		Churchgoing: Now and Next | 9





[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

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:
[bookmark: _Toc80190949][bookmark: _Toc80862552][bookmark: _Toc81439658]Joiners – those who became regular churchgoers during the pandemic.
Hybrids – those keen to maintain the options of remote and on-site worship.
[bookmark: _Toc80190954]Leavers – those who were regular churchgoers but left during the pandemic.
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	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.
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