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[image: ]About this research
In early 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic abruptly changed people’s lives. Church buildings were inaccessible for long periods and, when allowed, worship was very different. The church evolved and digital resources became more common, and more needed.
Through this research we explored how the pandemic impacted faith and relationships with church. We listened to people’s thoughts about on-site and online worship, and about their hopes for the future of the church.

[bookmark: _Toc80862549][bookmark: _Toc81439655][bookmark: _Toc80190943]Research aims
· To explore and understand how the pandemic changed church and churchgoing
· To provide guidance on how the church might respond to those changes
· To advise on how best to support people as they continue their faith journeys

Research technique
Qualitative research was conducted with people belonging to one or more of the following groups:
Joiners – those who became regular churchgoers during the pandemic.
Hybrids – those keen to maintain the options of remote and on-site worship.
Leavers – those who were regular churchgoers but left during the pandemic.
The research used 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 that followed generated over 147,000 words. There were many benefits of using this technique.
· People had time to think before responding 
· Initial responses were not influenced by the views and experiences of other people
· It gave those who might have been intimidated by ‘live’ research an equal voice 
· The anonymity helped people to be more open in discussions 
· It allowed for private conversations with individuals as well as with the whole group
· Everyone had time to contribute to every question
· Conversation threads stayed open for days allowing conversations to develop
· Participants engaged at a time to suit them
· Respondents were able to upload photos and videos as well as text
[bookmark: _Toc80190947]

Research overview
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
Faith
Personal Discipleship
Engagement Preference
Attitudes to Technology
Faith Networks
Belonging

[bookmark: _Toc80190954]Engagement Preference
Other research has shown that there are three main styles of engagement. Whilst people engage in all three ways, most people will prefer one of these styles over the others: Intellectual
Experiential
Relational
Struggled more
[bookmark: _Hlk86652358][bookmark: _Hlk86652359]Struggled less





	What this meant for people

	· Experiential people prefer physical, live engagement, and are often extrovert
· They value worshiping in a church building, with experiences such as the Eucharist and singing together. It is a struggle to replicate this sense of engagement remotely 
· The stronger their preference for experiential engagement, the more they were likely to struggle during the pandemic
	· Relational people value engaging with others and building relationships: the impact of the pandemic varied across this group
· They felt that digital communication was “second best”, although for some it also enabled the creation and deepening of relationships
	· Intellectual people are often self-motivated and introvert, and can thrive with less pro-active engagement from the church 
· They prefer activities such as reading, studying, and reflecting, so were more likely to thrive during the restrictions
· They also benefited from an increase in online resources

	Key Learnings & Recommendations 

	Key learning: Engagement preferences have a major influence on people’s faith journeys and relationships with church. The impact of the pandemic was very different by preferred engagement style.
Recommendation: To improve engagement, growth and discipleship churches need to use variety of approaches, recognising and adapting to the preferences of the communities they wish to engage with. 


[image: Open quotation mark with solid fill]My faith has been severely tested since the pandemic. I don't always feel inspired to log on as I just don't get the same good feelings. I guess it is too much to expect that they would be able to replicate everything you get from social contact. It feels like the safety net has been removed and the ground is shaky.
[bookmark: _Toc80190964]
Personal Discipleship
This describes how people become less reliant on church input for spiritual growth as their personal discipleship strengthens. The diagram (below) includes elements from the Reveal study (USA: 55,000 people at 548 churches).Personal effort
Church effort
Struggled more
Struggled less
Exploring Christ 
Growing in Christ
Close to Christ
Christ-Centred






	What this meant for people

	· Those whose discipleship relied on church effort required more active encouragement and coaching from the church to support their spirituality during the pandemic
	· Those whose discipleship was based on personal effort felt closer to God, and had a relatively autonomous spirituality which was affected less by the changes

	Key Learnings & Recommendations 

	Key Learnings: The closure of church buildings was a catalyst for a shift in emphasis from church effort to personal effort. Those who embraced and adapted to the change increased their personal effort and strengthened their personal discipleship. People said that time for reflection allowed them to feel closer to God. 
Recommendations: Churches should encourage and coach people to develop the strength of their personal discipleship, to make their faith more resilient. People would benefit from taking time to reflect on and understand their personal relationship with God on a regular basis, and churches should provide support to facilitate this. 



[image: Open quotation mark with solid fill] I've definitely developed a more authentic faith. You can attend church face-to-face for years and never actually get to know what faith means in practice. 

[image: Open quotation mark with solid fill]The pandemic made me look again at aspects of my faith and faith practice. I am now more aware than ever that I need to 'plug in' to God and to 'recharge' my spiritual batteries if I am to carry His message beyond the church walls and into the community.
Balance of on-site worship
More balanced engagement
On-site worship focus
Struggled more
Struggled less




	What this meant for people 

	· For those whose faith focussed heavily 
or exclusively on church attendance, 
closure of the buildings left a huge void
	· The closure of church buildings had less impact on those with a more balanced range of faith engagement

	Key Learnings & Recommendations 

	Key Learnings: Although on-site worship may be central to faith, people’s faith was strengthened and supported better when on-site worship was part of a balanced faith and a balanced life. Those with more balance felt less of a void in their lives when church buildings closed during the pandemic. 
Example person 1
Key:
Life
Faith
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Void after worship removed
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Recommendations: To develop a healthy faith and relationship with God, people should be encouraged to maintain a balance between on-site worship, church, faith, and life, which does not focus heavily or exclusively on church attendance.   


[image: Open quotation mark with solid fill]I went to church at least once a week. I was involved in many activities … My faith has been severely tested since the pandemic. My faith was held up by the routine - i.e. going to church every Saturday, seeing my church brethren, doing a lot of activities together over the years. It has been the norm. With the pandemic all that just stopped so abruptly, I have changed … I am trying to self-motivate myself by saying I have come too far to turn back now and I also talk with my brethren who are all in the same predicament.
[bookmark: _Toc80190955][bookmark: _Toc80190959]
 Faith
Faith Journey research has shown that, at times, a person’s faith can be strong, and at other times it can seem weaker. This is not necessarily related to how long a person has been on the journey. Stronger faith
Weaker faith
Struggled more
Struggled less





	What this meant for people

	· Those with a weaker faith required support to strengthen their faith foundations when churches closed
	· Those with a stronger faith with firmer foundations were shaken less by any changes

	Key Learnings & Recommendations 

	Key Learnings: People said that their faith was strengthened by various activities before and during the pandemic, including:
	[image: Cheers with solid fill][image: Footprints with solid fill][image: Open book with solid fill]
Bible reading/study

	
Prayer, reflection, 
meditation
	
Nature walks

	[image: Cheers with solid fill]
Volunteering

	[image: Music notes with solid fill]
Listening to music 
	[image: Users with solid fill]
Ministering to others



Recommendations: Churches should encourage people to continually strengthen their faith so that when challenges are faced their faith is more likely to stay robust. People in the research said they would like support to develop their faith by being challenged and held accountable; having opportunities to interact with others about faith; and access to a diverse range of teaching materials. Communities would benefit from having a variety of platforms and resources for faith development, including groups, activities, and digital/offline tools.  


[bookmark: _Toc80190960]
[image: Open quotation mark with solid fill]To this day my faith still remains, but definitely feels shaken during the pandemic. There are countless times when I feel that God isn't listening and recently, I rarely feel His "presence". 
[image: Open quotation mark with solid fill]I feel my faith has grown stronger during the pandemic. I wonder if it is because the external influences on my life have been limited and I have experienced what it is to 'be still' before God and know that, even in aloneness and isolation, he is there. 

[bookmark: _Toc80190965]
Faith NetworksLarge network
Small network 
Struggled more
Struggled less





	What this meant for people

	· Those with a smaller faith network, are largely reliant on their own church for faith engagement. Consequently, when church buildings closed their engagement levels were more likely to drop significantly
	· Those with a larger faith network - through other churches or organisations - had access to a wider range of support, stimulus, influences and learning, so were impacted less by their own church building closure

	Key Learnings & Recommendations 

	Key Learnings: People were initially influenced by their existing church. Increasing digitisation during the pandemic opened options for expanding networks as new connections became more accessible. Some people felt motivated followed recommendations from family or friends. Others actively explored churches and organisations, either through curiosity or searching for something specific. People appreciated being able to visit church services anonymously, it being much easier going to the building. This exploration enhanced faith journeys by offering a range of activities and experiences to develop faith and discipleship. Although people explored other churches, they tended to stay rooted to their home church. 
Recommendations: People should be encouraged to broaden their network and experiences to strengthen their faith, discipleship and resilience. 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. 



[image: Open quotation mark with solid fill]I have consumed a lot of church and different churches since it all went virtual … churches pop up in my YouTube feed and some by recommendation. I use YouTube a lot, I like to have messages playing in the background at home and while I'm working … I might not have had the opportunity or the time beforehand. I’ve loved dropping into other churches and meeting different people especially if they're on zoom … That is one of the good things about what has happened, it allows me to catch up with what God is doing in other churches.


[bookmark: _Toc80190969]BelongingStronger community
Weaker community
Struggled less
Struggled more
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	What this meant for people 

	· People within a weaker church community were more at risk of drifting away when the buildings closed
	· Those within a stronger church community were more likely to strengthen their sense of belonging 

	Key Learnings & Recommendations 

	Key Learnings: People who felt supported by their church community through the pandemic strengthened their sense of belonging. Some people said that engagement through the pandemic helped them get to know each other, often better than before the pandemic, developing and deepening relationships. 
Churches used a variety of communications tools and platforms to support their community and improve their sense of belonging. These included social media, WhatsApp, newsletters, phone calls, community outreach, small group activities, and socially distanced physical visits. Where some people struggled to connect using digital platforms and missed face-to-face contact, others – such as introverts or those with autism – found it easier to connect digitally. 
Recommendations: To strengthen the sense of belonging within a community, churches should encourage people to develop and deepen relationships, communicating openly to support each other, using a variety of tools and methods appropriate to their context. This will make the community more resilient both as a whole and as individuals.  


[bookmark: _Toc80190971]
[image: Open quotation mark with solid fill] In recent meetings, it has felt like we have been in the same room. It has been amazing that I can feel togetherness despite our circumstances. Maybe one of the differences is we are getting to know each other better using Zoom and there seem to be no barriers to connecting with one another remotely.
[image: Open quotation mark with solid fill] As a church we continue on Zoom, with a lot of support … We used phone calls or video calls and just supported each other in a situation that we've never been in before …  for me being in a Community Church I got support. I think if I didn't I would have been very isolated and it would have been a lonely time. The church has always been supportive but I think it had to think outside the box a little bit .. and think of different ways it can be more supportive. A special support person was dedicated for the job of those struggling mentally.

Attitudes to Technology
Many elements of church moved online during the pandemic: technophiles were far better placed to cope with this than technophobes – this applies to both churchgoers and church leadership.
Technophile
Technophobe
Struggled more
Struggled less





	What this meant for people

	· Technophobes required more support from to cope with the move to increased use of digital platforms
	· Technophiles readily adopted the move to digital communications and required little support to adapt to the changes 

	Key Learnings & Recommendations 

	Key Learnings: churches who led their people well and supported them through change reduced the anxiety of technophobes by providing practical help and encouragement. In the best examples, this led to acceptance and embracing of online channels and of the benefits technology can bring. 
Recommendations: To give communities the opportunity to thrive and grow, churches should provide accessible resources and support, whilst encouraging the use of technology as an enabler, and communicating the benefits this can bring to the church and churchgoers. 



[image: Open quotation mark with solid fill]The church managed to produce a computer/tablet lending scheme, and every person in church was taught how to use them and access Zoom if they needed to. The computer lending scheme went well, as did the "learn to use your computer" sessions put on just before the lockdown. It has definitely enabled people to engage who otherwise wouldn’t. 

[bookmark: _Hlk86401438][image: Open quotation mark with solid fill] Before the pandemic nothing was online. We did have a WhatsApp page and Facebook page but it didn’t really get used that, much the odd post now and again. We had to learn as we went along … I'm not technically minded and trying to do Sunday school online has been brain stretching … We don't want to go backwards we want to learn from this pandemic and I think the church benefits by doing both in the building and online. 

[bookmark: _Toc80190974][bookmark: _Toc80862554][bookmark: _Toc81439660][image: Internet with solid fill]  Online church
Although people are largely planning to return to worship in the building, they also felt that 
online church is an important part of the future.

	The benefits of online church 

	[image: Key with solid fill]Accessibility
Online church is more easily accessible to those unable to attend a church building. Online church is also more accessible to those who find going into the building uncomfortable, such as those new to church or those with a preference for internal engagement.

	[image: House with solid fill]Convenience
Online services can be experienced when people find the time and space to focus properly. This was particularly appreciated by those who found Sunday difficult or required flexibility, such as those with young families or those who worked weekends.

	[image: Chat bubble with solid fill]Interactivity 
Some online services offered improved interactivity in comparison to on-site services. Those new to church appreciated being able to ask questions through online chat features, where they may have found this more daunting on-site.

	[image: Glasses with solid fill]Anonymity and Equality 
Some talked of the anonymity or equality as benefits of online church. They found engaging with the service online felt calmer and more relaxed than on-site. They said it was easier to focus on what was important and felt more intimate with God. Anonymity helped people feel they were equally valued behind the screen, in contrast to how they could feel in the building. 

	[image: Remote learning language with solid fill]Learning
Some found it easier to concentrate when learning online, mentioning: ease of note taking; ability to pause / rewind / re-watch; taking the time to reflect at home; access to past sermon “libraries”; and the ability to easily ask questions.

	[image: Lightbulb and pencil with solid fill]Creativity 
People appreciated that churches were experimenting with more creative content and found this engaging. They mentioned the use of a wide spread of people in delivery of services, the cross-pollination of church practices: and even the development of new types of services. 

	The drawbacks of online church

	[image: Meeting with solid fill]Less immersive
It was felt that online church could not wholly replace on-site worship.
	[image: Laptop with solid fill]Technology issues
Some struggled with the technology available, particularly technophobes.
	[image: Comment Slash Silence with solid fill]Difficult to feel engaged
Being behind a screen, rather in the same room meant a lack of connection for some
	[image: Phone Vibration with solid fill]More easily distracted
Distractions at home were recognised as problematic for some. 


[bookmark: _Toc80862557][bookmark: _Toc81439663][image: Wave Gesture with solid fill]Visitors and Joiners
[bookmark: _Toc80190998]
For Visitors and potential Joiners, awareness of and interest in a new church usually comes from their existing network and connections. This research has shown the influence of social media with people sharing news of online church.
Historically, people have experienced a significant “gap” between becoming aware of a church and attending for the first time. Most agreed that access to online services shrinks this gap, particularly if there is an option to engage anonymously - people can ‘visit’ a church online to experience it. For some the visit is educational or to satisfy curiosity, whilst others will be deciding whether it is the right church for them to join. Some continue to attend online and others go on to visit on-site. 
Belonging
Attending
Aware
Gap


[bookmark: _Toc80190989][bookmark: _Toc80862556][bookmark: _Toc81439662][image: Exit with solid fill]Leavers
Christians who have struggled with church (for whatever reason) – and who may have “drifted away” from their church – have benefitted from the move to online services. It is now much easier for these “drifters” to participate in church since they do not have to visit church buildings and engage with church communities before they are ready to do so. There were many examples in the research of these people exploring other churches online, becoming Visitors, rather than Leavers. 
[bookmark: _Toc80190997][image: Open quotation mark with solid fill]I think because I was spending less time in the church building, I was able to distance myself from how I had perceived church in the past and was able to look at it in a more objective way … I started attending another church digitally which was much better than I had expected. It is live-streamed every Sunday and means I get to attend the same church as my sister while she is away at university and puts less pressure on me to be free at the same time each week - this flexibility massively improves my experience of church as I can take my time and make sure I'm in the right headspace to fully focus on the message being shared.
[bookmark: _Toc80862559][bookmark: _Toc81439665][bookmark: _Toc80191000]The increasing ‘fuzzy edge’
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. Core church members
The ‘fuzzy edge’ (people coming 
and going)
Core church members








Reasons for the growth of the fuzzy edge include:
· Online church has made it easier for people to Visit individual churches by removing barriers
· Visitors may be:
· exploring out of curiosity or for a specific event
· experienced churchgoers looking to find a new church to belong to
· inquisitive potential Joiners
· The pandemic broke any inertia associated with regular churchgoing. This, combined with the ease of finding alternative options, has caused some to drift away from the ‘committed core’.
· Those on the fuzzy edge will include people who are actively looking to develop and strengthen their faith and discipleship. 
[image: Open quotation mark with solid fill]In some ways remote church suits us - we have more anonymity than normal "drop in" visitors would get. And we appreciate that - and perhaps that's an unforeseen benefit of online, allowing the stranger at the gate to look in and settle without feeling pressured in any way … Church was such a big part of our lives that we feel the loss. But, and it's a big but, while we had been invited to attend the "post church zoom" we are extremely nervous of any such attendance by zoom, being seen as us "joining" that church, as we are not anywhere near that stage yet.
A journey through the pandemic
[bookmark: _Appendix_A_–][image: Open quotation mark with solid fill] I feel like I have come full circle.  I have felt at times isolated from my church community. I fell back on more solitary spiritual practices, but fundamentally still believe that some form of community with other Christians is important. I feel more connected to the Church as a body that spans throughout history and throughout the world, and using prayers from communities and liturgies where our words are shared, even though not said together, has been helpful to me. I now feel a deeper appreciation for the individuals that I have in my church community than I did before. 
Research commissioned by The Church of England, Hope Together and The Methodist Church
image2.jpeg




image3.png




image4.png




image5.svg
     


image6.png




image7.png




image8.png




image9.png




image10.png




image11.png




image12.svg
   


image13.png
A




image14.svg
    


image15.png




image16.svg
   


image17.png
A




image18.png




image19.png




image20.svg
   


image21.png




image22.svg
  


image23.png




image24.png




image25.png
£ 77




image26.svg
    


image27.png
£ 77




image28.png




image29.svg
      


image30.png




image31.svg
             


image32.png




image33.svg
      


image34.png




image35.svg
   


image36.png




image37.svg
        


image38.png
Q.




image39.svg
       


image40.png




image41.svg
  


image42.png
Q.




image43.png




image44.png




image45.svg
   


image46.png




image47.svg
  
.MsftOfcThm_Background1_Fill_v2 {
 fill:#FFFFFF; 
}

 


image48.png




image49.png




image50.png




image51.png




image52.svg
   


image53.png




image54.svg
        


image55.png




image56.png




image57.png




image58.svg
    


image59.png




image60.svg
  


image61.png




image62.svg
   


image63.png




image64.svg
  


image65.png




image66.svg
  


image67.png




image68.svg
     


image69.png
e




image70.svg
     


image71.png




image72.svg
        


image73.png




image74.svg
   


image75.png




image76.svg
   


image77.png




image78.svg
    


image79.png




image80.svg
      


image81.png




image1.png
:::9 DO
researc




image82.svg
     


image83.png
229 DO
researc





