The role of research in reviving the Church

by John Griffiths, Communications Planner, CDP.  In this article, based on his chapter from ‘Qualitative Research in Context’, published in conjunction with The Association for Qualitative Research, John argues that qualitative research is an important tool in helping the Church to build its membership.  As attendance figures continue to fall and the Church remains under pressure from all quarters to change, the Church needs to discover new methods for attracting and maintaining its members.  John believes that, in this context, qualitative research has a significant role to play in enlightening Church leaders about the needs of the public, the role of the Church in today’s society, and the messages it needs to communicate. 

“The priority is not so much to draw people in.  It is to get those who are inside the Church out into the communities to listen to the needs of the people.  All evangelism is through relationships.  The Church needs to establish a relationship with the world.”  James Jones, Bishop of Liverpool

Engagement not involvement

The majority of non-churchgoers in the UK still perceive themselves as having a marginal connection with the Church.  This used to be exercised through the rites of passage: baptism, marriage and death, and through Christian education in Sunday schools.  However, for the majority, none of these rites can be taken as a given.  For most people, contact with the Church is now unpredictable and intermittent.  Furthermore, the licensing of other places for marriage and the increasing numbers of unlicensed people conducting funerals have undermined these traditional platforms for mission.  

For the Church, the key is to decide how long it will continue to work with the assumption that some kind of connection exists and at what point to switch to the assumption that, for the majority, there is no longer a real connection.  The starting point for the second position is radically different.  What should the Church be saying to people to draw them in?  What is the Church for?  What rites of passage are important for people and why?  Who is responsible for the religious upbringing of the children: schools, churches or parents?

Intermittent contact

Reaching out to outsiders requires radical change in how the Church operates.  It may mean designing activities for outsiders rather than insiders.  It may mean adopting marketing practices (generally viewed with huge suspicion by members of the Church) and adopting the tone of voice of the target group instead of insiders.  But, unless it is ready for this change, how can the Church reach out to people unless it talks in a language that they can understand and relate to?  And how to draw people in when church services are modelled to meet the expectations of insiders?

James Jones comments, “The fringe is the key to mission.  The fringe, when they become committed, are the most fertile in reaching out to others because they bring with them a new fringe of family, friends and associates.  Unfortunately, all too often the missionary imperative falls on long-standing church members who, because they are up to their necks in maintaining the Church, have few contact outside it.”

Segmentation and the spectrum of needs

In an effort to cater for everyone, Churches are increasingly making considerable efforts to make room for a wide range of attendees within one church service, putting additional strain on resources as the parish church infrastructure tries to provide for a fragmented congregation.  

Churches need help in finding ways of drawing people together instead of servicing them in small groups.  The different theological emphases and life stages mean that, in any particular service, there will be in the congregation a whole spectrum of expectations which are virtually impossible to meet.  There are those for whom preaching is central, and also those for whom the liturgy and the sacraments are essential.  But sitting alongside these are the people who come for ‘worship’, by which they mean extended periods of singing, and those who come for prayer and quiet meditation.  There are also the special needs of children and young people who are often broken down into age groupings of two to three years at a time.  A typical response has been to target services at different groups, but the degree of fragmentation has been such that no single service can cater for only one group. 

Coping with pluralism

When there are limited resources and many groups competing for these, one of the most valuable contributions which qualitative research can make is to identify the underlying needs and to explore new ways of meeting them.

For example, to meet the needs of many constituent groups, service structures are under great pressure, which normally means that they become longer!  Again, there is an expectation that a church service of an hour to 90 minutes in length must contain a number of elements which, in a sitting, cover all the corporate needs of the congregation.  Looking at alternative ways to meet these needs using qualitative research can help to take pressure off the service format itself.  Research can explore alternative ways in which these needs can be met with resources other than services.  

Drawing people in from the parish

The Anglican Church in Sydney has carried out a sociological study into the number of contact points a church needs in order to grow.  Fewer than four and the Church is likely to decline.  Rapidly growing churches can have as many as 40 or more.  Many of these contact points arise from community activities: fetes, whist drives and the like, which maintain a large ragged fringe around the Church.  If the amount of time which church members can give for church activities is reduced or if their perception of who is in the faith narrows, the number of these contact points is correspondingly reduced.  The congregation in effect professionalises its relationship with the community.  The line between the insiders and the outsiders becomes much more strongly defined.

Research can identify the number of contact points and audit their effectiveness by surveying those who have become involved in the Church.  However, this will not show which channels are failing.  By conducting a communications audit from an outsider’s viewpoint, it is possible to discover potential contact points where new links between Church and community can be opened up.  

James Jones illustrates this point well: ‘When in the parish we got a huge number of non-church guests to a barn-dance, and I was asked why so many had come.  “Where,” I said, “can you entertain a whole family with a three course meal and an evening’s entertainment – all for £10?”’

Community expectations

The pace of social change is now so rapid that it is necessary to renew and renegotiate contact points on a regular basis.  If the explosive growth in the service sector has introduced new kinds of service products and offerings, we cannot expect that the facilities provided by churches can continue to be effective unless they are regularly reviewed and updated.  Again, research can play a valuable role in identifying the actual needs which the constituencies feel the Church can supply.  What is needed is more than consultation; it is a profound understanding of the community’s expectations and how they wish their needs to be met. 

Attracting new believers

Research can assist in finding out what effectively draws new members into the churches, mapping the psychological and socialising process.  Conversion is more than a cognitive assent to theological certainties.  It involves an entire reorientation that has emotional and behavioural dimensions as well.  There is a socialising process when new believers start to derive part of their revised identity from the group of fellow believers.  

Research can help illuminate the main stages that people need to go through to come to a life-changing belief.  To understand the process is not to mechanise or reduce it, or to curtail the freedom of the individual, but it would illuminate the points of difficulty for many people.  This is vital when those leaving the Church (while not necessarily losing their faith) match the numbers of those joining because they have found it.  

Drawing new people in

If ordinary people have less and less to do with the Church, we have to reckon with a growing gulf in understanding between the clergy and many church people and the communities in which they live.  The Church very often insists on addressing outsiders as if they are already insiders who understand and agree with what is being said.  Worse, the construction of the message can be given divine right as if it would be wrong or misleading to frame the message in words which the audience might use themselves.  Effective communication talks the language of the target audience, not the language of the speaker.

Communicating

Qualitative research has become an essential tool in modern communications because it allows the entire message and the way it is communicated to be deconstructed and reassembled to ensure that communication is impactful, clear, persuasive, motivating and ultimately memorable. Qualitative research can be used to help the Church reframe its message in a way that can be understood by non-churchgoers.

Research can be used to determine how effectively the elements of a service are communicating.  It could test comprehension of the core creative ideas within a service format and could also look at where misunderstanding was occurring and why.  It would also be possible to overlay and translate existing metaphors to make them relevant.  Arguably, new metaphors could be research in development as it were.  Much experimentation with new liturgies is happening, with the testers having little understanding of how the new liturgy is supposed to be an improvement on the existing one and what constitutes success.  There is a distinction here between researching and trialling.  The criteria must be understood before they can be applied.  

Sermons

If so much time in services is given to teaching shouldn’t there be more effort put into evaluating input and take-out of religious teaching in order to improve its effectiveness?  A survey by Mark Greene of the London Institute of Contemporary Christianity illustrates the dangers inherent in maintaining traditional forms of communication without checking their effectiveness.  He researched a sample of 400 individuals.  The conclusion was that 50% claimed that the sermons they heard lacked relevance, depth or challenge.  Half the sample had never heard a sermon on work, and home and personal issues fared almost as badly.  Only 1% of the sample had ever been asked by their preacher to give any feedback, and this from a communication form used in every church at least once a week lasting from between five and more than 40 minutes!

Discussion groups could also be employed to give feedback on the key communication points of the sermon.  A group could even be convened a week later to determine how much information had been retained.  The group discussion need last no longer than 15 to 20 minutes.  A small group could be convened regularly to play back the key points and to highlight areas of confusion. 

Qualitative research

The Church needs to make use of qualitative research as an essential tool for seeing itself as others see it and being willing not only to serve the community but to obtain feedback on the effectiveness and relevance of that service.  For an organisation to have any hope of sustaining itself, it has to understand what draws in newcomers.

Again, a key consideration for the Church in planning a research programme is lack of resources, both financial and people.  There are two responses here.  Firstly, the Church needs to examine how, at a regional or denominational level, research programmes could be funded which would support and develop local congregations.  Equally, the Church should consider whether congregations might be able to conduct simple forms of qualitative research to monitor their effectiveness in communications.  The principles of group moderation can be taught relatively easily and quickly.  However, without a framework in which the issues and pitfalls are clearly understood, there is a great danger that such exercises may confuse.  Programmes of diagnostic research carried out at a macro level could provide the framework against which local initiatives could be measured.  However, it is always helpful if the interpretation is overseen by research professionals.  

Qualitative research is not a closed subject; it continues to evolve new methodologies.  What drives qualitative research is the need to provide insight into the beliefs and attitudes of ordinary people.  Crucially, it also illuminates the ways in which these are lived out.  If a religious organisation only monitors itself against the formally and informally expressed beliefs of members without uncovering the changing attitudes behind these and the behaviours coming from them it will lose touch with belief itself.  

- ends -

Editor’s Notes

To obtain a copy of ‘Qualitative Research in Context’, please visit the AQR website at www.aqr.org.uk or call the AQR directly on 01480 407227.

For further information, please contact Catherine Bostock or Lucy White at Camargue on 020 7636 7366.

