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Responses to the COVID-19 pandemic prompted people and institutions to turn to online 
virtual environments for a wide variety of social gatherings. In this perspectives article, 
we draw upon our previous work and interviews with Ghanaian Christian leaders to 
consider implications of this shift. Specifically, we propose that the shift from physical to 
virtual interactions mimics and amplifies the neoliberal individualist experience of abstraction 
from place associated with Eurocentric modernity. On the positive side, the shift from 
physical to virtual environments liberates people to selectively pursue the most fulfilling 
interactions, free from constraints of physical distance. On the negative side, the move 
from physical to virtual space necessitates a shift from material care and tangible 
engagement with the local community to the psychologization of care and pursuit of 
emotional intimacy in relations of one’s choosing—a dynamic that further marginalizes 
people who are already on the margins. The disruptions of the pandemic provide an 
opportunity to re-set social relations, to design ways of being that better promote 
sustainable collective well-being rather than fleeting personal fulfillment.

Keywords: COVID-19, interpersonal contact, pandemic innovations, relationality, virtual interaction

INTRODUCTION

Observers have noted that the pandemic and response have accelerated the pace of developments 
that were already in motion before the pandemic (Roy, 2020). One of these developments 
concerns the technological mediation of social interaction. Although cultural innovations from 
writing to the telephone have increased the capacity of people to interact at a distance, responses 
to the pandemic prompted people and institutions to turn to online virtual environments for 
a wide variety of social gatherings: from work meetings to play dates, academic lectures to 
fitness classes, and religious services to nightclub outings. In this paper, we  draw on theory 
and research in cultural psychology to consider possible consequences of this development 
for the experience of relationality.

The theoretical framework that informs our observations proposes that everyday life in 
Eurocentric global modernity promotes an experience of abstraction from context, freedom 
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from constraint, and relational mobility—perceptions about 
opportunities and choice to form as well as terminate personal 
relationships (Yuki et al., 2007; Yuki and Schug, 2012)—associated 
with neoliberal individualist modes of being (Adams et  al., 
2019). At first glance, it might seem obvious that lockdown 
restrictions and confinement to social bubbles would limit 
mobility. This is especially true if one thinks of mobility in 
terms of movement across space or opportunities for physical 
encounters with other people. However, there is a somewhat 
paradoxical way in which the move to online virtual space 
increases relational mobility, in the sense of both opportunities 
for interaction and choice of interaction partners. Given that 
one must do social interactions or join events online, geographic 
distance poses few constraints. For example, the pandemic has 
likely enabled many readers in academic settings to attend 
webinars or lectures to which they only had access because 
restrictions on physical gatherings caused distant institutions 
to conduct these activities online. Similarly, a teenage child 
of one of the authors now spends more time in virtual social 
interaction with friends in Germany, Malaysia, and Canada 
than they do tangible social interaction with classmates from 
their secondary school who live around the corner. Simply 
put, interactions in the virtual world have qualities associated 
with cultural ecologies of neoliberal individualism and the 
corresponding experience of abstraction from place and high 
relational mobility (Adams et  al., 2019). Our previous work 
has considered implications of such cultural ecologies for the 
experience of relationality.

One way to think about these consequences is to consider 
implications of mobility and abstraction from place for the 
construction and experience of interpersonal contact. An 
authoritative source defines the primary meaning of the English 
word contact as “union or junction of surfaces” (Merriam 
Webster, 2020) and it traces the etymological origins to Latin 
roots that have connotations of physical touch. Secondary 
meanings of contact refer to more contemporary connotations 
of association, relationship, communication, or connection between 
separate entities. It is plausible that these etymological shifts 
from primary to secondary meanings of contact corresponded 
to historical shifts as technological innovations enabled 
interpersonal interaction from a distance. For much of human 
history, interpersonal interaction required co-presence, with 
people necessarily restricted to interactions with others with 
whom they were within sight or shouting distance. Beginning 
with writing or other forms of communication through material 
symbols and then taking on a more interactive quality with 
the advent of telephones, technology made possible interpersonal 
interaction at a distance between people who were not co-present. 
These technologies enabled people to initiate contact or stay 
in figurative touch with people who were too distant for 
literal touch.

Associated with this shift from literal to figurative contact 
are consequences for the materiality of relationship (Esiaka 
and Adams, 2020). The abstraction of social interaction from 
place implies a shift in the activity of sharing such that it 
becomes less about joint participation in a common tangible 
experience and more about simultaneous interaction in parallel 

experiences linked through verbal exchange about the experience 
(see Mesquita, 2001, for a similar perspective with respect to 
cultural variation in affordances for emotion experience). 
Likewise, the abstraction of social interaction from place 
associated with ecologies of high relational mobility implies a 
shift in performance of care away from tangible forms of 
material assistance to verbally mediated emotional support 
(Adams and Plaut, 2003; Adams and Kurtiş, 2015; Esiaka and 
Adams, 2020).

AN INVESTIGATION OF CHRISTIAN 
LEADERS IN GHANA

An opportunity to investigate questions about the cultural-
ecological foundations of social interaction arose in the context 
of an interview study of religious leaders that we were conducting 
in Ghana when the pandemic began. Health officials confirmed 
the first cases of COVID-19  in Ghana in March 2020. In 
response, the government of Ghana imposed a ban on all 
public gatherings, including mass gatherings for religious 
purposes, and instituted a partial lockdown in major cities 
(Ministry of Health, 2020). Given the centrality of religion 
and spirituality in everyday life for many African communities 
(Mbiti, 1969; Nwoye, 2015), we  were curious about the steps 
that religious leaders took to carry out their mission during 
a lockdown period that encompassed some of the most sacred 
holidays on the Christian calendar (e.g., Easter). Because of 
the lockdown, we  contacted potential participants through 
previous research contacts and referrals, and we  conducted 
interviews through phone calls between May 15, 2020 and 29, 
2020. We  ended data collection when the president of Ghana 
announced a partial lifting of restrictions on religious gatherings 
(Communications Bureau, 2020).

Participants were 14 Christian leaders (11 men and three 
women; age range 34–60 years; M = 45.86, SD = 8.81) who had 
been in positions between 5 and 32 years (M = 16.54, SD = 8.35). 
They served Christian congregations that ranged in size from 
50 to 600 people (M = 237.67; SD = 161.74) and were mostly 
based in urban communities (n = 11).1 We conducted interviews 
in a typical everyday mixture of English, the official language 
of Ghana, and Twi, a widely spoken Ghanaian language, 
depending on the preference of the participant. Among other 
prompts, we  asked participants what alternative arrangements 
they made to provide services to their members, how they 
contacted people who were unable to access the new alternatives, 
and what form they thought religious life would take after 
the government lifted restrictions.

1 We subsequently interviewed several Islamic clerics (n = 19) about their use 
of communication technology during the COVID lockdown. Consistent with 
observations from other settings (e.g., Akmaliah and Burhani, 2021; Kühle and 
Larsen, 2021), the Islamic clerics whom we  interviewed reported relatively 
scant adoption of communication technology, mostly limited to phone discussions 
and online posting of content rather than synchronous virtual gatherings of 
videoconferences.
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Pandemic Innovations
As a response to the ban, most participants in our study (12 
of 14) explicitly reported that they moved at least some activities 
online. These included conventional activities, such as posting 
prayer topics, but six participants reported that they livestreamed 
services for audiences who wished to view them synchronously 
(such as Facebook Live) or posted recordings of the services 
online (e.g., YouTube) for congregants to access at their 
convenience. The response of one man is particularly useful 
to illustrate the range of activities that different leaders reported:

We have been using the Facebook Live and some of the 
times too we  do voice messages on our WhatsApp 
platforms. So, Sunday service we do it online and then 
Wednesday and Friday we do it online and then we also 
have special MoMo number (for electronic Mobile 
Money transfers) that we  give to the members, 
encouraging them on our WhatsApp platforms to give.

The phrase “MoMo” refers to Mobile Money, a system for 
electronic funds transfers. In the absence of a physical service 
that would include opportunities for tangible donation (whether 
by passing around an offering basket or via more ostentatious 
displays of financial beneficence), this innovation provided a 
means for audience members to perform their duty of financial 
contribution to the church—a crucial activity for the survival 
of the organization about which the leaders we  interviewed 
had particularly pressing concerns.

Disadvantages of Virtual Interaction
It is perhaps noteworthy that the source of the preceding quote 
was the leader of an urban church in a relatively affluent 
neighborhood adjacent to the University of Ghana. The broad 
use of online affordances may be  a function of a congregation 
with a relatively high proportion of well-educated members 
who have the required technology and expertise. Indeed, 
participants noted problems with access as an important 
constraint or disadvantage of the move to online virtual 
interaction. Although internet usage and smartphone technology 
are widespread in Ghana—estimates suggest that about 80 
percent of the adult population in Ghana own a phone, and 
smartphone ownership is at 35 percent (Silver and Johnson, 
2018)—there are disparities in access. People with financial 
constraints cannot afford either the hardware or data units 
for online virtual interaction. Beyond financial constraints, a 
male participant noted other constraints.

I realized that some of them have children… [who] have 
this online phone. So, I call them and I ask them that 
they have to connect their parents to the network… 
There are those who are also using the Android but they 
are not inclined to technology, so I have to do series of 
video tutorials given to them. Many have these 
challenges. Some too are complaining they have it, but 
where they are located, the network does not allow them 
to hear the flow.

Even if people have the necessary equipment, network 
coverage is typically less widespread or dependable in rural 
areas than in urban areas. Moreover, even in settings with 
required equipment and network capabilities, expertise required 
for effective virtual engagement is typically lower among elders 
than youth. In these cases, one solution is a hybrid situation 
in which small groups of members, often from the same 
household or family, meet physically together in separate pods 
to join virtual services from a distance mediated by 
internet technology.

Besides inequality of access, another disadvantage of the 
move from physical to virtual meeting space concerns the 
depth and quality of social interactions. Some of the religious 
leaders in our study expressed dissatisfaction with the quality 
of online services. For example, a male preacher noted that,

When you are preaching without congregation, it’s not 
the same [when] you are preaching to the machine. The 
congregation, when you are preaching directly, it has 
some special impact because you are hearing the people. 
… That is the challenges (sic) you have.

As instructors of online classes can no doubt relate, this 
participant suggested that the experience of preaching to a 
virtual audience was less satisfying and perhaps less effective 
because it lacked the energy and feedback associated with the 
tangible audience participation. Emoticons announcing that an 
audience member finds a speaker’s joke humorous or symbols 
of hands clapping are a poor substitute for hearing tangible 
laughter or audience applause.

Our interviews with religious leaders did not provide an 
audience perspective on the experience of virtual religious 
gatherings, but participant observation and informal conversation 
suggest that many audience members again find them a poor 
substitute for the experience of physical gatherings.

There are few things more powerful than being in the 
presence of a Black gospel choir, its lead singer clapping 
and moving in rhythm testifying to the power of God. 
There are moments when the choirs and the preachers 
who follow can lift an entire congregation and transport 
it. They can fill the despairing with hope and the fearful 
with the courage to demand justice (McCauley, 2020).

This energy and tangible materiality of physical gatherings 
is difficult to reproduce in virtual gatherings, where “instead 
of choirs, we mumble along trying to harmonize with a virtual 
worship leader” (McCauley, 2020).

Advantages of Virtual Interaction
Despite disadvantages, participants also noted benefits of the 
move to virtual interaction, associated with freedom from 
place-based constraints that are directly relevant to the theoretical 
considerations that animated our investigation. One such benefit 
was an increase in the volume of participation, as a male 
participant described.
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What we have also realized is that, the online, you have 
a larger audience. Because in our church we are about, 
let us say 400. When you put the message on Facebook 
and other social media, you will find out that you have 
more than [that]. Sometimes by the close of the week 
we have about 1,000 [attendees].

Pandemic innovations meant that potential audience members 
were no longer constrained to attend services at a particular 
place and time, but instead were free to access services and 
other activities at a time and from a source of their choosing—
even activities based in  locales thousands of kilometers away. 
Participants noted that the convenience of virtual interaction 
resolved other barriers to attendance.

When it comes to the advantages too … those who are 
participating are very happy because they sit at the 
comfort of their homes, they are not late just like they 
come to church, they have to pick cars. This time they 
are able to participate early and they could hear 
everybody clearly if their network is okay.

Whereas physical interaction in standard services requires 
that people rise early to groom themselves and to negotiate 
uncertainties of traffic or public transportation, the relative 
convenience of virtual participation removed these barriers 
to attendance.

DISCUSSION

After the Ghanaian government eased restrictions on public 
gatherings, churches, and other places of worship resumed 
joint religious activities in physical space (albeit with strict 
protocols for disinfectant cleaning and social distancing). Yet, 
churches continued to conduct some activities in virtual space 
not only because of reduced capacity for physical attendance, 
but also because some members desire the option of virtual 
gatherings. More generally, the increased online presence spurred 
by the pandemic shows little sign of abating; some features, 
like affordances for virtual financial contributions, are likely 
to be  permanent innovations.

Even so, our purpose here is not to argue that pandemic 
innovations have fundamentally and irreversibly altered religious 
or social interaction practices. Instead, our purpose is to consider 
whether and how pandemic innovations amplify or set in high 
relief broader cultural changes that were already in motion. 
In particular, we propose that innovations for social interaction 
during the pandemic offer a window into broader changes in 
social relations associated with the neoliberal individualism of 
everyday life in the Eurocentric modern order. The experience 
of relational mobility and abstraction of social relations from 
context associated with both virtual space and cultural ecologies 
of neoliberal individualism means that people are free to connect 
with a greater number and wider range of interaction partners. 
The relatively frictionless character of these cultural ecologies 
means that people can shop around to find the most entertaining 

or most fulfilling religious or social interactions with a minimum 
of commitment, knowing that they can easily exit interactions 
or religious communities and search for new ones if the old 
ones are longer fulfilling or have become too burdensome.

Although this ability to “shop around” has potential benefits 
for individual optimization of satisfaction and fulfillment, it 
also has important costs. After all, the importance of choice 
as a determinant of social connections comes with a 
corresponding imperative to be  chosen (Plaut et  al., 2009). 
Social interactions that are insufficiently attractive or excessively 
burdensome—communities who have too little to offer or 
require too much cost and care—are at risk of abandonment 
as people exercise their options to find a better deal (Livingston, 
2019). This dynamic amplifies a shift away from the materiality 
of care (Coe, 2011) or tangible social interactions with family 
and local community toward the psychologization of care and 
emphasis on emotional intimacy in relations of one’s choosing 
(Salter and Adams, 2012; Esiaka et  al., 2020; Osei-Tutu et  al., 
2022). Whether for religious communities or individual people, 
the result of this dynamic is to exacerbate exclusion and 
inequality, to further marginalize those who are already on 
the margins.

Some authors have discussed the idea that “the pandemic 
is a portal” (Roy, 2020; see also Mbembe, 2020). This is not 
so much about prediction of the future as it is a call to reset: 
to recognize, to reflect on, and then to change destructive 
cultural-psychological habits. The pandemic-fueled migration 
of social life from physical to virtual interactions illuminated 
the benefits and costs of the neoliberal individualist emphasis 
on psychologization of care and emotional support, at the 
expense of tangible care and material support that characterizes 
relationality in the modern global order. With this knowledge 
in hand, we  have an opportunity to design forms of social 
interaction and relationality that strike a more appropriate 
balance between opportunities for personal fulfillment and 
practices that ensure sustainable collective well-being.
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