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Chaplaincy care can meet patients where they’re @



● Workshop paper: 
○ “On the Challenges of Implementing Online Spiritual Care Communities (OSCCs) in 

Collaboration with Diverse Healthcare Teams.”
○ CHI 2024 Conference
○ Publicly available on my website (https://estellesmithphd.com/publications/) 

● Full journal article submitted July 2, 2024:
○ “Meeting Patients Where They're At: Toward the Expansion of Professional Chaplaincy 

Care into Online Spiritual Care Communities.”
○ CSCW 2025: A premier journal in human-computer interaction & social computing
○ Email me for a copy of the pre-print! (estellesmith@mines.edu)

 
● This work is funded by the John Templeton Foundation 

○ “Expanding Models Of Delivery For Online Spiritual Care”
○ Project ID 62930

 https://www.templeton.org/grant/expanding-models-of-delivery-for-online-spiritual-care 

Presentation based on:

https://estellesmithphd.com/publications/
mailto:estellesmith@mines.edu
https://www.templeton.org/grant/expanding-models-of-delivery-for-online-spiritual-care


Talk Overview

● Motivation & prior work on CaringBridge

● Background on using Reddit as a study site

● Methods: Interviews & user testing sessions
○ Chaplains visited existing support communities on Reddit

● Findings: Reflections on prospective online spiritual care communities

● What’s Next: Implications & future work



CaringBridge

● Health blogging platform
● Patients/caregivers write 

“journals”
● Friends and family 

subscribe
● Special privacy and 

safety features
● 45M+ users annually



Research

● Human-Computer 
Interaction (HCI) 
researchers frequently 
study online communities

● I partnered with 
CaringBridge for my PhD 
dissertation in Computer 
Science (6 pubs)



Ratings (Surveys)

Expressions of Appreciation
(Counted from behavioral data in 
CaringBridge Journals)

C. Estelle Smith, et al. “I Cannot Do All of this Alone”: Exploring Instrumental and Prayer Support in Online Health Communities. (TOCHI 2020)



Subsequent work

● Multi-stakeholder design workshops to derive a definition of 
Spiritual Support  (building on consensus definition of Spirituality from Puchalski 2009)

● New interfaces for visualizing prayer (Kaur 2021, Smith 2023)

● Other studies on expressive writing, gratitude, social connections 
between users, etc.



These results suggest that CaringBridge facilitates 
online spiritual care

● It’s like a “Prayer Engine”
○ And that is what’s most important to users!

● …but what about people without well-formed support communities? 💔
● …or people with stigmatized conditions who don’t tend to create CaringBridge 

journals? (e.g., mental rather than physical illness) 😭
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● Online forum-based communities
○ Every imaginable topic under the sun

● Anonymous profiles
○ Enables more intimate sensitive disclosures
○ …but also, all the “bad stuff” that comes with anonymity, as well

● 70M+ unique daily users
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Methods: Participants

● N=22 professional spiritual care providers
○ Chaplains, Spiritual Directors, Directors of Spiritual Care Units, 

APCE Educators, Professors, etc.
○ Located coast-to-coast across USA
○ Highly experienced, 10+ years experience (N=15)
○ Limited prior experience with Reddit (N=13) 
○ Diverse backgrounds (Christian, Jewish, Muslim, Buddhist, Humanism, etc.)

○ 11 female, 10 male, 1 non-binary



Methods: Semi-Structured Interviews

● Day-to-day responsibilities
● Existing use of and opinions toward technology
● Existing knowledge of patients’ use of social media



Methods: User Testing Sessions

● Education on Reddit (if relevant)
● Choose 1 or 2 subreddit forums to visit
● Discussion on observed behaviors
● Reflections on what is needed

○ E.g. Compose a response to an existing post
■ Did not submit (i.e. avoid research interference with community)

● Pre- and post-test questions: Did exposure to Reddit influence their opinions? 
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Positive reflections toward technology

● Recognized need for better technology within & outside of clinic
● Eye-opening experience to witness online disclosures
● Online communities perceived as accessible & scalable



Chaplaincy care can meet patients where they’re @



“Thousands of people 
are here [online], saying 
hey, I need support. But 
my pastor friends are 
sitting in empty desks.” 
(P08)

“Similar to what's been 
known as street 
ministry, this could be a 
future opportunity in 
spiritual care---Reddit 
ministry. A Reddit 
chaplain.” (P16)



…but these spaces aren’t yet ready for clinical participation



Pre- and post- test questions (1-7 Likert rating)

Minor (non-significant) increase
● Suitability of Reddit for spiritual care (4.82 +/-1.59)
● Personal interest in participating (5.11 +/-1.83)

Significant increase
● Healthcare systems should implement (5.94 +/- 0.83)
● Healthcare systems should develop formal training & policies (6.06 +/-1.39)
● (rated ~1 point higher)
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Care Loop Benefits

● Increased patient agency in initiating care
● Greater public consciousness of spiritual care
● Serving more people in need

                    …but there are numerous research avenues ahead



Open Questions: How to design for…

● Efficacy & safety in meeting patient needs?
● Trust & credibility in the professional spiritual care community?
● Logistical & pragmatic feasibility?
● Financial models?
● Organizational affiliations? 

(The list goes on.)



Advocate Health Care Taxonomy of Chaplaincy (Massey 2015)

For example, new interventions like: “Encourage to seek support,” 
“Educate on reply behaviors,” and “Apologize on behalf of other users.”



Future work

● National surveys
● Co-design workshops

● Maybe someday… real world implementation 🤞



bit.ly/spiritualcare2024 

Please be our very first survey participants!
 

“Elisa” would appreciate 
your opinions enormously 

୹

https://bit.ly/spiritualcare2024


Meeting Patients Where They’re @:
Chaplains’ Reflections on Online Spiritual Care Communities

C. Estelle Smith, Assistant Professor, Computer Science, Colorado School of Mines

      @EstelleSmithPhD           @c-estelle-smith-phd                estellesmith@mines.edu

Please share the survey, too!

bit.ly/spiritualcare2024 

https://twitter.com/EstelleSmithPhD
https://www.linkedin.com/in/c-estelle-smith-phd/
mailto:estellesmith@mines.edu
https://bit.ly/spiritualcare2024

