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[bookmark: _Toc80190942][bookmark: _Toc80862548][bookmark: _Toc81439654][image: ][image: ]  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

[bookmark: _Toc80190954]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:
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.
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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.  



[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.
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