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1.0 Introduction: 

 

This audit was carried out during the period from March 2011 to August 2012 with the aim of 

investigating the situation of young adults (18-40 year olds) and churches across the 

Archdeaconry.  This included assessing the number of young adults regularly attending 

churches, enquiring about the confidence that churches feel in being able to engage with this 

age group, exploring the ways in which churches are making contact with young adults and 

asking about the type of help that would be welcome from the Archdeaconry Young Adults 

Missioner.   

 

Following a presentation at each Deanery Chapter, clergy were asked to complete a 

questionnaire.  Where clergy were not present at chapter meetings, the questionnaire was 

emailed to them.  Replies to the email questionnaire were sometimes received from 

churchwardens who had been delegated the task.  There was generally a good level of 

response (about 85%). 

 

Having established the current situation in the Archdeaconry, the audit will enable conclusions 

to be drawn about some of the priorities needed in this area of mission and the ability of the 

Young Adults Missioner and others to respond to these. 

 

2.0 Attendance of young adults at church.  

 

Churches were asked how many 18- 24 year olds and 25-40 year olds regularly attend worship 

at each worship centre by ticking the following categories:  None, 1-5, 6-10, 11-20 and more 

than 20.  The interpretation of ‘regular worship’ was left to the churches to decide, but it would 

generally mean those who attend at least monthly. 

 

2.1 18-24 year olds:  

 

 
 

Of the churches who responded, 55% have between 1 and 5 young adults aged 18-24 attending 

and nearly 35% have no regular attenders in this age range. 
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The picture is not uniform across all deaneries as can be seen below. 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

From conversations with respondents, it seems that there are various factors that influence the 

numbers of young adults aged 18-24 attending church, including:  
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• The make up of the local community in terms of ethnicity/religious affiliation:  In some 

parishes, resident young adults are predominantly members of another faith and this 

clearly has an impact on the number of young adults that are likely to attend church.    

• Higher Education:  In parishes where many teenagers go away to university, it is likely 

that the numbers of 18-24 year olds will be low.  In some parishes there is a tradition of 

people going away to university but then returning after their studies are complete, and 

where this is the case, there tend to be more of this age group in a church. 

• School places:  A number of those in this group who attend church are doing so in order 

to gain church places for their children. 

• Services with uniformed groups present:  In some churches, regular parade services 

mean that there may be higher levels of attendance by people in this age group who 

come because they are leaders in these organisations. 

 

The figures show that it is not an easy task for many of the churches in the archdeaconry to 

engage with 18-24 year olds.  While a particular church may well be a welcoming community, if 

18-24 year olds find none of their peers present when they attend a church service or activity, 

they may well look elsewhere for another church to join or even decide not to attend at all.   

Those churches that have no 18-24 year olds may have to look at different ways of reaching out 

to this group of people.  They may also need to take a long-term strategy and look at their 

mission and ministry to children and teenagers now with the aim of encouraging them to 

remain part of the church when they reach young adulthood.   

 

 

2.2 25-40 year olds 

 

 
 

Of the churches that responded, five churches have no young adults between 25 and 40 years 

old (all in Rochdale Deanery).  One third only have between 1 and 5 in the age group.  27 % of 

churches have more than 20 in this age group.  
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The picture in each deanery is given below 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

As stated previously, various factors influence the numbers of young adults who attend church.  

For the churches with relatively high numbers of young adults aged 25-40 attending, it would 

seem that the main factor influencing this is the desire of parents to gain places at a local 

primary school (both church and community school) and church secondary schools.   Regular 

parade services may bring in adults in this age range who are leaders or parents. 
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2.3 Attitudes to young adults’ attendance 

 

People were asked whether they thought that their church is ‘missing’ young adults and, if their 

answer was ‘yes’, they were then asked whether this worried them. 

 

In Heywood and Middleton deanery and Ashton deanery, the majority of respondents thought 

that their church or churches are ‘missing’ adults and of these, the majority are concerned 

about this.   

 

Those in Oldham West who replied were divided more or less equally between those who 

considered that young adults are missing from their church or churches and those who 

considered that they are not.  Of those who thought young adults were missing, all were 

worried. 

 

In Oldham East, two thirds of respondents thought that their churches were missing young 

adults and all of these were concerned.  

 

In Rochdale, of those who responded, six people thought their church or churches are missing 

young adults, two did not know.  One church replied that they were not missing people in this 

age group.  Of those missing young adults in their churches, all were concerned. 

 

 

3.0 Churches’ engagement with young adults.  

 

Churches were asked whether they hold any specific activities or worship for young adults. In 

many cases the answer is ‘No’ and in many other cases these activities or services are family 

focussed events.   Some churches, while not having anything specifically for young adults, 

wanted to point out that their worship and church activities are open to people of all ages and 

that young adults take part in these. 

 

The specific activities or worship for young adults listed include the following: 

• Parent and toddler groups 

• 6 o’clock  Eucharist for young families 

• Worship on different days aimed at young families 

• Monthly all-age worship 

• General social activities 

• Bible study groups 

• Uniformed groups (young adults as leaders; parents invited to parade services) 

• Men’s groups 

• Women’s social/fundraising groups 

• 18-30s group  

• Drop in for parents dropping children off at school 

• ‘Finding out about weddings’ evenings  

• Play activities in holidays 

• Community project 

• Children’s communion group (where parents are required to attend) 

• Confirmation groups 
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In addition, several churches have developed new styles of worship (some of which would 

define themselves as a ‘Fresh Expression’) as a way of engaging with young adults and/or 

families.  These include: 

 

• Refresh (St John, Thornham); described as “fluid contemporary all age worship once a 

month”  

•  St James on Sunday Afternoons (St James, Parish of the Good Shepherd, Ashton-under-

Lyne);  informal worship for families 

• Messy Church (various churches) 

• Early Church (St Mary, Greenfield); all-age worship 

• @ 9.15 (St Michael, Bamford); all-age worship 

 

 

4.0 Existing points of contact between churches and young adults 

One of the difficulties for churches who want to engage in mission to this age group but who 

have few young adults attending is that they don’t always know how or where they can 

encounter them. 

 

Churches were asked to list those places where they meet young adults.  The meeting places 

listed include the following: 

 

• Existing services 

• Congregation families, parents of children;  

• Activity groups 

• Schools/colleges; 

• Uniformed groups 

• Occasional offices  

• Drama groups;  

• Parent and toddler groups 

• Social events 

• Quiz team 

• Individuals within the parish and wider community 

• Christmas Fair 

• Costa events 

• Festivals – Christmas, Saints Days  

• Pre-school/after school club 

• Friendship networks 

• Services, baptisms, contact with parents of uniformed groups 

• None 

• Midweek Community Project – Community Cafe and Zumba class 

• Coffee morning 

 

 In many cases, these are situations where young adults are met through their children. There 

are fewer opportunities where young adults without children are encountered.   
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5.0 Confidence in engaging with young adults 

 

Those taking part in the survey were asked how confident they felt when engaging with young 

adults by indicating on a line where they would place themselves in a range from ‘very 

confident’ to ‘not at all’.  Most people placed themselves between being having an average 

degree of confidence to very confident.  Only two people placed themselves at ‘not at all 

confident’.  Some who noted that they felt confident said that this was with the older end of 

the age range and with those who had children.  It is possible that this applies to others who 

responded that they felt confident. 

 

People were also asked what would make them to feel more confident when engaging with 

young adults and there were many responses, even from those who considered themselves 

confident in this area.  The responses fell into the following categories: 

 

• Seeking help to develop mission within the reality of existing limitations:  i.e. shortage 

of time, unsuitable space in church building, limited number of available volunteers 

• Wanting an understanding of what forms of worship and nurture would be relevant to 

this age group 

• Having the support of others in similar situations through a network 

• Being able to understand the culture of young adults 

• Finding ways of making the most of contact through baptism 

• Getting practical ideas of how to make contact and engage with young adults 

 

Each of these categories cover responses from a number of different people which would 

suggest that these are specific topics about which a missioner could deliver training on, provide 

information about or facilitate people getting together to discuss.  

 

6.0 The role of a Young Adults Missioner  

 

6.1 A useful role? 

People were asked whether they thought that the Young Adults Missioner would be useful to 

them or not.  There was a range of answers: 

 

Ashton deanery: Yes = 12; Possibly = 1, Not really = 1 

Heywood and Middleton deanery: Yes = 8; Possible = 2; Not really = 1 

Oldham West deanery: Yes = 3; Possibly =6; No = 2 

Oldham East deanery: Yes = 4; Possibly = 2; No = 3 

Rochdale deanery: Yes = 3; Possibly = 3; No = 3 

 

Interestingly, the two deaneries with very positive responses (Ashton and Heywood & 

Middleton) were those with high attendances at the chapter where I made the presentation. 

Where the questionnaire was sent out to those not at chapter, the responses were less 

enthusiastic and less forthcoming!  

 

6.2 Help wanted from the Young Adults Missioner 

 

The questionnaire asked what specific help the Young Adults Missioner could give and a variety 

of suggestions was made, including the following: 

 

• Ideas for better engagement with those coming for occasional offices and maintaining 

on-going contact 
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• Reviewing and ‘redesigning’ worship 

• Starting a Fresh Expression  

• Raising profile of this area of mission with congregations and PCCs 

• Providing examples of good practice 

• “Ideas for recruiting new adults” 

• Ideas on how to improve commitment from people in this age group  

• Supporting sports chaplains 

• Helping churches where teenagers go away to university and then drift away from 

church 

• Seeing if those coming to church seeking school places for their children could be 

helped to engage more with faith and to stay involved once the child has the school 

place 

 

 

7.0 Understandings of why young adults do not attend church 

 

To gauge the level of understanding in the Archdeaconry about why young adults are a missing 

generation in our churches, the following question was asked:  ‘What do you think stops young 

adults from attending church?’  In general, there is a good understanding of the key issues, 

often social ones, that affect the level of engagement with formalised religion.  The responses 

are summarised as follows:  

 

• Lack of relevance:  Young adults often do not consider that churches and/or faith have 

anything to offer that will enhance their lives or be of interest 

• Personal experience and perceptions:  Young adults now often have little or no history 

of church attendance and many have no experience of what happens in church.  This 

means that church may not be a natural place to look to for fulfilment of any urge they 

may have to explore spiritual issues.  They may consider that they will not fit in and this 

may be their actual experience if they attend a church where the congregation is 

significantly older.  This may also be the case for those who do not have children and 

find that churches are very focussed on adults with children. There may be a very real 

sense of fear that young adults have in relation to churches because of a lack of 

familiarity.  There may also be a high level of peer pressure against churchgoing that is 

difficult to resist.   

• Experience of church: For those who come to church, they may encounter 

uncomfortable buildings that make attendance unattractive.  Worship may seem old-

fashioned, for example, the music.  Services may be at the wrong time, for example, 

early Sunday mornings are not good for those who enjoy Saturday nights out! 

•  Lifestyle:  Young adults often face pressured busy lives and finding time to attend 

church is difficult amidst the competition of other activities vying for people’s time and 

energy.  Sundays may be the only time that families have together and so church 

conflicts with this.  Where families are broken and children are ‘swapped’ at weekends 

between parents, this can be a factor in church attendance. 

• Attitudes of churches:  Young adults may encounter a lack of welcome from existing 

congregations, either to themselves or to their children.  Churches can be found to be 

unchanging and so young adults withdraw.  For some, the Church’s attitudes to gender 

and sexuality may be off-putting.  Churches may also be seen as being authoritarian and 

so not attractive to a generation where institutions are not held in particularly high 

esteem.  

• Mobility:  In some parishes, teenagers go away to university and this can mean that 

they lose touch with church.  Often they do not return to their original parish. 



 

11 

 

 

 

8.0 Developing ideas and themes 

 

The picture across the archdeaconry is fairly consistent in that the majority of churches have 

low numbers of 18-24 year olds attending regularly and that in a significant number of 

churches there are also low numbers of 25 – 40 year olds.  Of the young adults who do attend 

church regularly, many come with children.   The churches that show particularly high numbers 

of young adults attending are often those churches where families traditionally attend to gain 

church school places for their children.  This is not always the case though, and there may be 

some specific local factors that lead to higher church attendance among young adults.  It may 

be appropriate to investigate these further.    

 

There is a concern among respondents to the survey about the general low levels of church 

attendance by young adults, although this concern may not necessarily be translated into  

actively embarking on mission in this specific area.  This may be due to several reasons, 

including: other areas of mission and ministry taking priorities; the pressures that clergy and lay 

people face simply to maintain the existing church leaving little time or energy for mission;  in 

some cases, a fear that mission will be ineffective; a sense that their church may be 

unattractive to younger people because of an aging congregation who are resistant to change 

or because of poor facilities in the building; not seeing opportunities to encounter young 

adults.   

 

If we want to see more young adults in our churches or help young adults to explore the 

Christian faith, churches may need to discover places outside of the church building where they 

can meet and engage with young adults.   Most churches have identified some places where 

they can and do encounter young adults, though in many cases these are adults who have 

children.  It is much harder for many churches to identify places where they meet single or 

childless couples.  This is a demographic group, that although less prevalent in this 

Archdeaconry than young adults with children, may need some particular strategies developed 

for mission to them to be effective. 

 

Recognising the various constraints that churches in the Archdeaconry face when thinking 

about mission to young adults, there are a variety of initiatives that may be fruitful in exploring: 

 

• Encouraging parishes to work together, perhaps at a deanery level, to create additional 

space for young adults to worship and/or explore faith in a way that is relevant to their 

daily concerns.  This might be particularly significant in areas where a number of 

churches have very small numbers of young adults and on their own do not have the 

resources to provide different opportunities for worship or nurturing faith at times and 

in places that are attractive or convenient to young adults.   Clusters of churches 

working together may be better able to provide the necessary resources for this.  The 

aim would not be about taking young adults away from their regular church and 

forming a new ‘cross-parish church’, but about providing something additional that 

resources young adults for effective mission and ministry in their own churches.  It 

would be possible for there to be a missional focus for such a gathering if it is a space 

where young adults feel able to bring along friends who want to explore 

faith/spirituality with other young adults.  Any growth in this way might mean that this 

group comes to act as a bridge for new people into local churches or into a possible 

‘Fresh Expression’ of church operating across parish boundaries. 
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• Carrying out an exercise with groups of young adults to imagine what ‘church’ might 

look like if it is to be relevant to them and their peers.  This could help churches in the 

Archdeaconry to explore how they might be more relevant to those who currently find 

it hard to identify with them.  This could lead to discussions about ecclesiology at a local 

level addressing questions such as:  Are we only church if we all meet together to 

worship at our main Sunday morning service?  Can we be church if we have different 

congregations meeting at different times in different ways? 

• Enabling churches to feel confident in delivering all-age worship that is able to meet the 

needs of all (children, teenagers, young adults and older adults) in one service.   Given 

that many young adults in our Archdeaconry do have children, worship that works for 

the whole family is key.  Help in this area was a common request from those who 

wanted the help of the Young Adults Missioner.    

• Making the most of occasional offices.  There are increasing resources available in this 

area and the Wedding Project may be helpful for some churches in building stronger 

relationships with those who come for marriage.  The Church of England nationally has 

embarked on research relating to baptisms and funerals modelled on the work for the 

Wedding Project.  Although it will be 2016 before the results of this research will be 

ready, it would seem inappropriate for the Young Adults Missioner and/or others in the 

diocese to spend significant time developing local materials until the findings of the 

national project are released. 

• Building links between churches that face similar circumstances regarding mission to 

young adults.  In this Archdeaconry, an obvious situation faced by a number of churches 

is how to make the most of encounters with young adults who bring their children to 

church in order to gain school places.   The ‘Mixed Blessings’ initiative has been already 

been started with the aim of building a network between these churches for the sharing 

of experiences and good practice and to provide training and support in areas of 

mission specific to this situation.  

 

The Young Adult Missioner for the Archdeaconry clearly has a significant role in responding to 

the needs of parishes and deaneries in developing mission to young adults.  However, given the 

large geographical area covered by the Archdeaconry and the distinct nature of the towns and 

villages as well as the time constraints of a 0.5 post,  this area of mission is likely to be more 

effective if Senior Staff in the Archdeaconry and Diocese,  Area Deans (through Chapters, 

Synods and Deanery Mission and Pastoral Committees) and Diocesan Officers are able, when 

appropriate, to help in keeping awareness of the post alive.  This may be simply pointing 

people or churches in the direction of the Young Adult Missioner or it could be through making 

mission to young adults a specific focus at certain events, such as IME or CME training. 

 

The geography of the Archdeaconry is not well suited to holding single events (e.g. training or 

evangelistic events) in one location for the whole Archdeaconry to attend and this has an 

impact on the effectiveness of these types of events.   An event held in Rochdale may not 

attract people from Tameside or even Oldham and vice versa.  This would suggest that events 

held at deanery level, or in some places at an even more local level, are more likely to have an 

impact.  However, this clearly would take up more of the Young Adults Missioner’s time and 

resources.    Ensuring that there is equal coverage of the Archdeaconry in terms of mission to 

young adults that is instigated by the Young Adults Missioner may not be possible.  A more 

strategic use of time and resources, focussing initially on those parishes/ deaneries which have 

responded enthusiastically to the audit questionnaire may be most appropriate initially. 

 

It is important for mission to young adults to be seen as a long-term activity.  With this 

particular generation, where there is often suspicion of and a lack of engagement with 
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institutions, it is essential that local churches or Fresh Expressions formed out of networks of 

people are perceived as being attractive communities to belong to.    A relational approach is 

likely to be at the heart of successful mission to young adults and inevitably this takes time.     

The incarnational nature of this ministry means that it will be difficult for a Young Adult 

Missioner in the limited lifetime of the current appointment to have a significant ‘hands on’ 

involvement in more than just a few new initiatives if they are to be sustainable.  A strong 

commitment from local clergy/lay people would be essential for the long term viability of any 

new ventures.  The role is more likely be effective if seen in the context of being one which is 

about ‘sowing seeds’ across the whole Archdeaconry and looking for green shoots over the 

next 2-3 years.  It might be that any successor to the current Young Adults Missioner is 

appointed to specifically nurture these growth points and works in a more limited area. 

 

We need to recognise that many young adults now have no experience of church going or faith.  

In the past when churches have realised they have few young adults, they have sometimes 

been content to say ‘No need to worry! We’ll just wait for them to come back, perhaps when 

they have children’.  However, it is important to note that this approach will no longer work in 

many cases because today’s young adults often have no personal experience to prompt them 

to look to the church as somewhere to help them meet a need in their lives.   Specific mission 

and ministry to young adults is therefore vital.  Many in the church see this area of mission as a 

difficult task.  The parable of the Lost Sheep is perhaps one to hold on to in reminding us that 

God values bringing just ones and twos into the kingdom.   Just finding one, two or three young 

adults who in time become part of the church community can start to make a difference to the 

life of that church (as well as obviously making a difference to those young adults themselves 

as they discover the good news of Jesus Christ).   A small group of young adults may start to 

attract their peers and growth may happen more organically once this initial stage has 

occurred.    

 

It would be naive to think that during the five years that the current Young Adults Missioner is 

in post that there will be a dramatic increase in the number of young adults in our 

Archdeaconry.  However, there have been some encouraging signs already of churches wanting 

to engage better with young adults (primarily those with children).  These parishes are actively 

exploring ways of doing so, whether on their own or as part of a network of churches in similar 

situations.   Conversations started by the Young Adults Missioner with different groups of 

young adults in their late teens and early twenties may develop into initiatives that appeal to 

young adults who are not attracted to ‘family friendly’ events.   

 

9.0 Summary and Conclusions 

 

• Responses received from 85% of churches in Rochdale Archdeaconry show that 90% of 

churches have five or less 18-24 year  old attending regularly; for 25–40 year olds, 40 % 

have five or less attending regularly.   This suggests that a majority of churches in the 

Archdeaconry need to consider mission to young adults as a priority.    

•  The majority of young adults attending church are those who have children.  Where 

churches have a particularly high number of young adults attending with children, the 

seeking of school places is a significant factor behind these attendance levels 

• There are several ways in which the Young Adults Missioner may be able to respond 

effectively to the needs of the Archdeaconry and its mission to young adults.  These 

include:   

o encouraging churches to work together to create additional space for young 

adults to worship and explore faith in a relevant way;  



 

14 

 

o helping young adults to imagine what a church might look like that would be 

relevant to them and their peers;  

o developing skills in creating all-age worship; making the most of occasional 

offices;  

o building links between churches facing similar circumstances in their mission to 

young adults to share learning, resources and to offer mutual support.   

• There is a large scope of work that could be done but the time constraints of the post in 

terms of its 0.5 allocation and limited term mean that clear priorities are needed and 

expectations need to be realistic.  In particular: 

o The support of senior diocesan clergy and officers will be important in helping to 

keep the existence of the post in churches’ minds.  

o The diverse and dispersed nature of Rochdale Archdeaconry means that mission 

initiatives are most likely to be effective when focussed on particular localities 

(e.g. clusters of parishes or deaneries) rather than aimed at the Archdeaconry as 

a whole.  

o  The incarnational nature of this type of mission means that the direct 

involvement of the Young Adults Missioner in setting up new initiatives will be 

limited.  

o This current post may be most effective if there is a focus on initially ‘sowing 

seeds’ across the Archdeaconry by encouraging churches to engage in mission 

and then looking for signs of growth over the next 2-3 years which can be 

supported in a more specific way by the Young Adults Missioner or others. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


