


“Confidence.
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The responses we received 
from the churches were 
concerning. Many are doing 
their best to provide youth 
and children’s work activities, 
but are struggling. They lack 
the resources simply to ‘keep 
the show on the road’, and to 
provide for the existing children 
and young people in their care. 

The churches lacked confidence 
in addressing the topics young 
people really care about, and feel 
a general sense of desperation 
about what, if anything, will 
improve their youth and children’s 
work in the years to come. There 
was a marked difference in 
responses between children’s 

work and youth work, with many 
churches feeling more equipped 
and confident in children’s work 
compared to youth work.

Many simply can’t seem to 
provide any youth work or don’t 
have any young people left to 
work with, and it’s hard to know 
what comes first: young people 
leaving the church, or a lack of 
youth provision. For many of 
these churches, the workers are 
few and they are losing heart   
and confidence.

Summary of 
findings
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2.1. 3.
Churches are 
failing to talk about 
the topics young 
people want to 
discuss.

We were interested to discover 

what sort of youth work was being 

offered by churches, when indeed 

it is. We were alarmed to discover 

that only 50.2% of the churches 

surveyed ‘often’ discussed the basic 

beliefs of the Christian faith with 

their young people. In addition to 

this, the majority of the churches 

‘never’ discussed the subjects of 

pornography, same-sex attraction, 

other world faiths and drugs and 

addiction with their young people.

Churches know 
that they are 
struggling with 
their youth and 
children’s work but 
don’t know how to 
fix it.

The overall tone of responses from 

the churches was pretty desperate. 

Many lack the people, the funds 

and the time to keep their youth and 

children’s work going, and many 

don’t have any youth work, or any 

young people (and in some cases 

children) to start with. When asked 

what was good about their youth 

and children’s work, many simply 

answered: ‘not a lot’. There is a desire 

to offer something to children and 

young people, but many churches 

don’t have the energy or the ideas to 

make it happen. 
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Churches, 
especially smaller 
ones, do more 
children’s work 
than youth work.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the levels 

of youth and children’s work 

activity varied according to church 

size. Nearly all churches offered 

some form of children’s work on a 

Sunday – the variation was between 

80.3% of small churches (up to 50 

congregants) and 98.7% of large 

churches (150+ congregants). The 

same was not true for youth work: 

89.1% of the large churches offered 

youth work on a Sunday, while only 

49.7% of the small churches did. We 

also found that respondents from the 

larger churches were more confident 

in the effectiveness of their work 

with children and young people. 

Bigger is not necessarily better, but 

the larger churches surveyed were 

more confident that their youth and 

children’s work was effective. 
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•    Significantly more youth work is offered 
in the larger churches surveyed than in 
the smaller churches.

•    Children’s work remains more 
consistent across small, medium and 
large churches than youth work.

•    The larger churches were nearly twice 
as likely to say that their children’s work 
is ‘effective’; nearly half of the smaller 
churches said their youth work is 
‘ineffective’.

Churches, especially 
smaller ones, do 
more children’s work 
than youth work
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92.1% of the churches 
surveyed offered 
children’s work 
activities on a Sunday, 
while 71.8% of the 
churches surveyed 
offered youth work 
activities.



17

41.4% of the small 
churches surveyed 
said their youth work 
was ‘ineffective’.
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•   Only 50.2% of the churches surveyed 
‘often’ discuss the basic beliefs of the 
Christian faith with young people.

 
•   The majority of the churches ‘never’ 

discuss the subjects of pornography, 
same-sex attraction, other world faiths 
and drugs and addiction with their 
young people.

Churches are failing 
to talk about the 
topics young people 
want to discuss.
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Questions for reflection 
and further research:

•   Why are so many of the churches 
failing to discuss the basic beliefs 
of the Christian faith with young 
people?

•    How can we equip youth workers 
and volunteers to discuss tricky 
topics like pornography, same-sex 
attraction, sex and relationships 
and other world faiths with their 
young people? 
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50.2% of the churches 
surveyed regularly 
discussed the 
basic beliefs of the 
Christian faith with 
young people.
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67.8% of the 
churches surveyed 
never talked to their 
young people about 
pornography.



3.
28



29

•   The majority of the churches mentioned 
children’s work activities when asked 
what they were doing well.

•   The churches appeared desperate 
when asked about their needs; many 
referenced the need to simply start a 
youth or children’s work, or to attract 
some children or young people in the 
first place. 

Churches know that 
they are struggling
with their youth and 
children’s work but 
don’t know how to 
fix it.
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This report is more a sober 
warning from a doctor than an 
autopsy of a dead body. Youth 
and children’s work in churches 
isn’t dead, but we’re badly out of 
shape and a change of lifestyle 
is urgently required.

It’s hard to hear the difficult 
findings contained in this report. 
At this early stage, more work 
needs to be done to understand 
why this has happened and, more 
importantly, what action we need 
to take. Of course, this research 
is a generalised view, so it’s 
important to remember that there 
are bright spots where youth 
work is thriving, and children’s 
work is clearly doing better. It 
would be easy to point to them 

as an assurance that nothing 
too drastic is really required. But 
that would be a mistake. The 
bigger picture is clear: it tells us 
what many of us know from our 
day-to-day work. The doctor’s 
warning must be heeded and 
this report is a good moment to 
galvanise ourselves into action.

I can only speak for the small 
part of the church I lead – a 
youth ministry organisation called 
Youthscape who, with our friends 
at OneHope, commissioned this 
research. Like everyone else, 
we read the findings and have 
to reflect on what God is asking 
of us, with a particular focus on 
young people.

Comment: 
Chris Curtis
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“It was a relief to 
have someone to talk 
to, who would never 
judge me no matter 
what I said to her. 
It was good to get 
advice from an adult 
rather than just my 
friends, especially as 
she could give me 
advice that would 
help my faith”.

— Young person, Emmanuel Church 
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