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Description automatically generated with low confidence]  About this research 
The pandemic changed many aspects of life – including work, education, play, shopping, faith, and well-being. Life was stripped back to essentials, and we had to adapt. People had to think about what ‘essential’ meant in their context and learn to live in a different way. We now need to understand what has changed as a result, and the impact on the future of church.
Responding to the challenge of the pandemic was not as simple as switching church services from buildings to online. Similarly, the challenges faced now are not as simple as deciding whether to continue online or not.
For churches, the change brought both opportunity and risk. There were opportunities for growth in numbers of worshippers; engagement with church and faith; relationship building; and growth in faith. Through this research we heard many stories of people and churches that responded well to the changes and are now in a good position to flourish.  
We also heard from people who struggled with their faith, and those who drifted away from church. This research helped us to identify seven factors that were most influential in determining whether a person was more likely to struggle or more likely to thrive. Using this research, we are better able to understand how to build a stronger church for the future. 
The seven most influential factors for churchgoers were these: Balance of  
On-site Worship
Personal Discipleship
Engagement Preference
Attitudes to Technology
Belonging
Faith Networks
Faith


Qualitative research was conducted using an asynchronous online platform. Questions and discussion topics were posted daily for seven days. Each person responded independently in advance of the group discussion. The conversations generated over 147,000 words. The people taking part belonged to one or more of the following groups:
1. Joiners – those who became regular churchgoers during the pandemic.
2. Hybrids – those keen to maintain the options of remote and on-site worship.
3. Leavers – those who were regular churchgoers but left during the pandemic.
Building Your Action Plan

Tools and Content Development 
Ensure accessibility 
To give communities the opportunity to thrive and grow, churches should provide accessible resources and support. This means making content that is: 
· Easy to find – readily available online and offline materials and tools. Set up a website; leverage social media; and undertake SEO (search engine optimisation) to make yourself as easy to find as possible via search engines such as Google. If you already have a website, consider creating a resource section on your website, and a physical place for resources or notifications in your church building. 
· Easy to use – keep resources simple where possible, and user-friendly. 
· Suitable for a variety of user needs – follow best practice website content accessibility guidelines where possible. This means: 
· Ensure wording is as easy to understand as possible
· Add “alt text” to imagery (also known as “alternative text” or “meta data”)
· Add subtitles to video content where possible (typically not for live video streams)
· Use contrasting colours 
· Ensure your website is accessible for those with visual impairments or special requirements
· If you’re unsure if your website is “accessibility friendly”, you can use tools such as this Google Chrome plugin to highlight areas for improvement by clicking on the glasses icon in the bottom right of the web page. 
Provide a diverse range of teaching materials and tools
People are more likely to engage if they can easily find content that suits their needs and engagement style. Consider how to include opportunities and options for experiential, relational, and internal churchgoers to thrive, such as:
· Online content, including being anonymous and with options for interaction
· Offline content, such as face-to-face interactions and printed materials 
· On demand videos for people to watch in their own time
· Live streamed videos for people to engage with in real-time
· Interaction either face-to-face or digitally
· Downloadable tools and resources 
· Online groups for people to build relationships
Work with people 
Every church will have a different mix of people, with varying needs. Work with them to gather insights and choose the best variety of tools and methods for your church and churchgoers.


Content Themes
Based on the research recommendations, churches are likely to see benefits across the seven key areas by developing content and communications around the following themes and topics:
· Coach people to continually strengthen their faith and personal discipleship: encourage and work with people to make their faith more resilient. People in the research said they would like support to develop their faith by being challenged and held accountable and having opportunities to interact with others about faith.
· Encourage people to broaden their network and experiences: connect with other churches and organisations, and proactively share ideas and content to strengthen people’s faith, discipleship, and resilience. This could include communicating about concerts, workshops, or special events at other churches, and encouraging visitors to your own church. 
· Focus on relationships: encourage people to develop and deepen relationships by communicating openly to support each other. Spark conversation, and provide tools to enable this, such as online or face-to-face groups.
· Inspire balance between on-site worship, church, faith, and life: content should focus on developing a healthy faith and relationship with God, such as through community work, volunteering, or personal development, and not focus heavily or exclusively on church attendance. 
· Celebrate technology: communicate the benefits of technology to the church and churchgoers, and encourage people to ask questions and learn how to make the most of it.

Communications Guidance
· When writing or speaking to the community, use words like “we”, “you”, and “us”. This will help build a sense of belonging. 
· Have clear calls to action, such as “get in touch” and “join our community”, with links to email newsletter sign-up forms, connections to your social media channels, etc.
· To improve engagement, growth and discipleship use a variety of approaches, recognising and adapting to the preferences of each community.
· Communities would benefit from having a variety of platforms and resources for faith development, including groups, activities, and digital/offline tools.  
· People would benefit from taking time to reflect on and understand their personal relationship with God on a regular basis. Churches should provide support to facilitate this.
· Churches need to balance the need for people to be firmly rooted in their home church whilst helping people to explore and to develop a range of complementary connections.
· Developing people’s sense of belonging will make the community more resilient both as a whole and as individuals. 
· Offer visitors invitations to engage in other ways, to consider taking another step. Investigate what – if any – specific reasons they are visiting. 



Identify and Work With Key Audiences
Most churches are a mix of ‘core’ church members – those with a sense of belonging – and those on the ‘fuzzy edge’, which is expected to grow. Work with each audience within your own ‘fuzzy edge’ to gather insights, as these may differ from church to church.  
	Leavers

	Questions to ask Leavers:
· Who has left and why?
· What are they doing now about faith?
· What can the church do generally?
· How can the church support leavers?
· What might encourage them to return?

	Use your learnings to build a retention strategy, as well as encourage people to return
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	Visitors and Potential Newcomers

	Questions to ask Visitors and Potential Newcomers:
· Who visited online?
· What motivated them to do so?
· Who is still doing it and plans to continue?
· Do they have any useful feedback on good practices, or inspiring ideas they could share?
· Did they find your online presence (website and social media etc.) user friendly and accessible?
· Did people feel welcomed and included when they visited?

	Use your learnings to inform and refine your retention strategy, and inspire your current church. Test and learn, and use this to build your online recruitment and retention strategy



	Those struggling with change

	Questions to ask those struggling with change:
· Who is struggling with change?
· What do they miss most (that is absent/different now)?
· What changes are biggest issue for them?
· How can the church support them through the changes?

	Use this to build your strategy for change, support people, and improve your retention strategy






	Those embracing change

	Questions to ask those embracing change:
· Who has embraced change?
· What have they welcomed most?
· In what ways could they help the church with sustaining and continuing the changes?
· Do they have ideas for further improvements?
· What level of involvement would they like to have in the change management process?

	Encourage these people to become change champions, and inform your strategy for change
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