economically. There is a need for mental support as well, 

people need to meet and speak.  

New ways of organizing work demanded flexibility for most interviewees. Splitting groups, using 

WhatsApp for registration in advance, planning and communicating, anticipating changes in advance, 

re-organizing work, leaving anniversary gifts for elderly in the mailbox and calling them up… It seems 

the crisis has been a wake-up call to look over who things have been done. This is a real opportunity. 

“We used the sudden break for brainstorming what we should develop, that was good. Then we took 

a digital leap and activated us virally, which has been a great development. So, it has not only been 

fruitless.”  

Threats  

Corona restrictions made most gatherings impossible, for all ages and groups alike. This has been a 

great constraint, although attempts to solve it in several ways. Many say human contacts have 
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suffered a great deal. Many new clients came for economic aid, but spontaneous meetings have 

decreased. “Before Corona we would sit at a café an hour a week, so that anybody could come talk 

to us about anything” says one informant. Others witness it has become a source of stress when 

contact to existing clients suddenly disappears: “I thought, should I now start contacting all these 

who came here before, or should I just assume they are alright if not being in touch?” 

For most interviewees Corona seems to have brought more work. Everybody is faced with insecurity, 

with plans need to be amended and a strong demand for flexibility. As a result, a threat to diaconia is 

exhaustion. 

8. Summary and discussion 
This paper set out to ask what the impact of the Corona crisis is on diaconal work, limited empirically 

to the Porvoo diocese in Finland. The PEST-analysis gave an understanding of the virus impact on 

diaconia for each aspect:  

 Politically, the restrictions of the pandemic have been harsh on diaconal work, making home 

visits, group meetings and activities difficult. This has been especially so for senior clients. 

 Economically, many families have been hit hard with unemployment and children in distance 

school. Many new economic clients, but also, financial donors, emerged. 

 Socio-cultural impact factors include a wide appreciation for the work done by diaconia in 

media, but also officially and individually.  

 Technological impact factors shortly come down to the giant digital leap forward for 

diaconia, both in contact with colleagues and with clients. 

The SWOT-analysis evaluated of how diaconia can respond to the Covid-19 or a similar crisis in the 

future: 

 Clear strengths of diaconia in the crisis were flexibility and creativity. These traits were 

needed to keep contact to clients despite harsh regulations and lock-down. 

 Unclear purpose of work is a weakness, as is lack of supervisor’s support. More work, more 

insecurity, and less routines made personnel scarce and tired.   

 The crisis brought new ways to work, new co-operation and volunteers. It has offered an 

opportunity in doing diaconia in a new way, getting rid of some outdated traditions. 

 Stress from losing clients and dealing with constant insecurity and flexibility is a threat to 

diaconia. Valuable human contacts have suffered. 

In the theoretical literature review, we saw that the crisis hit when there already was a threat to the 

welfare state in Europe. Decreased economic and social solidarity already troubled the most 

vulnerable. These groups are also the ones most likely to die from Covid-19 – at the same time the 

ones diaconia should be occupied with. Being church is being the good news, argued Beukes; 

Knoetze sees the only to motive for diaconia being to show the unconditional love of God. By 

convention, however, some diaconal workers seem to have spent time on “entertaining” certain 

groups, instead of being in the frontier. As Corona came, the pandemic stirred outdated routines. It 

appears the time to do things in another way has never been more favorable. Kurkiala writes we are 

experiencing a time in-between. The fact is crises creates opportunity. Researchers across the world 

depict a church in crises, a phenomenon also seen in Finland with members soaring and thus 

economic realities for the church worsening. So, what is the opportunity the prevailing society and 

the corona crises brings? 

Church must be virtual, to survive, argues Cho. It must also show empathy and solidarity. Diaconia 

has succeeded to meet these requirements during the pandemic, at least by telling from the tone of 
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media reports and reactions by the Finnish state with additional funding and a great “thank you”. The 

number of volunteers and donors wanting to co-operate with diaconia speaks against trends of 

growing inequalities and worsening power relations depicted by Mulinari et al. Maybe diaconia can 

once again take the lead in finding ways out of a traumatic situation. Could the current crisis bring 

diaconia back to being a pioneer? Back to being what Beukes call a church with integrity? 

This would demand a willingness from supervisors in church to letting diaconal workers use the 

flexibility they have shown during the crisis to continuously search for the frontier, the real root of 

diaconia, where people are in most need. Here is where diaconia can change society. Let the 

weaknesses turn into new ideas and ways of doing things. As one interviewee says, the time put on 

one-to-one meetings with clients is important and should be prioritized also after the pandemic. 

Another says that open offices no longer are needed, the crisis has shown that clients find their way 

to diaconia through other channels, which gives more flexibility. 

History has shown that diaconia can transform society. With the church in crises, (see above e.g., 

Beukes, de Villiers) also church itself needs a transformation. Let diaconia show the way, 

strengthened by lessons learned from this crisis, lessons to be brought into solving also other types 

of crises. Crises creates winners and losers, I believe that letting diaconia become a winner, makes 

both church and the rest of society a winner as well. After all, as shown by Williams et al., church 

contributes much more than spiritually to a better life for people, it also gives a rise in mental and 

physical health. 

This study contributes with insights into how diaconia by being a pioneer can change society amidst 

the Corona-crisis and but also how diaconia in Finland it is affected by this crisis. Methodologically, 

two management models are used in a novel context (theology), which can bring new perspectives. It 

would be very interesting to see similar studies originating in other countries and moreover a larger 

research capital concerning diaconia and the corona crisis. Here, we need more research. 
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