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Over the past 25 years we have trained, supported and released over 700 youth and children’s 
leaders around the region, and run hundreds of camps and events reaching thousands of children 
and young people. As a part of this journey, we have worked in partnership with churches from a wide 
range of backgrounds and denominations, and with other youth and children’s work organisations, 
seeking to do more together than we can apart. However, SWYM are only just scratching the surface 
in terms of engaging with children and young people across the region.

Christ Centred Living
We seek to keep Jesus at the centre of 
all we do. In our training and support for 
workers we have a heart for discipleship 
and pastoral care alongside character 
development and spiritual formation. Our 
events aimed at young people are focussed 
on the person and work of Jesus, with an 
emphasis on worship, scripture and prayer 
in all we do. 

Kingdom Focussed Movement
We recognise that we are only a small part 
of what God is doing amongst children and 
young people and therefore place a high 
value on partnership and cheering on others 
doing similar work. We do not want to build 
an empire but to be Kingdom focussed, 
stressing the importance of the local church 
and seeking to serve, equip and champion 
her in all we do. 

Here at South West Youth Ministries (SWYM) 
our vision and our passion is that every child 
and young person in the whole of the South 
West might encounter Jesus, come to know 
Him and make a choice to live for more.

Servant Hearted Community
We, as a collection of workers across the 
region, seek to prefer one another – not 
just simply being conference attendees or 
students accessing learning, but seeking 
to serve one another with no room for 
competitiveness; a community of people 
seeking to model servanthood towards 
one another as we go out to serve our local 
communities.

Pursuing Excellence Together
Finally, we seek to pursue excellence in 
all we are doing, wanting to do the best 
that we can within God’s power. Not being 
perfectionists, but aiming high in terms of 
quality in all we do, and doing this together 
with others. 

Our Values:
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It is this backdrop of 25 years of work, our vision 
for this generation and this region, and these 
values that led us to carry out this research 
project. Through our work with churches and 
organisations across the region we felt we had a 
lot of anecdotal data on the state of youth and 
children’s ministry. However, we recognised we 
only had part of the picture, and so we wanted 
to get a fuller picture, so that we might serve the 
local church more effectively.

As we set out on this project, our hope was to 
get a snapshot – a broad overview of where we 
are at this moment, particularly in the context 
of the impact of COVID. And so we began with 
several questions in mind:

• How has COVID challenged and transformed 
approaches to Christian ministry?

• Are there any issues that are particularly 
relevant for specific geographical areas?

• What common challenges are churches and 
organisations facing?

• What success stories might we be able to 
learn from?

• How might any findings inform not just 
SWYM’s strategy but also the strategy of 
denominations, local organisations and 
churches? 

Our hope is that this research will be the start 
of a conversation, not the end; a significant 
moment to pause, reflect, and perhaps re-shape 
what we are currently doing.

I’d like to take this opportunity to say a huge 
thank you to the generous benefactor whose 
significant financial investment made this 
research possible. I also want to recognise those 
who have contributed to the production of this 
report: Andy Thomas and Clarissa Vanstone who 
have lead this process from beginning to end, 
the steering group who shared their wisdom, 
and those who gave their time to complete the 
survey. I hope you will agree that this combined 
effort has produced something challenging for 
us all to engage with. 

Thank you for your time in reading and reflecting 
on the research – let’s carry on the conversation.

Paul Friend 
Director, 

South West Youth Ministries



snapshot
noun   
an impression or view of 
something brief or transitory

‘‘Our work is constantly 
adapting and changing 

… if you were to ask 
these questions in six 

months you might get 
completely different 

answers.”
6 | Mapping the Landscape
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Mapping the Landscape
What does Christian work with young people look like 
in the South West at this moment in time?

The future direction of Christian work with 
children and young people has been an on-
going conversation in recent years. Numerous 
local and national reports have identified figures 
and trends that have become focal points for 
national ministry. South West Youth Ministries 
(SWYM) engage with a diverse range of 
churches, organisations and projects and have 
looked for how the themes identified by these 
research reports may be evident in our region.

This experience has shown SWYM the extent 
of opportunity for further work, but to do 
this effectively, it was also evident that they 
needed to gain a better understanding of what 
was happening within the world of Christian 
ministry with children and youth in the South 
West. It is important to note that whilst this 
research has covered a combined total of 1,020 
congregations and organisations, it still very 
much remains a ‘snapshot’ of the provision 
to the children and young people across the 
region. The research offers a transitory view, an 
understanding of a situation that we recognise 
is in constant flux. Our hope is that this research 
has captured some useful insights into this 
evolving world of Christian ministry with young 
people (0-19 years) across the region. 

You may have noted the use of ‘young people 
(0-19), rather than ‘children’, ‘youth’ etc. This is 
a deliberate response to a dilemma we faced 
when processing the data. You will see in 
Finding 4 that there are varied titles to roles for 
working with young people in Christian ministry. 
Blurred boundaries and overlap between roles 

potentially meant that figures for ‘children’ and 
‘youth’ would become muddled. The research 
team decided to draw together all the data 
under ‘young people’, describing all between 
the ages of 0-19. This may be an issue for some, 
but it was the most accurate way to analyse the 
data collected.

The scale of this research necessitated a 
quantitative survey and, whilst these are useful 
for collecting large amounts of data from an 
extensive sample, they are, as was noted by 
a few respondents, somewhat rigid and may 
miss the ‘quirky’ turns that Christian work with 
children and young people may be taking. To 
counter this inflexibility, participants were 
offered the opportunity to provide qualitative 
feedback that they felt may be relevant to the 
research being undertaken. These responses 
have been included and engaged with 
throughout the report. We feel this mix provides 
a richer, more personal quality that enhances 
the report as a whole.

The questions offered at the end of each 
section of findings are intended to seed 
further discussion; they are certainly not seen 
as definitive for the way forward from this 
research project. It is our belief that inclusive 
engagement with the diverse array of people 
who are investing in young people is the best 
way to discover the direction that God is taking 
ministry with the younger generations in the 
South West.
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Summary of Findings
Finding 1: Where are the volunteers?
A lack of volunteers is the most significant concern for churches working with young people.

Churches, and to a lesser degree organisations, identified a lack of volunteers as a significant 
problem, with 59% of churches saying that a lack of volunteers was challenging or very challenging. 
The evidence indicates that smaller churches found the problem of a lack of volunteers more 
challenging than larger churches. Further analysis showed that rural churches were less likely to 
employ someone to work with young people, the implication being that more of their ministry must 
be reliant on volunteer leadership.

Finding 2: Training and recruitment
Churches and organisations are facing challenges in training, recruiting and retaining paid workers.

Churches who employed someone working with young people were found to engage with greater 
numbers, work over a broader range of ministry, have more focus on activities that encourage deeper 
relationship, and be more likely to take young people to camps, festivals and residentials. However, 
over 40% of those in employed roles had been in post for less than three years. Additionally, the 
majority of respondents viewed academic or professional qualifications as unnecessary for working 
with young people.

Finding 3: Reaching out together
Organisations are taking a lead in partnership and outward focussed activity.

Christian organisations across the region have a very different attitude to partnership and approach 
to ministry than a majority of the churches. 81.3% of the organisations said they would often or 
always work in partnership; the figure was 26.9% for churches. Similarly, organisations were more 
likely to be involved in activities with a more outward focus like detached ministry or working in 
schools. In addition, organisations were more likely to engage with young people from deprived 
areas than churches.

Finding 4: Family based future?
There is evidence of a move towards more intergenerational approaches to working with young people.

The survey showed that there were 15 different titles that were used for roles that are connected 
to working with young people. Six of these roles, and the most popular role, had ‘family’ as part 
of the title. The qualitative feedback showed that many Christian ministries are moving away 
from compartmentalised forms of ministry, preferring instead to adopt a more family-focused, 
intergenerational approach.



Mapping the Landscape | 9



Finding 1: 
Where are the volunteers? 
A lack of volunteers is the most significant concern 
for churches working with young people.

• Churches across the South West see a lack of 
volunteers as the most challenging problem 
facing them in their work with young people.

• Smaller churches see a lack of volunteers as a 
more challenging problem than larger churches.

• Churches in rural areas are more reliant on 
volunteers to run their work with young people.

10 | Mapping the Landscape
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We asked a selection of people who are currently working with young people across the South West 
about significant problems that they were currently facing. The five most prominent issues covered 
in their responses were included in this survey: use of social media, lack of volunteers, young 
people’s mental health, young people coming back to Christian ministry post COVID lockdowns, and 
competing for young people’s time. Participants were asked to scale how challenged they were by 
each problem.

Fig 1b Views from organisations regarding the scale of problems facing Christian work with young people.

When focussing on these areas, churches are 
feeling more challenged by these problems than 
organisations. The most significant issue for 
churches is a perceived lack of volunteers, with 
29.1% of the responses identifying this area as 
‘very challenging’. 

Whilst mental health issues in children and 
young people are the most significant area for 
organisations (more on this later in the report), 
it is notable that a lack of volunteers is the only 
other issue that would be seen as significantly 
challenging for organisations, with 43.8% of 
responses rated challenging or above.
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Fig 1a Views from churches regarding the scale of problems facing Christian work with young people.
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Youthscape’s Losing Heart research noted 
that the size of a church impacted how they 
worked with children and youth (2016, pp.10-
15). We asked respondents about the size of 
their church and this was cross tabulated with 
the responses to the question about a lack of 
volunteers. 60.4% of participants from small 
churches (under 50 congregants) saw a lack of 
volunteers as challenging or higher. Challenging 
or higher scores were 55.6% for large churches 
(over 150 congregants); they were 37% for 
those over 350 congregants. A lack of volunteers 
may be a problem for all churches, but the data 
shows that as the size of church increases, the 
issue becomes less significant.

We also looked at how the size of a 
congregation impacted the percentage of 
churches who employ someone to work with 
young people. 

When a similar analysis is run against location, a 
slightly different pattern emerges.

The figures for churches under 25 (19%) and 
26-50 (22.2%) show little difference, but as the 
size of the congregation grows, the percentage 
of churches employing people to work with 0-19 
year olds increases significantly. What should 
be recognised is that these are all churches who 
work with young people; if the smaller churches 
are not employing workers, the ministry must 
be run by volunteers. Smaller churches will, 
therefore, be more reliant on volunteers to run 
their work with young people.

Here we see those churches that minister to 
young people in rural locations (villages and 
isolated locations) have similar percentages 
for churches employing someone to work with 
young people (21.4% for isolated locations, 
24.5% for villages). There is a significant jump 
in the percentages of churches in towns who 
employ a worker for young people (42.3%) and 
that goes up again when one looks at churches 
based in cities (55.1%). What is evident is that 
there are lower percentages of churches in 
rural areas who employ someone to work with 
young people. Like smaller churches, this does 
make these rural congregations more reliant on 
volunteers to run their work with young people.

However, when location was cross tabulated 
against the responses to the question about 
lack of volunteers the percentage differences 
were minimal. Whilst 59.5% of responses from 
churches in villages and isolated locations 
identified the lack of volunteers as challenging 
or above, the figure was 58.9% for churches 
in towns and cities. Those in rural locations do 
see it as a more challenging issue than those 
in towns and cities, but not to a degree that 
significantly varied from the mean average for 
churches in general.
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Fig 1d Churches who employ someone to work with 

young people by location.

Fig 1c Churches who employ someone to work with 

young people by size of congregation.
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Finding 1: Where are the volunteers? 

Qualitative responses offer supporting evidence 
for a dependence on volunteers in rural areas.

• ‘I think that you will find that rural 
benefices like ours don’t have the funds to 
employ children’s and youth workers, we 
absolutely depend on volunteers.’

• ‘In a rural village setting, there are no funds 
for trained leaders.’

These comments link a lack of funding for 
employed workers with a dependence on 
volunteers in the rural areas. The data shows 
that the majority of smaller congregations are 
located in rural areas. This evidence would 
suggest that the size of congregation must be 
taken into account when considering this lack 
of funding for recruitment and the reliance on 
volunteers to drive ministry with young people 
in rural areas.

Others saw the lack of volunteers linked to 
changes in lifestyles impacted by the COVID 
pandemic.

• ‘Since coming out of lockdown many of our 
volunteers have become unavailable.’

• ‘Did have Open the Book before Covid but 
not restarted.’

• ‘Some things, like Messy Church, have not 
resumed because of a lack of volunteers.’

No item in the survey looked specifically at the 
impact of COVID on numbers of volunteers and, 
whilst a link can be inferred from the qualitative 
comments, further quantitative research would 
be required to consider this issue in greater 
depth.

Fig 1e Percentages of churches by size to location
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Question for 
reflection and 
further research:
 
This ‘snapshot’ survey 
was taken at a time when 
Christian ministry is 
learning to live with COVID. 
The lack of volunteers has 
been linked to this, and 
one wonders why many, 
who did volunteer pre-
pandemic, no longer feel 
able to contribute to this 
area of ministry?

How might churches learn 
to encourage and support 
volunteers? 

What models of 
volunteering might 
contribute to longevity in 
ministry?
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Finding 2: 
Training and recruitment
Churches and organisations are facing challenges in 
training, recruiting and retaining paid workers.

• Churches and organisations are struggling to recruit and retain 
employees who work with young people.

• Employed workers engage with more young people in a more 
diverse array of ministry.

• The full benefits of academic training for working with young 
people are not always recognised by churches.
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Recruiting and Retaining 
Employed Workers

Before looking at numerical data, it is worth 
noting how qualitative responses identified 
that some churches and organisations were 
struggling to recruit paid youth and children’s 
workers.

• ‘We have been unable to appoint a Youth 
and Outreach Worker despite two rounds of 
advertising.’

• ‘As an organisation, we are struggling to 
recruit well qualified and experienced 
youth workers.’

The survey did not have any questions that 
looked specifically at this issue of recruitment, 
but it did look at retention by considering the 
length of time people had been in their role.

The figures show that, at the time of this survey, 
12.3% of those in employed roles working 
with young people had been in role over 10 
years, however, 40.8% had been in post less 
than three years. The figures recognise that a 
significant number of roles have turned over in 
the past three years, which could be explained 
by factors such as the COVID pandemic and the 
implications of lockdown and enforced furlough. 
However, qualitative responses offer further 
insight into this matter:

• ‘The poor pay is a definite factor in the lack 
of workers. I know I can only afford to do 
my job because I am married to someone 
who earns a good salary.’

• ‘Over the past 20 plus years in being 
children’s and youth workers, we are still, I 
believe, seen as being involved in a second-
class ministry. The established churches 
need to recognise us as equal in support, 
financial, housing etc, as a vicar, minister or 
pastor.’

These respondents clearly feel that their 
ministry with children and youth is undervalued, 
certainly when compared with other areas 
of ministry like church leadership. Further 
comment on this issue cannot be justified 
without a broader comparison between roles 
within Christian ministry as a whole, but 
it is clear that difficulties in retention and 
recruitment cannot easily be explained solely as 
a COVID pandemic related issue.

If it is difficult to recruit and retain people 
in paid work with young people in Christian 
ministry, one is left asking what value can be 
seen in employing someone to work with young 
people. The survey considered a couple of areas 
that offered insights into this area. The first of 
these looked at the numbers of young people 
that a ministry was engaged with. The responses 
showed that this could range from 1-9 to several 
thousand. For those working between 1-99 
young people the data displays two distinct 
patterns: one for volunteer led, and one for 
employed. The volunteer pattern shows the 
majority working with 1-9 young people with 
this percentage showing a decreasing concave 
curve. 
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Fig 2a Longevity in role of those employed to work 

with young people.



Mapping the Landscape | 17

Finding 2: Training and recruitment

Fig 2b Numbers of young people worked with against employment of someone to work with young people.
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The data for those employed to work with young 
people is different. For those employed to work 
with young people, the peak comes at 10-19 
(18.2%) with a gradual decline as the numbers 
of young people worked with increases. This 
evidence highlights that a higher percentage 
of ministries that employ people to work with 
young people are seeing that ministry work with 
greater numbers on a regular basis. This pattern 
is offered further support when one considers 
even higher numbers: 2.7% of volunteer led 
work with young people will engage with 100-
199 persons, the figure is 8.8% for those who 
employ a worker. 0.3% of volunteer led ministry 
works with 600-5000+ children, the figure is 
4% for those who employ a worker. Employed 
workers engage with greater numbers of young 
people than workers in voluntary positions.

This is not surprising; employed workers have 
paid hours to engage with young people, 
volunteers may juggle their ministry around 
another job. However, a deeper analysis of 
differences between employed and volunteer 
led ministry revealed there is more to consider 
than just numbers being engaged. One question 
looked at the types of activities that are being 

utilised by people working with young people 
across the region.

The original question looked at 23 different 
options, including another category for ‘other’. 
This data produced a rather congested display 
and so a selection of particularly pertinent 
activities were selected for analysis. Activities 
like the provision in church services and 
assemblies show little difference between the 
numbers of ministries that engage in them. 
Having an employed worker seems to make little 
difference. However, when other activities are 
analysed, it is evident that having an employed 
worker makes a significant difference. Of 
particular interest are activities like mentoring, 
life/small groups and Bible studies – what 
some may see as their small group activity. 
These activities would generally involve 
smaller numbers and look to develop deeper 
relationships – with God and others - than could 
feasibly be developed in larger gatherings. 
The fact that significantly more ministries 
that employ a worker for young people – the 
differences are 11.1% for Bible studies, 5.9% 
for life/small groups, 6.3% for mentoring – run 
these activities than those that don’t employ a 
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worker should be considered when ministries question the value that an employed worker can bring 
to a church or organisation.

One other item in the research shone further 
light on the value of employing someone to 
work with young people. A great deal of effort 
goes into organising a number of Christian 
camps, festivals and residentials for young 
people that churches and organisations in 
the South West access. A question looked at 
what options would be the most popular for 
those responding to the survey. The general 
finding was that 50.1% of churches and 
47.9% organisations would send or take young 
people on a camp, festival or residential. It was 
interesting to note that this figure was 67.9% 
for churches and organisations combined when 
they employed someone to work with young 
people. The From Anecdote to Evidence report 
(2014, p.12) showed that engaging with camps, 
festivals and residentials can be significantly 
linked to church growth, and so it was felt that 
this difference identified between employed 
and volunteer led ministry should not be 
ignored by Christian ministry that is battling 
decline in many areas.
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Fig 2c Activities engaged in by those who employ someone to work with young people versus those who don’t.

Training and Qualifications
Another area that offers insights into questions 
around employed ministry relates to attitudes 
towards qualifications. Many were moved to 
offer qualitative responses:

• ‘Regarding qualifications, I consider 
them useful, but not essential – practical 
experience often counts for more.’

• ‘[it is] more important that someone is 
called into their role than qualifications. 
Qualifications are an added bonus.’

• ‘I have met many church workers over the 
years with qualifications that do not know 
or live the Bible’s teachings.’

• ‘Degree level qualification isn’t relevant. 
Useful but not essential.’

• ‘Experience can be as valuable as a 
qualification.’
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Finding 2: Training and recruitment

the qualifications selected for analysis. The 
figures for Level 3 (8.8% for churches, 27.1% 
for organisations), undergraduate (19.8% for 
churches, 43.8% for organisations) and JNC 
(6.9% for churches, 22.9% for organisations) 
are significantly different. Safeguarding 
qualifications are prominent in both churches 
(45.6%) and organisations (52.1%) but, when 
safeguarding legislation is considered, these 
figures seem rather low. When one recalls the 
significance given to mental health issues in 
young people (62.5% of organisations and 
44.4% of churches rated this as challenging 
or above) the figures for mental health first 
aid qualifications (16.9% for churches, 27.1% 
for organisations) are also worthy of note, 
particularly given how mental health issues 
in young people were seen to be a significant 
challenge by churches and organisations. 

• ‘It is about the person, not the 
qualification.’

• ‘Rekindling children and youthwork is 
about more than qualifications – reflects 
the health of Christian communities.’

• ‘Rather than qualifications, the most 
important things are a passion for children 
and youth, and a strong personal Christian 
faith.’

What people see as qualifications are given 
value, but other aspects such as calling, 
experience, character and strength of faith are 
given equal, if not greater, significance.

A question looked at the qualifications held by 
those responding to the survey. Organisations 
are seen to have higher percentages for all of 
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Fig 2d Differences in qualifications relevant to working with young people held by churches and organisations.
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With Christian organisations appearing to put greater value on qualifications than churches, the 
analysis moved to look specifically at the value that people put on certain qualifications for working 
with young people. Respondents were asked to rate the value of the qualification from 1 (Irrelevant) 
to 5 (Essential).

The PGCE was included in the analysis because 
it was noted that a significant percentage of 
those responding (25.4%) had attained this 
qualification. The stacked bar result shows that 
this qualification is seen as holding little value 
by churches for working with young people 
in Christian ministry. The figures for degree 
level qualifications and the JNC qualification 
show that only 9.9% and 8.9% respondents 
from churches saw these qualifications in a 
positive way (a score of 4 or 5); this can be 
contrasted with 28.1% and 30.1% respectively 

Fig 2e Attitudes of churches towards qualifications for working with young people.

Fig 2f Attitudes of organisations towards qualifications for working with young people.

who saw them as irrelevant. Relevant Level 3 
qualifications are seen as the most valuable 
qualifications with 25% seeing them 
positively. However, 33.2% would still view 
this qualification in a negative way (a score of 
1 or 2). These figures are strikingly negative, 
especially when you see in figure 2d the 
percentages of these qualifications held within 
churches. Whilst suspicious of the data, these 
figures do suggest that churches do not place 
great value on the qualifications listed for 
working with young people.
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Question for 
reflection and 
further research:
 
Many responses appeared 
to limit qualifications to 
academic exercises and 
discount the more holistic 
approach demanded 
in current theological 
education. Do Christian 
training institutions 
communicate clearly what 
is involved in attaining 
their qualifications?

For churches, what are 
the expectations around 
qualifications for church 
leaders? Are they similar to 
what would be expected 
for those working with 
children and youth?

What factors might 
be behind difficulties 
recruiting and retaining 
employed youth and 
children’s workers? Is work 
with young people seen as 
a “second class” ministry?

When looking at the same item for 
organisations, the response is more positive 
towards qualifications. PGCE and postgraduate 
qualifications are still not seen in a positive way 
with only 6.3% of respondents seeing them as 
having a positive value. Undergraduate level 
and JNC qualifications register higher positive 
responses than from churches, but they are still 
only 16.7% and 19.7% respectively. Level 3 are 
the most valued qualification from the list with 
one third of respondents (33.3%) viewing this 
in a positive way. This noted, the stacked bar 
shows that these qualifications are not viewed 
by organisations as necessary for working with 
young people in Christian ministry.
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Finding 3: 
Reaching out together 
Organisations are taking a lead in partnership and 
outward focussed activity.

• Organisations are significantly more involved in 
working with others to deliver work with children 
and young people.

• Organisations are more active than churches in 
more outward focussed forms of ministry.

• Some churches and organisations are showing 
intent and initiative in developing partnership.
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Partnership
A question looked at how likely churches and 
organisations would be to partner with others 
in their ministry with young people. The data 
shows that organisations are far more open to 
working in partnership in this area. The majority 
of organisations (43.8%) responded that they 
would always work in partnership, the majority 
response from churches (37.7%) was that they 
would sometimes do so.

The significant point here is that just over a third 
of churches who work with young people in 
the South West will rarely or never partner with 
others in Christian ministry with young people.

Reaching Out
Another question looked at the activities of 
churches and organisations. Youth for Christ’s 
Gen Z: Rethinking Culture research reported that 
69% of young people never attend a youth club 
(2017, pp. 12-15). Whilst this focussed on youth, 
this question did look at various ‘club’ activities 
for ‘kids’ and ‘youth’. What was evident was that 
in ‘club’ activities, the comparison is very similar 
with minimal differences in the percentages of 
churches (33.7%) and organisations (35.6%) 
– around a third in each category - involved in 
running clubs for young people. 

Whilst this may not be a surprise – many 
Christian organisations are formed by, and for, 
partnership – more specific scores for churches 
and organisations should be noted. 43.8% 
of organisations always work in partnership, 
the figure is 7.3% for churches; 8.4% of 
organisations will rarely or never work in 
partnership, that figure is 35.5% for churches. 

Always

Often

Sometimes

Rarely

Never

Fig 3a Churches working in partnership.

Fig 3b Organisations working in partnership.

Always

Often

Sometimes

Rarely

Never

Whilst churches and organisations offer similar 
levels of activity in some ministry, organisations 
are much more active ‘away from the building’. 
The most striking difference is seen in the 
figures for detached work; 8.6% of the churches 
sampled engage in this ministry activity as 
compared with 45.8% of the organisations. 

Fig 3c Activities of churches and organisations (1).
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Qualitative responses made several mentions of 
partnership and an outward focus to ministry.

• ‘31 churches across the mission area have 
funded four youth work positions to grow 
work with youth and children.’

• ‘We partner with three other local churches 
to run our youth work for 10-18s’

• ‘We are looking at partnership to set up 
youth work. [This will be] around a young 
peoples’ mental health/well-being café in 
town.’

• ‘Our organisation is funded by individuals 
and local churches.’

• ‘Partnership with a local community centre 
has provided unique opportunities.’

• ‘Our post-Covid work looks very different 
with lower numbers attending programmes 
and events but with much more 
engagement with young people out in the 
community.’

• ‘We need to be thinking about the 
fringes of the church; new expressions of 
community and inclusivity, but we don’t 
find a home within the church-based 
ministry training sector.’

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

Detached Work

School Lunch Activity

After School Activity

Organisation Church

Fig 3d Activities of churches and organisations (2). • ‘We would love to partner with others if 
that were possible.’

• ‘Pioneering projects may not be structured 
‘church’ but we are engaging in outreach to 
children and young people.’

Some pertinent points to take away from these 
comments are:

• Even though some ministries are not 
currently involved in partnering with others, 
there is a desire to do so.

• Some local groups of churches have showed 
initiative and have, or are in process of 
setting up, working models of practice.

• Many of the organisations recognise their 
support and funding comes from local 
churches.

• Pioneering forms of Christian ministry may 
offer unique opportunities for more outward 
focussed forms of ministry with young 
people.

Whilst organisations are more likely to be 
involved in partnership and outward focussed 
activity than churches, this evidence suggests 
that there are church-based initiatives that 
are adopting a more positive approach to 
partnership, and that are looking to engage 
more expansively with local communities.



Mapping the Landscape | 25

Finding 3: Reaching out together

Engaging with Areas of Deprivation

Fig 3e Percentage of young people being engaged from top 10% most deprived areas.

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

Under 25%

26-50%

51-75%

Over 76%

Organisation Church

the young people they worked with came from 
small areas in the top 10% most deprived. In 
areas classed ‘city’ in Plymouth, 56% of the 
respondents estimated that under 25% of the 
young people they worked with came from 
these areas. 

These figures are not taken from a 
comprehensive sample of Christian ministry in 
these city areas, but both show the majority of 
ministries in Bristol and Plymouth estimate that 
under 25% of the young people they work with 
come from these areas. 

This angle of engaging with local community 
was examined further by a question that 
explored how Christian ministry with young 
people engaged with those in the most deprived 
areas in the region.

The bar chart shows that organisations will have 
greater engagement than churches with young 
people from small areas that are classified as 
being in the top 10% most deprived areas in 
the United Kingdom. 156 of the 3284 (4.8%) 
small areas classified as being in the top 10% 
most deprived in England are in the South 
West. The figures show the majority of Christian 
ministry in this sample (69.5% of churches, 
58.5% of organisations) would see less than 
25% of the young people they work with 
coming from these areas.

The top two areas in the South West for small 
areas in the top 10% most deprived in England 
are Bristol (41 of the 156) and Plymouth 
(28 of the 156). The responses from those 
areas classed ‘city’ of Bristol showed 67% of 
respondents estimating that less than 25% of 
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Question for 
reflection and 
further research:
 
Are we seeing distinctly 
‘church-shaped’, rather 
than ‘mission-shaped’ 
approaches to working 
with children and youth in 
churches across the South 
West? 

How can we learn from 
those that are already 
exploring partnership in 
ministry across the region?

How can churches be 
better supported and 
equipped to engage with 
young people in the most 
deprived areas of the 
South West?
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Finding 4: 
Family based future? 
There is evidence of a move towards 
intergenerational approaches to working with 
young people.

• A wide range of titles are used to cover work 
roles involved with young people.

• The most common job title for those working 
with young people was ‘Youth, Children and 
Families Minister’.

• Mixed roles evidence intergenerational 
approaches
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The survey was designed to gather information about the differing roles that exist to work with 
young people. The following chart shows the range of roles collected and the numbers in each as a 
percentage.

It is worth recognising that 15 different roles 
have been named and funded by churches. Six 
out of those 15 roles mention ‘family’ in their 
title.

The qualitative responses also offered plenty of 
information on this matter:

• ‘We have a focus on families ministry which 
wasn’t really mentioned in this survey.’

• ‘Difficult to answer some of the questions 
accurately, [as we do] family outreach with 
craft bags and family barbeques that do not 
fit into the answers.’

0%

2%

4%

6%

8%

10%

12%

14%

16%

18%

20%

Child
re

n's 
Minist

er

Child
re

n's 
Pa

sto
r

Child
re

n's 
W

ork
er

Child
re

n and Fa
mili

es M
in

ist
er

Child
re

n and Fa
mili

es W
orke

r

Comm
unity

 W
ork

er

Fam
ilie

s M
inist

er

Fam
ilie

s W
ork

er

Sch
ools 

W
ork

er

Youth
 Pasto

r

Youth
 W

ork
er

Youth
, C

hild
re

n and Fa
mili

es M
in

ist
er

Youth
, C

hild
re

n and Fa
mili

es W
ork

er

Chap
lain

Fig 4 Job titles for those employed to work with young people.

• ‘I see it as important in my role to train 
and equip parents as those primarily 
responsible for their children.’

• ‘I think the church needs to think about 
integrating children and young people as 
part of church, rather than as a separate 
church or group.’

• ‘Nowhere in this questionnaire to explain 
that our church works with whole families, 
rather than young people separate from 
their parents.’

• ‘We support families and not just  
children.’
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• ‘The way we do church is very different to 
traditional models of church and as a result 
we engage with whole families all together 
allowing parents and children to explore 
faith together.’

• ‘You have assumed that we need to be 
working in a particular way to meet the 
needs of young people. We don’t have 
separate provision for different ages: all 
ages meet together. I know it shouldn’t 
work, but somehow it does. They [young 
people] are coming with parents and 
grandparents and everyone, old and young, 
joins in the activities.’

A number of respondents identified with an 
intentional focus on working with families 
as a whole. One used the word ‘integrated’, 
with many of the comments above describing 
intergenerational approaches to ministry. The 
message communicated is that this is not ‘in 
addition’ to a compartmentalised, specialist 
approach; this is their normative mode for work 
with young people. 

The quantitative analysis showed that the 
‘Youth, Children and Families Minister’ role is the 
most popular title (19.9%) within churches. This 
did not appear to be an approach for smaller 
churches to find a cheaper way of ‘covering 
all bases’ with a combined role: 18.8% of 
these ‘Youth, Children and Family’ roles are in 
churches of 50 or less congregants, the majority 
(59.4%) are found in churches of 51-150 
congregants.

Question for 
reflection and 
further research:
 
Does a youth specialist fit 
into an intergenerational 
model of church or will 
they find themselves 
marginalised to working for 
organisations?

How could theological 
educators adapt their 
programmes to train 
workers for a growing focus 
on family ministry?
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So What? 
Comment by Paul Friend

Having highlighted the main findings from the 
research, what is our response and what are the 
questions we really need to seek to answer?

The volunteer crisis is significantly impacting 
the COVID recovery in youth and children’s 
ministry. As many churches prioritise looking 
after their own children and young people, the 
outreach opportunities are not being taken up 
as much. We need to explore how we might 
raise up the next generation of volunteers. How 
can we seek to inspire and envision parents, 
young leaders and grandparent figures to all 
come together to reach, disciple and serve this 
generation? We need to explore how we might 
come together across denominational divides to 
envision, encourage and equip volunteers.

The challenge around recruitment of paid 
workers was highlighted in ‘Churches are 
desperate for youth workers. So why can’t 
they find any?’ (2021). We need to explore off 
the back of denominational wide pushes for 
more vicars, ministers etc. how we can invest 
financially and institutionally in a church 
wide call for people to step into youth and 
children’s ministry as a significant, valuable, 
and in fact essential area of ministry. We then 
need to back it up with financial packages and 
support to enable people to stay in post for 
5-10 years rather than 1-3 years at most. If we 
want to reach more children and young people, 
particularly those not connected to local church, 
this survey suggests that we need to employ 
those who can create a wider and deeper impact 
across the region. 

The role of camps, festivals and residentials 
was highlighted as an area which needs careful 

attention and growth. Is there a piece of work 
to be done to raise awareness of residential 
opportunities, or work to support churches to 
work together to engage with residentials in the 
region and beyond? If residentials have been 
linked to church growth, and around 50% of 
churches and organisations are not currently 
involved, this is a potential area of engagement 
that could make a lasting impact.

The attitude towards qualifications from 
churches is concerning – the assumption seems 
to be that this training is just head knowledge 
and not important. Theological education is 
centred around spiritual formation, discipleship 
and character development; it is about 
developing effective mission and ministry. The 
feedback shows that churches and organisations 
value these qualities, but they clearly don’t 
see them as integral to ministry qualifications 
linked to working with young people. Work 
needs to be done to change this view. Is there 
a communication piece from training providers 
that explains what training might look like? Is 
the attitude towards qualifications a reflection 
on the challenge of financing training or not 
wanting to waste time releasing workers to be 
trained on the job? Have training organisations 
become too disconnected with local churches 
on the ground?

Drawing these ideas together, perhaps the 
following comment from a participant shines an 
important light: “Over the past 20 plus years in 
being children’s and youth workers, we are still, 
I believe, seen as being involved in a second-
class ministry. The established churches need 
to recognise us as equal in support, financial, 
housing etc, as a vicar, minister or pastor.” 
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This echoes the notion that adult ministry, be 
that church leadership or other operational 
roles, is a promotion from working with young 
people. Many denominations have emphasised 
routes into ordination and church leadership, 
but to what extent is work with young people 
seen as a vocation on a par with adult ministry? 

Reaching out together poses some good 
challenges and potential opportunities. In 
the light of a reduced volunteer base, letting 
go of our denominational badges to seek to 
unite around mission to children and young 
people has got to be a priority if we are going 
to meaningfully impact this rising generation. 
Christian organisations, often local church 
owned or supported, partner widely and impact 
a broader number of children and young people 
and highlight some of the challenges in mental 
health they are finding as they step outside the 
doors of the church. What could partnership 
look like? How can we encourage this more and 
make it a priority? What would it look like if 
partnering with local churches was first on the 
job specification, not an ‘if you’ve got time’ item. 

Family-based ministry is changing the face of 
work with young people, with a growing focus 
on equipping. The move away from delegating 
the discipleship of our children to the children 
or youth worker has to be encouraged and 
resources such as ‘Kitchen Table Project’ and 
‘Parenting for Faith’ courses to mention two are 
a result of this push. COVID forced parents to 
have to re-engage again in the discipleship of 
their children (or not as the case was for some) 
without gathered church activities. This shift 
to family-based mission and discipleship is 
an exciting and interesting development and 

something that should continue to be invested 
in in terms of resources and in trialling models 
in local settings. 

There were some further helpful and challenging 
findings, including the lack of engagement in 
areas of deprivation in the region. This should 
be an area of investment and focus as it could 
be argued that this is where Jesus would be 
prioritising his ministry. Churches in these areas 
are often under-resourced and yet opportunity 
is great. 

The challenges of rural ministry were 
highlighted, and the need to encourage 
working together to help resource these crucial 
areas. The research highlighted the volume of 
churches in rural areas and the faithful work that 
goes on in them when so much of our attention 
is normally drawn to examples from cities 
and large towns. How might we see renewal 
through working in collaboration with primary 
schools, a provision that is often lacking in these 
communities?

This research highlights many issues needing 
further discussion and decisions if we are going 
to see improvements in ministry to young 
people. The findings offer plenty to this process. 
We hope you have found these research 
findings helpful and challenging, please do 
continue to engage with us as we work on a 
response together.
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Appendix

Denomination Count Percentage

Assemblies of God 15 1.54%

Baptist 73 7.51%

Church of England 543 55.86%

Congregational 13 1.34%

Elim 13 1.34%

Free Methodist 6 0.62%

Fellowship of Independent Evangelical Churches (FIEC) 15 1.54%

Methodist 130 13.37%

Newfrontiers 12 1.23%

Partnership 23 2.37%

Quakers 1 0.10%

Roman Catholic 19 1.95%

Salvation Army 15 1.54%

United Reformed Church 9 0.93%

Vineyard 9 0.93%

Independent Churches 45 4.63%

Orthodox 1 0.10%

LEP (Local Ecumenical Partnerships) 23 2.37%

Other Denomination 7 0.72%

Total 972 100.0%

Methodology
The online survey was designed and administered by the Mapping the Landscape research team. 
This process involved two pilot tests which helped tighten up questions and checked timing. 
Denominational networks and contacts from across the region were informed about the research 
and an online link was created to register a willingness to participate in the survey. The online 
questionnaire was open between 1st November, 2021 and the 1st February, 2022. All the coded 
responses were entered into SPSS v28 for the process of data analysis. 

Fig A1 Table of respondents showing numbers of all congregations represented by denomination.
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Figure A1 displays the total number of congregations that were represented in the 
sample. Church of England congregations are prominent with 55.9% indicating 
over representation in the sample. Despite efforts to cover as extensive a range 
of churches as possible, we recognise that a number of denominations are under 
represented and this does limit the validity of this work as a representative sample 
from across the region. It was specifically noted that we struggled to achieve even a 
limited response from ethnic majority churches, a number of which are ministering 
in urban areas across the region. This is something that needs recognising in future 
surveys of this nature that wish to be representative of the diverse nature of the 
church in the United Kingdom. 

Area Count Percentage

Bristol 62 6.38%

Cornwall 180 18.52%

Devon 381 39.20%

Dorset 74 7.61%

Gloucestershire 80 8.23%

Somerset 79 8.13%

The Channel Islands 17 1.75%

Wiltshire 99 10.19%

Total 972 100%

Area Count Percentage

Bristol 3 6.25%

Cornwall 6 12.50%

Devon 20 41.67%

Dorset 8 16.67%

Gloucestershire 3 6.25%

Somerset 6 12.50%

The Channel Islands 1 2.08%

Wiltshire 1 2.08%

Total 48 100%

Fig A2a Respondents by area: churches.

Fig A2b Respondents by area: organisations.
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In regards to geography, Devon is the most strongly represented area with 39.2% of the sample. 
This may be reflective of the strength of SWYM networks in the area but it does show an over 
representation. In contrast, one can see that areas like Wiltshire (99), Gloucestershire (80) and 
Dorset (74) are areas where SWYM networks are not so developed and this may have led to under 
representation in the sample. 
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Fig A2b Denominations by area.
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