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Introduction 

Context 
The Church of Scotland is in the midst of sustained membership decline. (see graph below) 
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Over the last two years Dunfermline Presbytery has conducted an annual attendance census, in part 
to give some objective evidence of what was happening to Sunday worship attendance in the midst 
of local church membership decline.  The census statistics highlight the fact that Sunday worship 
within the Church of Scotland is also being attended by fewer and fewer people (currently only 
around 2% of the Dunfermline Presbytery area population).  It also paints a picture of congregations 
whose average age is increasing and also with a declining proportion of people in the child, youth, 
young adult and even middle aged adult categories. 

Aim of the Survey 
 
Given the relentless decline both in church membership (nationally and locally) and in actual 
attendance it was thought useful to conduct a small scale community survey to try and ascertain the 
thoughts and views of the general population particularly in relation to Sunday worship, so that an 
effective strategic response might be made to the situation. 

Method 
 
Given that finance was limited it was decided to gather information in a variety of ways.  First of all 
by setting up an online survey and asking ministers and church members to email church members, 
family and friends asking that they both take part and also pass on the invitation to a further circle 
of family and friends residing within the presbytery area. 
 
Secondly, primary and secondary schools were approached through existing chaplaincy links and 
asked if they would participate in completing a paper version of the survey. 
 
Thirdly, postcard invitations were distributed to local libraries and also given out via the Kingsgate 
chaplaincy centre and also by random distribution on street.  In addition email invitations were sent 
out to local groups that were listed in various Fife directories. 
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Results 

Part 1: Adult Survey 
 
This survey was completed by 358 individuals.  The majority of participants were regular church 
attenders (self identified as going ‘almost every week’  or ‘at least once a month’  to church).  There 
were 110 adults who went less frequently or ‘never’ .  In looking at the results comparisons will be 
made between ‘ regular attenders’  and ‘non regular attenders’  as identified above. 

What do you do in your spare time? 
 
At the beginning of the survey a question was asked about ‘spare time’  activities.  Except for the 
category ‘church activities’ , there is no real difference between how regular church going people 
spend their spare time and those who don’ t regularly attend church.  
 
We might expect ‘ family and friends’  to rank high in the list and it did with 89%.  It is important 
that we take note of the fact that the vast majority of people (86%) ‘watch television’ .  It may be 
useful to know what kind of television they watch because this informs and shapes their information 
and their outlook on life. 
 
BARB (Broadcasters’  Audience Research Board) is the organisation responsible for providing the 
official measurement of UK television audiences. (http://www.barb.co.uk)   
 
They report that the average person will watch television, depending on the month, somewhere 
between 24 and 31 hours per week.  Viewing figures clearly demonstrate that the ‘soaps’  are the 
most popular programmes along with items such as ‘Strictly Come Dancing’ , ‘X-Factor’ , ‘The 
Simpsons’  and ‘Come Dine with Me’ .  Game shows also prove to be very popular. 
 
In the context of mission it is vitally important to know and to link what we are trying to 
communicate with the life experience of those whom we address.  For very many people a major 
part of their time away from work and other commitments is involved in television viewing.  
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It is also noted from this first graph that almost 2/3  of respondents spend time online.  This is 
roughly in line with Scottish government statistics (see graph and commentary below). 

 

“ Since the question was introduced in 2001, the percentage of adults who make use of the internet 
for personal use has risen steadily from 31 per cent in the first quarter of 2001 to almost 68 per 
cent in the second quarter of 2009. Men make greater personal use of the internet than women with 
the figures for men generally being around six percentage points higher than those for women, 
although this gap has narrowed over the years from approximately ten percentage points to 
approximately three in quarter two of 2009.1”  
 
As a mode of communication and for social networking beyond the normal structures of church the 
internet offers wide-ranging opportunities.  Many congregations now have simple web pages which 
give information about church services and activities.  However very few have ventured into the 
creative use of sites like Facebook, Bebo or Myspace.  Some churches make use of email 
communication with members and others but few utilize effective ‘blogging’  or utilities such as 
‘Twitter’  to regularly connect with others.   
 
It is true that churches are slowly becoming more appreciative of the need for a visual media to 
augment spoken or written communication but it is rare to find congregations making use of online 
video presentation on church websites or via the facilities of ‘Youtube’  or ‘Godtube’ .  The internet 
‘streaming’  of live church services is not something which currently exists from any of our 
congregations. 
 
A recent news report2 highlights this growth area 
 
“ British web users are spending 65% more time online than three years ago, according to a survey 
of net habits. The average surfer spends 22 hours and 15 minutes on the net each month, according 
to the UK Online Measurement company (UKOM). The lion©s share of that time is spent on social 
networks or blogs, which accounts for nearly a quarter of users© time online”  
 

                                                 
1 http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Statistics/16002/DataTrendsInternet, Jan 2010  
2 http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/technology/10122834.stm 
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Given the fact that over 2/3rd of the population make use of it, the internet is probably one of the 
most potent missional tools that exist for the church at this current moment in time and yet there is 
little investment being made in it. 
 
Another notable feature of spare time usage is that 60% of respondents listed ‘ listen to music’  as a 
leisure activity.  Music is, of course, a key aspect of Christian worship, though the style and type of 
music normally chosen in church is not reflective of the style and types which people normally 
listen to.  It is true to say that there are many personal preferences in music but traditional church 
music as represented by the official church hymn books (CH3 & CH4) is far removed from popular 
musical culture.   
 
It has been argued by some that ecclesiastical music should represent a counter culture and in some 
way represent the ‘otherness’  of the ‘divine’  in relation to modern culture.  Whilst that argument 
may represent the experience of some, sadly it does not address the fact that our niche musical 
context within church worship does not adequately connect with the vast majority of ordinary 
people.  Indeed it can be argued that traditional church music is of a style which is familiar to older 
age groups and may even correlate with elevated social class.3  (It is generally acknowledged that 
church is most successful in middle class communities) 

What is your religion? 

This question is interesting in a number of ways.  It is simple and gives only the options of 
allegiance to the main world religions along with an option for ‘no religion’ .  When faced with this 
choice the majority of people (69%) that did not attend church regularly in this survey opted for 
‘Christian’ .  As we shall note in later questions the designation ‘Christian’  may well indicate 
‘nominal’  Christianity which Abby Day describes in three main subgroups4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Natal nominalist – Christianity as family heritage, typically there were baptised or attended church 
when young. 
Ethnic nominalist – use ‘Christian’  label to describe their cultural heritage.  They wish to 
distinguish themselves from Muslims and others 
Aspirational nominalist – describes themselves as Christian for the sale of respectability.

                                                 
3 http://users.ox.ac.uk/~sfos0006/papers/esr2007.pdf 
4  Reported in the article ‘Fuzzy fidelity’  by Dr David Voas in Future First, vol 1, No 6 Dec 2009 
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What makes a person a Christian? 
 
Looking at those 
who don’ t go 
weekly or monthly 
to church, (graph on 
right) it is clear that 
their understanding 
of the term 
‘Christian’  relates 
primarily to ‘good’  
living.   

A number of 
comments received 
from respondents on 
this question sought 
to explain the nature 
of leading a good 
life with ‘Christian’  
virtues such as 
tolerance, kindness 
and compassion 
featuring strongly in the list.  

It is clear that the religious elements of being ‘Christian’  are not paramount in the minds of those 
who don’ t come regularly to church. 
 
When comparing the responses above with those who identified themselves as committed 
Christians and who regularly attend church services, it is also clear that their understanding of the 
word ‘Christian’  is quite different. (see below) 

Evidently the word 
‘Christian’ , can mean 
different things to 
different groups of 
people.  This is one of 
the reasons given by 
some denominations 
to qualify the word 
‘Christian’  with 
additional descriptors 
such as ‘born again’  
or ‘bible believing’ .  
Whilst this may one 
way of reacting to the 
situation it perhaps 
only confuses to a 
greater extent. 

 
 

People who don’ t attend church regularly responded… 

People who attend church regularly responded… 
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Christian Commitment 
 
One approach, used by some to differentiate between groups is to compare the levels of their 
‘Christian’  commitment. 
 
In looking at the ‘non 
regular’  group of survey 
respondents (see graph to 
right), it is obvious that 
although the majority were 
happy to be tagged as 
‘Christian’  as their religion 
there is acknowledgment 
that within the religious 
dimension of the word their 
level of connectedness is 
limited or non existent. 
 
In an ongoing survey being 
conducted by the Open 
University5  when asked 
“Would you describe 
yourself as a Christian to 
other people” , of 
respondents from Scotland,  71% said ‘Yes’ , 20% said ‘sometimes’  and 9% said ‘no’ .  
 
In the annual Scottish Social Attitudes Survey conducted by the government there is a question 
asked which more specifically related to denominational allegiance.  Whilst ‘no religion’  is 
recorded as a option, ‘Christian’  is not offered, instead there are denominational labels to choose 
from.  As the graph below shows there is almost half of those surveyed in 2007 recording that they 
have ‘no religion’ .   

Scottish Social Attitudes Survey 1999 - 2007
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5 http://www.open2.net/survey/history_of_christianity/embed.html Jan 2010 

People who don’ t attend church regularly responded… 
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What is also clear from this graph is the declining number of people choosing to be associated with 
the Church of Scotland.  Given that this governmental survey is used as the basis for policy 
decisions then it is likely that not only will the Church of Scotland decline in number – it is also set 
to decline in its cultural status and position in the country. 
 
Taking the data together it is clear that the term ‘Christian’  has a very broad meaning for the general 
population and is not necessarily linked to church allegiance nor necessarily traditional religious 
beliefs.  Perhaps the Church needs to give consideration to ‘ reclaiming’  the term Christian as 
someone who is a disciple or follower of Jesus. 

Do you believe in God? 
 
Whilst 69% of our non-regular churchgoers chose to be identified as Christian, only about half the 
group (49.5%) registered a definite belief in God! 
 
The ‘picture of God’  as outlined within this group is interesting in that it is not too dissimilar to that 
of regular attenders, except that the concept of ‘Saviour’  and the prominence of ‘Father’  as 
descriptors is at a much lower level.  ‘Love’  and ‘Creator’  are both strongly aligned in the general 
‘picture of God’  albeit at a reduced strength for those who are non regular in church. 
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Who do you think Jesus Christ is/was? 
 
Views about the person of Jesus for the ‘non regular’  attender seem to centre around the idea that 
Jesus was a ‘special’  person.  Around 38% chose the designation ‘The Son of God’  as a description 
representing their view, whilst at first glance it looks like this is the dominant view, however when 
the various ‘Other’  views were investigated then the majority of these were additions to the 
designations of ‘wise human being’  or ‘ordinary human being’  with ideas of Jesus being more than 
these simple descriptions.  Also it should be noted that many people made multiple choices such as 
‘Son of God’  and “An ordinary human being’ .  So there is indication that the choices on offer in the 
survey were not quite enough in helping people express a view that Jesus was someone who was in 
some sense too complex for a simple category. 
 

 
For the regular church attender the view expressed in the survey was much more emphatic, with 
over 98% simply indicating Jesus to be ‘The Son of God’ . 

Have you had a religious experience? 
 
It may not be surprising, but it is worth noting that around 68% of the uncommitted respondents 
reported having no religious experiences.  This is compared with around 75% of those who do 
attend church regularly saying that they did.  Of course this may be a reflection on ones 
understanding of experiences and how to interpret them.  The non regular attender may not be able 
or willing to ascribe religious value to events or feelings in the same way as those with a different 
worldview or vice versa. 
 

Have you been to a Christian church within the last year? 
 
People who attend church services sporadically for ‘ regular’  services do attend church services for 
particular reasons and for special events.  The main reason for going to church is in relation to 
milestone events such as funerals (71%) or a wedding (49%), in addition traditional Christian 

People who don’t attend church regularly responded… 
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festival events such as a Christmas service (34%) or special carol services (32%) also attract 
visitors.  In recent years, in general church statistics, there has been noted decline in requests for 
baptism/ christening services but we note that a number of respondents (21%) indicated that this 
was the reason they visited church.  Remembrance Sunday was also added by a number of 
respondents as another time they might visit. 
 
It is therefore important in the area of mission and outreach to take due account of visitors to these 
occasional services and to utilize the occasion accordingly.  It is understood that this is not 
necessarily an easy exercise, particularly within the pastoral context of funeral, however it does 
naturally present a time when there is a natural expectation of Christian beliefs being presented.  
 

Why do you go to church? 
 
As previously noted many of the non regular attenders do come to church at times.  In addition to 
coming along for special services, other reasons given for being in church were for relational or 
other factors to do with community, for others it was to satisfy personal interest or search.  Another 
group suggested that they went to worship God or participate in the religious life of the Church.  
The numbers in each group were however small and as such beside reporting these groups no 
further inference can be made. 

What best describes your  idea of heaven?  
 
The question posed about ideas of ‘heaven’  brought quite distinct answers for those who attended 
regularly and those who didn’ t.  In the first group the idea of heaven was seen to be complex.  Over 
34% of respondents in this group didn’ t want to be limited by the simple statements being offered 
by the survey and instead used the ‘Other’  option to ‘explain’  their belief - for example that heaven 
wasn’ t a place but an existence beyond death in the presence of God that for many was linked 
directly with faith in Jesus. It should be noted that for some the complexity extended towards an 
uncertainty of who might experience heaven and how that might be achieved (the grace of God?).  
Around 10% reported that they ‘don’ t know’  about heaven. 
 
Of those who did 
use the simple 
tick list 
provided, 21.9% 
understood that 
‘only Christians 
would go to 
heaven’ , whilst 
18% understood 
that ‘everyone 
goes to heaven’ , 
whilst the option 
‘we go to heaven 
if we live a good 
life’  was 
subscribed to by 
around 16.9%.   
 

 
 
 

People who attend church regularly responded… 
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We saw in a previous question that the majority of non-regular attenders will attend funeral 
services.  In addition to this being a pastoral service, it also provides a key opportunity to share 
some insights into Christian beliefs about death and about what lies beyond death.  The church 
therefore needs to be clear and consistent about what it teaches concerning concepts such as 
‘heaven’  to avoid general confusion amongst the population and to best help people grasp the main 
ideas.  An impression on how well we are currently achieving these aims comes from our sample of  
non regular attenders. (see below) 
 

 
 
The first thing we note is that the largest group (25.9%) simply report that they ‘don’ t know’  about 
heaven.   The next most common response is that heaven is for those who ‘ live a good life’  (23.5%), 
with another substantial group reporting their belief that ‘heaven does not exist”  (19.8%).  The 
majority of those who answered using the ‘Other’  option likewise indicated scepticism about the 
existence of heaven, with a few indicating that there is something that everyone experiences. 
 

What do you think of church services in general? 
 
A key reason in undertaking this survey was to ascertain the outlook and experience of those who 
didn’ t come regularly to church services in order to understand how they viewed church.  When 
asked for their views, those who didn’ t come regularly to church, were very clear that what we offer 
is ‘ irrelevant’  (45.8%), ‘old-fashioned’  (30.5%) and ‘boring’  (25.4%), albeit perhaps within a 
generally ‘ friendly’  (22%) context. These findings are not new and there are a number of surveys, 
books and other publications which likewise highlight the fact that church services are not 
‘ inspiring’  to a great many people. It is however useful to ask the question, ‘ if church services are 
generally so poorly regarded by people who don’ t come regularly, why do we still offer them?’ .  
The answer is, in part, found in the responses we have gathered from regular church attenders.  
 

People who don’t  attend church regularly responded… 
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It is clear from the graph below that regular church attenders find church services ‘enjoyable’  
(75.7%), the context is ‘ friendly’  (69.2%), the content is ‘challenging’  (52.1%) and it is, to their 
mind, ‘ lively’  (33.1%).  The contrasting views between those who are regular in church and those 
not is stark.  This may go some way to explain why the church doesn’ t energetically seek major 
changes.  

 
There were however a number of comments made by regular attenders acknowledging the fact that 
though they ‘enjoy’  their own church, they were of the view that other congregations are less 
desirable.  It is also acknowledged that, within the same church, church services do vary from week 
to week and that not every part of every service is good.  None of those qualifications however do 
change the fact that they go to their church because they generally enjoy what is on offer to them. 
 

People who don’t attend church regularly responded… 

People who attend church regularly responded… 
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When asked directly what they would change to 
suit their preferences, a fair proportion 
responded by saying they would like nothing to 
change (24%).  Some felt a preference to be 
more traditional in form (6%), though it was 
more generally the case that where a change was 
expressed then it was for more modern forms.  
The other major change suggestions are listed in 
summary form in the box to the right: 
 
 
 
As is evidenced above there is no widespread movement for change within current congregations.   
 
When the responses are analysed from the group that don’ t regularly attend church services then it 
is clear that there is no one overwhelming change that people are longing for.  Indeed for a 
significant number of respondents either no suggestion was given or there was an expression to the 
effect that nothing that could be changed to suit their personal preferences. 
 
That said, it is possible to see from those that did 
comment (see box on right) that there are pointers 
towards a church with a more relaxed or modern style of 
presentation (19.7%), where there would be teaching or 
preaching that was more directly relevant to the 
questions and needs of individuals (11.3%).  In fact 
relevance was something being highlighted in a number 
of ways, as was the opportunity for greater participation 
and involvement from those that attended.  A number of 
comments also highlighted the need for services to 
connect with younger people and for appropriate facilities or activities for children. 

Why do you think some people go to church? 
 
How do we view those around us?  What is our experience and 
knowledge about the motivations of others who go to church 
services?  In general is there a clear motive for people coming 
along to be part of church services?  When this question was 
answered by those who were committed church attenders there 
is obviously in their mind a variety of perceived reasons why 
people go, as illustrated in the table to the right. 
 
What is striking from the table is that for many committed 
people the reason others attend church regularly is not 
primarily because of their religious faith and desire to worship 
but because of some tradition/ habit or duty being observed.  Also high in the list is a perception 
that some attend for simply social reasons.  This obviously raises questions in relation to the nature 
of the local Christian worshipping community and in particular its purpose. 
 
 

Suggestion % 
Changes in preaching styles and content  11 
More variety in service styles  10 
Family/ youth friendly services  7.5 
Mission focused  7 
Greater participation  7 
More relaxed  7 
More modern music  5 
Changes in service times  5 
Modern presentation  5 

Suggestions % 
More relaxed/ modern style 19.7 
Nothing would help 15.5 
More relevant preaching 11.3 
Child/ youth friendly 8.5 
More interaction 7.0 
Relevant for today 7.0 
Less judgemental/ friendlier 7.0 

Perceived Reasons % 
Worship 29.4 
Tradition/ Habit/ Duty 28.7 
Fellowship/ Social reasons 17.7 
To learn about God 8.2 
Help/ Comfort 7.8 
Don’ t know/ can’ t judge 5.0 
Special occasions 2.1 
Other 1.1 

Number of responses = 282  
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Did you regularly attend Sunday School ? 
 
It is an interesting fact that the present non-regular participation in church services does not appear 
to be linked to negative experiences at church run Sunday schools or similar group.  Just over a 
quarter of our sample (25.7%) never attended such events but for those that did their impressions 
are very positive. 

 
 
One thing that we note in comparing the experiences from current regular attenders with non 
regular attenders is the role Sunday school played both in being a vehicle for education and learning 
and as an encouragement to participate in church.  
  

Attr ibute Regular Attenders 
(%) 

Non Regular Attenders 
(%) 

Enjoyable 66.5 65.4 
Encouraged us to attend Church 58.2 29.6 
Learnt a lot 50.0 24.7 
Bor ing  12.7 16.0 
I r relevant 4.4 11.1 
Waste of time 2.5 6.2 

 
The table above poses some interesting questions about the role of Sunday School in helping 
children transition into adult Sunday worship.  It appears on the face of it that perhaps some Sunday 
Schools were more intentional about their role as an evangelistic endeavour towards children.  
 
Clearly the role of groups, organisations and church run activities in helping young people grow 
towards participation in the Christian community is very important.  What is also clear is that the 
church has much more opportunity to work with younger children and as such needs to make this 
area of work a priority. 
 

People who don’t attend church regularly responded… 
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Practical Responses 
 
It is important that local congregations not only ‘hear’  what is contained within the survey and 
report but also decide to make specific practical responses if it is to be useful.  The nature of each 
local response will be determined by a number of factors and therefore what is offered is a non 
exhaustive list of suggestions and possibilities.   
 
In addition to the ideas already contained within the text above, congregations may also wish to 
consider the following more general thoughts which arise from the survey results. 
 
In church mission, the Internet and modern technology generally has great potential towards helping 
churches engage with those within the local community and further afield.  Does your church have 
a ‘Facebook’  page that could be advertised in the local amenities and secondary schools?  Are your 
church services available on ‘YouTube’  or available for mobile download?  Does your congregation 
have a dynamic web presence?  Does you church publish an online calendar with times and 
locations of groups and meetings?  In today’s Internet intensive world these questions highlight 
only a small but significant proportion of what is possible. 
 
In dealing with our own membership we ought to give consideration to how that also might be 
made more effective through technological tools.  The use of email and SMS as modes of 
communication are obvious ways of letting people know what is going on at your church.  Does 
your church send out the weekly church notices to each church member?   Do you make use of 
SMS reminders prior to meetings of Kirk Session or other groups?  Do your congregational groups 
have their own integrated web presence?  Are church minutes and official documents made 
available online in a password protected area? 
 
It is likely to be the case that there will be individuals within congregations who are unwilling or 
unable to engage with these and other technologies, this however does not invalidate the general 
usefulness or potential for good of modern methods. 
 
In this ‘ television age’  it makes sense that churches engage with a variety of media to convey the 
Christian message.  Within the realms of education ‘visual learning’  is, for example, a vital 
component of the overall learning process.  Congregations ought to consider investing in the 
necessary equipment to bring about a more visual experience for participants.  Ministers and leaders 
for their part ought to become more skilled in the use of multimedia to enrich the presentation of 
sermons, worship and indeed ministry generally. 
 
Music is an area of Christian communal life which often causes disagreement.  It is however vital, 
particularly in the context of mission, that we take seriously the musical styles, rhythms and 
patterns of those whom we seek to reach.  To attempt a ‘harmonisation’  of diverse musical 
expressions within one short act of worship is more likely to meet with frustration than fruitfulness.  
In light of this common experience and also the knowledge many existing congregations are 
reasonably happy with the current worship experience then new avenues and/or ideas of worship 
ought to be pursued alongside those inherited and enjoyed. 
 
One major outcome from this study is that people already engaged in church actively enjoy what is 
presently being provided (with minor adjustments perhaps).  At the same time those who don’ t 
attend church regularly would not come along to worship regularly as presently configured without 
major change.  This change in configuration may be related to style, content, music, location or 
some other factor.  To respond to this fact the church at local level need to think seriously about 
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providing alternative opportunities for different groups of people.   This may be based around age, 
social group or some other common factor. 
 
What may be required is that congregations set up ‘ fresh expressions’  of church for those within 
their area of responsibility.  Once again, each locality and circumstance would dictate what kind of 
fresh expression of church is most likely to succeed. 
 
What is clear from the study is that there are large groups of adults who are positively predisposed 
towards the Christian religion (positively enough to identify themselves as ‘Christian’ ).  The 
Church needs to find ways to ‘build’  on that opportunity.  One area that may help the connection 
and resonate with the idea of ‘Christian’  as a good person and God as ‘ loving’  and ‘creator’ , may be 
for churches to be more obviously active in social and community action within the parish.  Activity 
that respond to personal needs and hurts and also ecological concerns would create ‘space’  for 
personal faith sharing to occur naturally. 
 
The idea of faith-sharing is an activity which causes anxiety for many regular church attenders.  
One way to alleviate this stress is to provide good training and also opportunities as part of the 
wider church group to put the training into practice.  Whilst faith-sharing may be a person to person 
interaction, it also needs the support and the encouragement of the church generally.  Part of the 
support needed is to help individuals grasp the importance of mission within the salvation purposes 
of God. 
 
Likewise churches need to highlight the part played by the church in the missional work of God.  
The church as a human institution is of limited attractiveness to those outside its walls, the church 
as a divine construction with a special part and purpose within the work of God is a quite different 
proposition.  Congregations ought therefore to think carefully about how it promotes itself within 
the local community.  Indeed congregations ought to have a plan for promotion, how else are people 
going to know what the local church is doing otherwise? 
 
Whilst many churches find words such as ‘marketing’  or ‘pubic relations’  alien and sometimes even 
negative, the reality is that the public image of church is of an institution which is ‘ irrelevant, old-
fashioned and boring’  (see survey above).  The image will not change unless an alternative is both 
presented and found to be true by experience.  It is the responsibility of the church, as a function of 
its mission to the world, to present Christ in a positive and culturally relevant manner. 
 
On the day of Pentecost men and women heard the Good News in their own languages (Acts 2).  
Today the church often speaks in a language which is becoming more obscure with each passing 
generation.  We need to remember that fewer and fewer adults have been in Sunday School and so 
don’ t know the bible stories. Fewer and fewer adults have been to church, outside of funerals and 
weddings and so don’ t have much idea of what happens on a regular Sunday.  The church therefore 
needs to discover new ways to present itself and what it represents in a manner and in a language 
which is understandable and also compelling.    
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Part 2: Survey of Primary School Children (p5, p6 & p7) 

Introduction 
 
Based on the 2009 statistical returns for congregations there are around 668006  young people 17 
and under involved in the life and activities of churches around Scotland.  Whilst this number is 
undoubtedly impressive it must be contextualised within an understanding that this represents only 
around 6.4% of the 1,042,000 children residing in Scotland as a whole, according to the mid 2009 
population estimates.7  In the Dunfermline area churches reported 1185 children 17 and under 
involved in the life of churches.  An estimated 2009 population figure for the same age group in 
Dunfermline Presbytery is calculated as around 305658 meaning that only 3.9% of this age group is 
involved in our local churches.  The local figure is notable for being much lower than that of the 
national rate. 
 
At the same time we should also take heed to the fact that parents are much less likely to approach 
churches for infant baptism.  In 2008 there were 565379  live births in Scotland, with 576710 
baptisms in the following year.  This would represent 10.2% of birth, however it is important to 
recognise that recorded baptisms are for all people not categorized as ‘adult’  and not simply babies.   
 
In 2009 Dunfermline Presbytery recorded 104 non-adult baptisms. Although figures for births are 
not available for the specific area of the Presbytery, we know from the figures for Fife health 
board11 and from baptisms for the combined Fife presbyteries that the rate of baptism (infant and 
child) in Fife is around 9.5% of births.   
 

 
Of course contact 
with children extends 
beyond baptisms, 
groups and 
organisations with 
many churches 
involved in 
chaplaincy work and 
other activities with 
young people, as 
well as through wider 
family contact within 
communities. 
 

                                                 
6 http://www.churchofscotland.org.uk/generalassembly/downloads/gareports10legalqapp.pdf 
7 http://www.gro-scotland.gov.uk/files2/stats/population-estimates/mid-2009/j1176807.htm 
8 2001 census figures from Church of Scotland ‘Statistics for Mission’  plus 4.5% adjustment as per mid 2009 
population figures (see reference above) 
9 http://www.isdscotland.org/isd/1022.html 
10 http://www.churchofscotland.org.uk/generalassembly/downloads/gareports10legalqapp.pdf 
11 http://www.isdscotland.org/isd/1022.html 
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It is perhaps in this more general context and certainly within schools that children therefore are 
most likely to learn about Christianity and to a certain extent experience Christian ritual.  In both 
the ‘5-14 Curriculum’  for non-denominational schools dealing with Religious and Moral Education 
and in the new ‘Curriculum for Excellence’  children are introduced to ideas of God, Jesus, Church 
and Christian beliefs from the very beginning of their formalised educational life. i.e. preschool and 
P1.  Part of the emphasis in Religious and Moral education is not simply to inform but to help 
children explore their own belief system.  This investigation is often supported through the ongoing 
activities of school chaplains and visits to places of worship (often for special services associated 
with the Christian year).  Children involved in our survey will therefore have had at least five years 
of educated thinking around the subject areas and also perhaps a number of experiences of ‘church’ , 
albeit for many those experiences will have been short in duration and limited in scope. 

What do you do in your spare time? 
 
The lifestyle of children today is quite different from that of children even a decade ago.  
Technology is much more prolific and accessible and children for their part spend a great deal of 
time interacting with it.  In the graph below it is clear that spare time activities involve both modern 
and traditional practices.  Not surprisingly television comes out as the most prevalent spare time 
activity as almost all homes have a television and most children will also have a television in their 
own bedroom.12 
  
The Scottish broadcasting commission research13 highlights that children like programmes such as 
The Simpsons, Family and series such as Hannah Montana. Talent shows such as Britain’s Got 
Talent, I’d do Anything – were very popular. 
 
Friendship is 
obviously 
important to 
children, as 
also is 
networking 
with friends 
both face to 
face and also 
via social 
networking.   
 
The place and 
prominence of 
visual media in 
the life of the 
child is 
something the 
church needs to 
actively engage 
with.  This 
method of 
communication 

                                                 
12 http://www.scottishbroadcastingcommission.gov.uk/Resource/Doc/4/0000397.pdf 
13 ibid 
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is one which schools use to good effect and which children relate to in many of their chosen leisure 
pursuits.  Are children who extensively use television, computer gaming, internet and video likely 
to find current church learning and activities less engaging and interesting? 

Do you believe in God? 
 
When the children in the 
survey were asked about belief 
in God, 46.1% said that they 
did believe in God, with 22.1% 
answering ‘no’ ,  19.6% ‘Don’ t 
Know’  and 12.3% said that 
they had ‘Never thought about 
it” .  Whilst it is difficult to find 
reliable statistics which 
specifically deal with this age 
group, it does appear that the 
rate of belief is less than would 
have been anticipated in 
previous years.14 
 

 

What comes into your picture of God? 
 
When asked about their perception or ‘picture of God’ , children in the survey mainly chose 
categories which conveyed positive imaginary.  The most dominant idea is that of God as ‘ love’  
(55.3%), followed by God as ‘Father’  (50.8%) and ‘Creator’  (49.5%).  The other notable images 
were of God as ‘Old Man’  (38.6%) and ‘Saviour’  (32.8%).  Alternative images of Judge, Spoilsport, 
Policeman and Mother were all at a much lower level. 
 

                                                 
14 “Belief in God in Great Britain 1945-1996” : Moving the Scenery Behind Classroom RE WK Kay - British Journal of 
Religious Education, 1997 - informaworld.com 
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In general, God as the loving heavenly father who wants to save us is a description both understood 
(at the appropriate developmental level for this age group) and accepted by children from P5, 6 and 
7 in our survey group.  This both testifies to the work done by many in sharing the Good News with 
children and also provides a good platform ministers and chaplains can build upon in sharing 
further information about church and faith. 
 

Who do you think Jesus Christ is/was? 
 
The story of 
how Jesus is 
perceived by the 
children is 
somewhat 
confused.  As 
we can see from 
the graph below 
68.4% 
categorise Jesus 
as ‘The Son of 
God’ , however 
there is a greater 
number of 
people that 
choose this 
designation than 
actually belief in 
the existence of 
God, asked in a 
previous 
question!  
 
 Is ‘Son of God’  a way of saying that Jesus is somehow ‘special’?  Again it is worth noting that for 
many children multiple answers were given to this question.  Many who said Jesus was ‘The Son of 
God’  also said that he was a ‘Very wise human being’  (32.6%), some preferred to add that he was 
‘An ordinary human being’  (15.1%).  A small percentage identified Jesus as ‘God’  (10.4%).  A 
significant minority (17%) had decided that Jesus was ‘Someone who never existed’ . 

In your opinion what makes a person a Christian? 
 
The question posed to the children concerning the essential components of being identified as ‘a 
Christian’  was one which led many children to also choose multiple answers from the list given.  Of 
course the list contains many elements which go together in the faith and lifestyle of those who are 
Christian and children were generally aware of this multifaceted dynamic.  What we have recorded 
therefore is perhaps a ‘weighting’  of things which are seen as most important down to those areas 
which the children, as a group, perceive to be less so. 
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Unsurprisingly then 82.5% identified ‘believing in God’  as important to be a Christian, followed by 
‘Believing the Bible is true’  (69.5%).  It is interesting to note that, whilst the majority believe that 
‘Going to church’  is important in ‘making a Christian’ , a significant group therefore do not make 
the same necessary link.   In the school curriculum there is some emphasis placed in the place of 
baptism or christening as a Christian ritual of welcome and so perhaps it is not surprising that 
children identify the link between ‘Christian’  and ‘being baptised/christened’ (55.6%).  What 
perhaps is surprising was that only around half the children (50.5%) were able to identify that 
‘Having Jesus as leader of your life’  was necessary to be called ‘Christian’ .  The remaining major 
category, ‘Leading a good life’  was picked by 41.4%. 

Church 
 
It is clear from the 
collected responses 
that experience of 
church for children 
would appear to centre 
largely around school 
visits or special 
services, mainly those 
of a celebratory 
nature. 
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How often do you go to church? 
 
When asked about how often they would go to church services the answer was much more negative.  
There is a discrepancy noted here in that from the presbytery church census we know that the 
number in church on a given Sunday is lower than 11.4% of this age group.  However from a 
number of comments recorded by children it would seem that for some there is an equation made 
between ‘going to church’  and ‘going to church organisations’  
 

 

What do you think of church services in general? 
 
It is surely good to 
hear that 46.1% of 
the children in our 
survey described 
their experience of 
church services as 
‘ friendly’ .  On a 
purely human 
dynamic churches 
are obviously 
providing a 
positive welcome. 
 
Once beyond the 
welcome itself 
other aspects of 
church services do 
not fair so well.  
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Our general content and presentation is undoubtedly in mind when the words ‘boring’  (32.4%), ‘old 
fashioned’  (31.6%) and ‘difficult to understand’  (29.8%) are being used.  It is however of interest to 
note that there is a significant number of children who use more positive descriptions such as ‘easy 
to join in’  (27.5%), ‘ fun’  (27.2%) and ‘enjoyable’  (26.9%).  Questions must be raised to understand 
in greater measure where the differences lie.  Are children reflecting on special services attended, 
normal Sunday worship or perhaps school services taken by the chaplain. 
 
As we can see below children who said that they had attended activities for children at church, 
presumably meaning clubs and organisations, generally found these ‘ fun’  (53.3%) and ‘enjoyable’  
(51.1%)  
 
Have you ever been to any children's activities at church?  
 

 

Why do you go to church? 
 
We can see the link between ‘church’  and ‘church 
organisations’  in the question asked about reasons for 
church attendance.  Certainly for some ‘clubs and 
organisations’  may mean church parades or similar, for 
others it is the fact that the club meets on church premises. 
 
For children the purpose of church appears to revolve 
around learning, praying and saying ‘ thank you’ .  What 
appears to be missing are references to ‘being with friends’  
and ‘having fun’ .  We know that both these elements are 
important for children of this age and desired by them (see 
below in what children would change).  

 
 
 

 

Reason given % 
To learn about God/ Jesus 16.8 
Clubs and organisations 16.8 
Pray 13.4 
Praise / say ‘ thank you’  12.8 
Special occasions 11.4 
I am a Christian/ I like church 10.7 
With family 8.7 
School services 5.4 
Other 4.0 
Number of responses = 149  
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View of children’s activities 
 

 
 
The general experience of children who have attended church based activities appears to be very 
positive. It is good to know that when we do manage to engage with children then it does seem to 
leave the majority of them with a positive impression of ‘church’ . 

Why do you think some young people go to church? 
 
In asking children this question it is intended to gather information on their understanding of the 
motivation of those young people that did go to church.  
The responses were individual and freeform in nature 
and have been grouped together in natural categories.  
As we can see learning and praying were prominent in 
the responses as they had been in the earlier question 
‘Why do you go to church’ .  What is new here is the 
appreciation that some children go because ‘ they 
believe’  or ‘are ‘Christian’ .  However, there is also the 
suggestion that for some children they go, not because 
they want to but because they are taken or in some way 
forced to go.   Certainly only a small proportion of 
children think that other children go to church to ‘have 
fun’  or in some way to ‘enjoy it’ . 

What would you change for church to be more child friendly? 
 
What do we do in response to the various negative images and ideas that children have concerning 
church?  What is it that children might like to see in church services?  What qualities, attributes and 

Reason % 
To learn about God/ Jesus/ Church  26.5 
They believe / are Christians 17.1 
To Pray 16.2 
Parents take them/ make them 11.0 
They enjoy it/ to have fun 10.7 
Special occasions 5.5 
Worship 4.9 
Clubs/ Sunday School 4.3 
To sing 3.0 
Other 0.9 

Number of responses 329  
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activities do they value?  In asking this question the children were again given free range to express 
their own thoughts and opinions and they have come up with a fascinating set of responses.  
 
In line with postmodern thinking and 
picking up well on a key value of our 
current culture, children want something 
which is for them.  That is, something 
which they find enjoyable and fun, 
something which has the needs and 
aspirations of children in mind.  Many of 
the children (22.7%) were clear that 
church should become inclusive ie 
pitched at a level for their understanding 
and ability.  Children were also very 
much activity minded with suggestions 
for a variety of games and sports and a 
range of expressions which highlighted the desire to ‘do’  something fun within their own individual 
interest area. 
 
A number of churches have experimented with changing some aspects of music in church services 
to make them more appealing to church but as noted not very many children (7%) highlighted this 
aspect as part of their wish list.  This may be due, in part, to some children having experienced 
‘church’  only as special children or school service where the music would have been specially 
chosen for that age group. 
 
 

Reflections 
 
Primary school age children are perhaps in a slightly different category to older children in that 
many of those who go to church do so because they come as part of a family group.  If the mother 
or father attends a local congregation or indeed if a grandparent attends they may well take along 
their child or grandchild.  So in looking at issues related to younger children and church we must be 
aware that part of what we are addressing is the question of why family members don’ t come along.  
Part of a response can be seen in the first section of this paper.   There are, however, other specific 
dynamics that relate to family groups as distinct from individual adults vis-à-vis church attendance. 
 
An important question for a parent or guardian in bringing a child along to church is ‘why ought 
they to go?’   For the Christian the answer to that question may seem obvious but for a parent whose 
faith is perhaps not well formed or still at an early stage of development then that question is one 
that needs an answer.  The decline in the number of baptisms in the Church of Scotland highlights 
the fact that people do not see a ‘need’  to have their children brought to church.  In past generations 
part of the rationale for baptism or ‘christening’  was undoubtedly part superstitious, often with an 
element of fear related to the eternal destiny of their unbaptized child.  In our modern society this 
kind of ‘driver’  is not as strong and the church needs to promote good and positive  reasons why 
children should be brought to church and involved in a Christian upbringing and education. 
 
Churches do need to become active in putting forward the benefits to children and families of the 
Christian way.  Congregations may want to highlight, for those who have some belief system, 
thanksgiving and blessing.  A more general invitation to participate in a way that promotes a good 
value system with a positive ethos of respect and the development of a personal morality that will 
develop worthy character traits may well be attractive.  

Descr iption % 
Make it more fun / more enjoyable 27.9 
More child friendly/ understandable for children 22.7 
Games/ sports 14.4 
Activities/ clubs/ computers 13.5 
Modern music 7.0 
Food/ sweets 3.1 
Crafts 3.1 
Dance 3.1 
Changes to building/ seating 2.6 
Other 2.6 

Number of responses 229  
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Many congregations are passive in their invitation styles, in that they wait until someone 
approaches them first before engaging with them.  If congregations are going to see more parents 
bring children into the life of the church then congregations will need to become more proactive in 
reaching out and advertising their worth to the wider community. 
 
It goes without saying that if an invitation is offered then congregations need to have something 
worthwhile for the family and the child to come along to.  Churches ought to ask themselves 
questions such as: is the building family/ child friendly?  Do we have programmes designed to be of 
interest to children at the appropriate age and stage?  Is this the kind of event/ service/ place that 
children feel at home and want to come back to?  Can we deliver the fun and friendship that 
children need? 
 
There are many elements involved in delivering a suitable place, programme and fellowship that 
will be suitable for children and families generally.   A key aspect is related to the personnel that 
deal with the children at Sunday school or at a church club.  Are the children’s workers suitable for 
the tasks and are they adequately trained and resourced?  Are they given enough support and 
encouragement?   
 
As a side note I understand that there is only a minority of children’s workers in the presbytery 
involved in the ongoing training offered by the Presbytery.  It may be the case that workers are 
involved in other training either locally or nationally, however what is crucial is that all workers in 
this area of church life have appropriate (and current) skills, knowledge and ability. 
 
Using appropriate resources and equipment with children plays a part in helping create an enriching 
learning experience.  Congregations ought to plan for an ongoing investment of energy and money 
in their work with children and families if it is to see long term results.  This may mean purchasing 
modern learning equipment such as computers with appropriate software (and web access). 
 
One area which ought to be reviewed by congregations is the way in which children are integrated 
into all-age events, such as the beginning of Sunday worship.  It is surely wrong that children would 
be expected to engage in an adult format and structure for worship.  If children are present then they 
need to be considered when songs, hymns, readings and prayers are presented.  Do they make any 
sense to a child?  Are they able to join in?  Is it something which helps them to worship?  Children 
must not become spectators on a Sunday morning.  If they are in church then church ought to be for 
them as much as it is for everyone else. 
 
In addition to work done in and around the church building itself, it would appear that work done 
with children in the local schools has much to commend it.  Primary schools are generally interested 
in making positive contact and interaction with the local community.  The parish church has much 
to offer by way of resource, in the person of the minister and also the church building, which 
presents a wealth of opportunities to interact with children.  It is therefore important that churches 
make the most of this chance, which in a progressively hostile culture to organised religoin, may be 
of limited duration. 
 
Organisations such as ‘Scripture Union’  may provide useful allies in setting up groups within 
schools with which the local church can partner.  Congregations may also wish to explore setting up 
community based ‘Fresh Expressions’  of church with families, one such idea which many have 
found useful is ‘Messy Church. 
 
Jesus in his ministry blessed children - the church, both by its words and action, needs to 
demonstrate and live out that blessing and welcome children into the ‘ family of God’  
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Part 3: Youth Survey 
 
The Youth section of the community survey proved to be the most difficult to carry out.  There was 
limited response from chaplains of secondary schools or from agencies which were contacted 
directly for help.  Given that this group is one which, in terms of church engagement, is the most 
challenging, then our limited contact with young people within this stage is perhaps reflected in the 
outcomes gained below from the 131 participants that complete a survey. 
 

What do you do in your spare time? 
 
It is immediately obvious from the data graphed below that for our group of surveyed young people 
music an extremely important facet of their daily living.  It is however also clear that the kind of 
music that is used in regular Sunday worship bears little resemblance to the style of music enjoyed 
by the majority of young people.  If worship is to relate to an authentic giving of self then surely our 
musical preferences need, in some way, to be represented and utilized in worship. 
 
Young people as we can see below are highly relational.  This is seen in the response ‘Hang around 
with friends’ , but time spent online also has a component of social networking as does modern 
computer gaming.  Church does have the potential of being a place of positive social interaction, 
though a traditional liturgy of singing and listening minimizes that kind of interaction.   
 
Traditional worship is normally aural in nature, whilst as we see from the prominence given to 
watching television and even going to the cinema, modern young people seek out dynamic visual 
media.  In an age of technology many churches still choose to focus their communication 
mechanisms on the norms of centuries past.   
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Given the information contained in the chart above we can readily see that young people inhabit a 
wholly different culture and context to that being advanced through church worship.  We ought 
therefore to look again not only at what we are saying to this generation but how we saying it. 
 

What is your religion? 
 
More than three quarters (77.3%) of our sample do not use the label ‘Christian’  for their religion.  
We noted above in our adult sample that the majority at least considered themselves ‘Christian’  
even if they didn’ t attend church.  For the adult population there is something positive in being 
considered part of the ‘Christian’  culture, for young people the label ‘Christian’  has much less 
appeal. 
 

 

In your opinion what makes a person a Christian? 
 
In the religious sphere, the use of language is important as we try to assess what people are trying to 
communicate.  Already in the adult survey we have noted that the word ‘Christian’  may be used in 
various ways.  To help understand what the young people meant by the word ‘Christian’ , a question 
was asked to describe the basic beliefs and/or practices of a ‘Christian’ .  Given the educational 
developments made in recent years within the realm of religious and moral education it would have 
been anticipated that young people would know that Christians were, at the most basic level, people 
who believed in God and were followers of Jesus.  Certainly the majority of the participants were 
able to link ‘Christian’  with God but perhaps surprisingly there was not a strong link made with the 
statement about Jesus.  (It could be argued that the statement was not clear in that the concepts of 
‘knowing Jesus’  and ‘personal saviour’  may be unfamiliar). 
 
The connection between ‘Christian’  and ‘church’  is acknowledged by many (58%), although again 
it could be argued that the wording of the question may be somewhat flawed in that going to church 
certainly does not make a person a Christian. 
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It would appear that for many young people ‘Christian’  is linked to Christian activity such as  
reading the bible, being baptised or going to church.  Since it is clear that most do not engage with 
these activities then ‘Christian’  is understandably an unlikely term for them to use of themselves. 
 

 
 
The graph below certainly highlights the mission context that the church finds itself in with regards 
to young people, in that our youth do not consider themselves ‘Christian’  and do in many ways 
distance themselves from the idea. 
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Do you believe in God? 
 
It has been suggested by some that 
young people do consider themselves 
‘spiritual’ . When asked about their 
belief in God, just over half the 
sample (50.4%) replied in the 
negative, whilst the larger part 
(35.7%) of the remainder were unsure, 
leaving only 14% who said that they 
believed in God.   
 
In a 2005 survey amongst 3000 
English 13-15 year olds around half 
said that they believed in God15.   
 

 

 

What comes into your picture of God? 
 
‘God’ , like ‘Christian’  is a word which can carry a variety of meanings and thoughts.  One question 
in the survey asked about the respondents ‘picture of God’ .  The most common response (66.4%) 
was a picture of 
God as ‘old man’ .  
The picture of God 
as ‘creator’  
managed only to 
get 46.6%.   
 
It is fascinating to 
note that for the 
primary school 
children who were 
surveyed that their 
picture of God was 
‘ love’ , ‘ father’  and 
then ‘creator’ .  
God as ‘old man’  
for the primary 
school age gained 
only 38.6% 
support.  Why this 
fundamental 
change in the 
picture of God 
from primary to secondary school? 
 

 

                                                 
15 http://www.eauk.org/resources/info/statistics/orthodox-and-unorthodox-belief.cfm 
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Who do you think Jesus Christ is/was? 
 
Having already noted that some 77% of our respondents had ‘no religion’  and that only 14% said 
they ‘believe in God’  then it is perhaps surprising that when asked about Jesus the most popular 
answer given was ‘The Son of God’  (38.5%).  Is this a remnant from teaching in early years of 
childhood or is it a way of somehow describing Jesus as more than human?  Only 4.1% identified 
Jesus as God following traditional Christian theology.  (A smaller percentage than those that 
thought Jesus a spaceman (5.7%)!) 
 
 

 
 

For a significant number there are questions about the historical Jesus with 24.6% claiming he 
‘never existed’ .  This would appear to be a high number in the face of the known historical evidence 
for Jesus existence and so presumably not something taught in the school curriculum. Is it therefore 
a way of expressing a rejection of belief? 
 
Young people did at times seem to struggle with trying to understand Jesus, although we note that 
some said that he was an ‘ordinary human being’  (16.4%), and some a ‘wise human being’  (21.3%), 
we should note that because multiple answers could be given many highlighted Jesus as both ‘The 
Son of God’  and ‘An ordinary human being’  or ‘The Son of God’  and “A very wise human being” .  
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How often do you go to church? 
 
We already know from the annual presbytery census that only a small percentage of young people 
attend church on a 
given Sunday.  The 
graph (right) confirms 
our understanding with 
only 2.4% of our 
sample reporting that 
they go ‘nearly every 
week’ .  In fact 
contained within the 
various occasional 
categories, notes added 
to the survey, 
illustrated that these 
times would include 
special events such as 
school visits, weddings, 
funerals etc and not 
necessarily normal or 
regular church services.   
 
 

Have you been to a Christian church for special services? 
 
When asked if they had been in church over this last year then the mostly likely reason given by our 
survey group was because of a ‘wedding’  (60.3%).  Funerals, which were the main occasional 
service attended by non committed adults, was for young people 30.8%. 
 
The church often 
looks to the great 
Christian festivals 
as opportunities to 
reach out to those 
who are not 
committed 
Christians since this 
is when visitors are 
most likely to be in 
attendance.  
However as we can 
see from the figures 
only a relatively 
small number 
(17.9%) of young 
people attend a 
Christmas service 
or Easter Service 
(15.4%).    
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What do you think of church services in general? 
 
It is clear that for both adults and for younger children the church is perceived as a ‘ friendly’  place 
to visit, this appears not to be the experience or the thoughts from the youth section of our survey.  
Church as ‘ friendly’  scored only 17.4%.  What the young people want to say about church is made 
very clear with 66.1% recording their view that it is ‘boring’ .  Not only is it boring in their eyes but 
also ‘old fashioned’  (43%), ‘difficult to understand’  (40.5%) and even ‘depressing’  (26.4%). 
 

 
 
These results are a real challenge to the church, indicating that young people feel that that church is 
both unwelcoming and unattractive.  This situation is not new as highlighted by Peter Brierley in 
‘Reaching and Keeping Teenagers’  who tabulated reasons teenagers stopped going to church.16    
 

Reason % 
Boring Worship service 45 
Few other young people 36 
No activities for young people 24 
Old-fashioned services 23 
Serious doubts about Christian religion 17 
Congregation not welcoming 5 
Others 45 

 
The results of the work of Brierley and others have been available for many years but churches have 
found it difficult to improve the situation, indeed it seems to have become more pronounced. 
 
 
 

                                                 
16 ‘Reaching and Keeping Teenagers’ , Peter Brierley, Monarch, London 1983 
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Why do you think some young people go to church? 
 
What do young people make of other young people who go to church?  How do they understand or 
interpret their motivation for going?  When asked, ‘Why do you think some young people go to 
church?’ , there seems to be two different conclusions being reached.  Either the young people 
concerned have decided that they are Christian and so opt into Christian worship or that there is 
some element of pressure or coercion by family members to make them attend. 
 

Reason % 
It is their religion/ they believe 36.6 
Family/ parents 30.7 
Worship activities 9.9 
They enjoy it/ time with friends 8.9 
Learn about God 6.9 
Other 7.0 

Number of responses = 101  
 

What changes to church services would make it more youth friendly? 
 
Whilst we must recognise that the number of responses to this question was limited it still provides 
a valuable insight into the general areas that young people are looking towards for accommodation 
of their needs and desires.  The main word used as a response to this question was ‘ fun’ .  Obviously 
this is reaction to services being ‘boring’ .  In the same line there were suggestions that services had 
to be more interesting for young people and more understandable.  Related to these calls for 
presentational changes there was also a desire to see the addition of ‘activities’  suitable for young 
people.  
 
Not surprisingly a desire to see more 
youth appropriate music is also high 
on the change agenda. 
 
Items included in the ‘other’  category 
ranged from changing ‘everything’  to 
‘knock down the building’ ! 

Did you regularly attend Sunday School 
 
It has been noted above in the adult survey that many adults attended Sunday school or similar 
activities at a young age and were generally left with a positive view of their experiences.  The 
outcome from that information may have been a sense of optimism in the role of these groups and 
activities.  However from our youth sample it would appear that far less of this group are going 
along to such activities.  Asked if they had regularly attended Sunday School or similar groups 75% 
said that they had not.   

What did you think of Sunday school? 
 
Of the 25% that did attend Sunday School, 45.1% claimed that it was ‘boring’  with only 27.5% 
saying that it was ‘enjoyable. (see graph below).  Why did we see this difference from other age 
groups?  Is it that this group was hard to please?  Is it that our fondness of the things of childhood 

Ideas % 
Services to be fun/ more interesting/ understandable 35.4 
More youth specific activities 20.0 
Better/ more appropriate music 20.0 
More comfortable/ modern environment 7.7 
Other 16.9 
No of respondents =  61  
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grows with age?  Is it that time has moved on and Sunday School hasn’ t moved to meet the 
expectations of a new generation?  The answer is certainly worthy of further investigation. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Reflections 
 
In the Dunfermline Presbytery annual census there was found to be fewer than 100 young people 
aged 12-19 in churches on the census Sunday.  This number represents only 3.4% of the 
worshipping community.  To say therefore that this age group presents a challenge to the church is a 
significant understatement.  The survey responses above highlight part of the difficulty and the 
challenge facing congregations who wish to see more young people come to faith. 
 
At a very basic level the young people surveyed generally appear to be significantly estranged from 
the church and even from the Christian faith.  The response of the church to this estrangement needs 
to be carefully thought through to find ways of building a positive relationship with young people.  
Relationship, as highlighted above, is a critical factor in the lives of young people and it is within 
this context that attitudes and expectations may develop and change. 
 
Congregations ought therefore to find ways of ‘ coming alongside’  young people in helpful, non-
judgemental ways which help young people deal with the decisions, changes and pressures 
particular to this age group.  Whilst is it desirable that relationships are built ‘one to one’ , churches 
need to take cognisance of the fact that the virtual social networking landscape does provide a 
wealth of opportunities to interact in a non-threatening atmosphere.  
 
Social networking means going to where young people are happy and comfortable and indeed in 
reaching out to young people there needs to be a willingness on the part of the church to leave the 
comfort of its own places and programmes to meet them where they are.  One area where contact 
can be made is through involvement in local schools chaplaincy. 
 
Vital to the work among young people is the part played by their peers.  The church needs to 
support, encourage and also resource young Christians that they can provide a good example of 
authentic and attractive Christian living and believing.  In addition churches need to provide 
confidence and skill for their younger worshippers in faith sharing amongst their friends. 
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Given the differences in such things as musical tastes, methods of learning and modes of 
interacting, amongst other things, it is not difficult to understand why young people find ‘normal’  
church difficult and challenging.  At the same time many Christian adults find the traditional 
patterns of worship helpful and comfortable.  To attempt to bridge this divide, as some have 
attempted, by providing, within one service, a few elements which may be acceptable to each group 
is evidentially insufficient. 
 
If congregations want to seriously engage with young people in worship then, rather than attempt to 
mould them to traditional patterns, new ways of doing and being church need to be considered and 
explored. 
 
Any work of significance with young people will take courage, determination and a great deal of 
love and grace from the local church - but surely this is the key to all successful Christian mission. 
 

Summary 
 
The survey results in this report give congregations within Dunfermline Presbytery an important 
tool – insight.  People from a variety of age groups, both inside and outside the church, have shared 
some of their thoughts and perceptions concerning the Christian faith and the church generally.  If 
congregations are going to effectively develop their strategies for mission then they need to listen 
carefully to what has been said and what has been hinted at.  Congregations will need discernment 
and wisdom to know how best to respond within the local area and therefore we ought to remember 
that whilst the voice of the people is important, none the less, the voice of God is crucial. 
 
I therefore encourage ministers, kirk sessions and congregations generally to prayerfully study this 
report and then to act energetically according to the prompting of the Holy Spirit. 
 
Rev Allan S Vint – July 2010   
 
  
 
 
 
  


