[image: image1.wmf]
PERCEPTIONS ABOUT 
AMERICAN RELIGIOUS INSTITUTIONS
TODAY AND IN THE FUTURE
Prepared for The Episcopal Diocese of Ohio

By Triad Research Group
08-2590







September, 2008

TABLE OF CONTENTS

	1INTRODUCTION


2GENERAL PERCEPTIONS ABOUT CHURCHES TODAY


2TOP-OF-THE-MIND IMPORTANCE RATINGS


3ROLES RELIGIOUS INSTITUTIONS ARE PLAYING


5WHAT RELIGIOUS INSTITUTIONS DO BEST


6GREATEST OBSTACLES AND CHALLENGES


7LIVING A SPIRITUAL LIFE


7TERMINOLOGY


8PARTICIPATION IN ORGANIZED RELIGIONS


10DESIGNING A RELIGION


11CHARACTERISTICS


15FEELINGS


19COMMUNICATIONS


19PERCEPTIONS ABOUT THE EPISCOPAL FAITH






INTRODUCTION 

The following report presents the findings from three focus groups with residents of Ohio.  These focus groups were conducted on behalf of the Episcopal Diocese of Ohio by Triad Research Group.

The purpose of the focus groups was to learn about residents’ perceptions about religious institutions today and in the future.  One use of the information gathered is to enhance communications with current and potential parishioners.

One focus group was held in Toledo with people who are age 26 and over (“Toledo 26+ group”).  A second group was held with the same age group in Mansfield (“Mansfield 26+ group”).  The third group was held with a considerably more limited age group, 18 to 25 (“Cleveland 18-25”).  Each group was appropriately stratified by race, gender, geographic area of residence, and obviously, age.

The focus groups were conducted from August 26 to September 4, 2008.  All focus groups were moderated by Phyllis Dykes, Senior Consultant, Triad Research Group.

The groups were surprisingly similar.  Therefore, we have not differentiated among them, except in those situations where one group evidenced different perceptions than the other two.
GENERAL PERCEPTIONS ABOUT CHURCHES TODAY

TOP-OF-THE-MIND IMPORTANCE RATINGS

At the beginning of each group, participants were asked what the three things in life that matter most to them are.  This question was asked to gain an initial “read” on the importance group members place on religion, relative to other aspects of their lives.

The following list shows the most frequently mentioned things that matter most, shown in the approximate order of frequency of mention.  As we see, family tops the list.  “Faith/ God” does appear on the list, but it was mentioned by only about one third of participants and received about the same number of mentions as health, security/money/job, and friends.
Family (all but three participants mentioned this, 29/32)

Health (about one third of total participants, not mentioned in the Cleveland 18-25 group)

Faith/ God (mentioned only by about 1/3 of participants, fairly evenly distributed across the three groups)

Security/ money/ job (about one third, mentioned most frequently in the Toledo 26+ group, and mentioned only once in the Cleveland 18-25 group)

Friends (about one third, mentioned most frequently in Cleveland 18-25 group)
Other things were mentioned by a few people here and there.  For example, 3 participants each in the Cleveland 18-25 group said “fun” and “myself,” neither of which are particularly surprising given the age of group members.
ROLES RELIGIOUS INSTITUTIONS ARE PLAYING

Participants said the roles American religious institutions are playing today are:

Provider of guidance and advice (mentioned in all three groups)  --  “…I think the churches are becoming more aware of their role in the moral guidance department….”  
Political/ policy authority (all three groups, with considerable disapproval) --  “…It has always been the ‘moral majority’ who has been a force to be reckoned with.  And still is, I suppose….”  --  “This involvement in politics really needs to stop.  That’s not what they’re about….”

A “refuge”/ a place to seek comfort and help (all three groups) --  “…Some sense of stability…security….”  --  “…Hope in troubled times…like now….”

 “Not a very important one” (all three groups, but particularly the Cleveland 18-25 group)  --  “Back-up singer to everything else.”
Depends on geographic area (a few in each group) --  “…It just depends on which area it is….”  --  “Some areas or neighborhoods place more importance on it.”
Education (a few in each group)  --  “…Some of them have actual schools….”
Participants expressed mixed opinions when asked if religious institutions are playing the role they should be playing.  While some said yes, they are, most said no, they’re not.  --  “They need to take care of their community, not just themselves….”  --  “…I don’t think they’re paying enough attention to the youth….They just let those kids wander off and don’t really do anything to keep them in church….”  --  “…It’s the church’s job to teach us how to help take care of our community….And it’s our responsibility to go out and do that….I think they fall down on the teaching part.”
In the Cleveland 18-25 group in particular (but also in the other two groups to a lesser extent), participants talked quite a bit about “the pressures” they’ve experienced with respect to their religion.  The first pressure they described was “being forced by my parents to go.”  --  “When I was in high school and living with my parents, it was go to church every weekend.  I was in Youth Group.  And then I went to college, and I haven’t been in like a year and a half….The solace I could seek in church, I can find from my friends.  And they’re someone I’d rather be with.”  The second perception they discussed was “always being told what to do.”  --  “…I don’t like to be forced to do anything.”  
Most participants agreed churches aren’t helping the people they should be helping, but some (particularly in the Cleveland 18-25 group) said they are.  --  “My church, probably like two times a month we’re donating money or food or something….”  --  “They can instruct you, like if you’re going down the wrong path, certain behaviors and stuff.  They can keep you out of trouble….”  

In all three groups, there was quite a bit of cynicism expressed about the amount of money churches “demand from you.”  --  “…Look at the big buildings they’re putting up nowadays….”  --  “…I think the churches have the money to help more than they do.  Some of them are filthy rich.”  --  “I feel like they’re a business….”  --  “…Sometimes it seems like all they talk about is money….They seem more concerned with what you give them than what they can give to others….”  Some talked about the “hypocrisy” of churches that “condemn gambling but offer bingo games.”
Many participants agreed that churches should help people who “are out searching for something, but don’t know what it is that they need.”  Others agreed that there isn’t enough outreach “to people who aren’t like them.”  --  “…It’s like they cater to a certain community, and everything else, ‘Well, that’s not my problem’….”

Virtually everyone agreed without hesitation that religious institutions should not be involved in “politics,” when asked if there’s anything religious institutions are doing that they should not be doing.  --  “…I feel that any church that’s going to come out strictly for one political party or another, should lose their tax exemption….”  --  “But it’s OK with me if they are educating, and they don’t take sides….For instance, the new voting machine…we brought in people who would teach people how to use those machines….”  --  “…They should stay in the realm of helping people and religion, instead of trying to go to politics and expanding their reach.”

Quite a few participants, most strongly in the Cleveland 18-25 group, mentioned their opinion that “churches shouldn’t be turning people away.”  --  “…They judge…and then keep them out….”
WHAT RELIGIOUS INSTITUTIONS DO BEST AND WORST

Participants in all three groups tended to agree that what religious institutions in America do best are:

Provide comfort  --  “I think they are really good at helping people like the less fortunate.  Sometimes not even the less fortunate….”  --  “Mine is full of love….We have a small, little-town church and we try to reach everyone in need.”
“Help the poor and needy”  --  “…Not all, but some have a charity as far as food goes for the poor….”  

Either at this point in the discussion or elsewhere, talk turned to “the mega-churches” and the “crowds” they are attracting.  Quite a few participants in all three groups attributed the success of these churches to “their entertainment value.”  --  “…The younger generation likes to be entertained….”  --  “…I hear the commercials on the radio for like the cool churches.  It’s so stupid.  When you see stuff like that, it’s almost like the church is a business….”
Group members in all three groups also tended to agree that what religious institutions aren’t doing well is:

“Growing their base”/ “Holding on to” their membership  --  “They’re not very good at relating with people.  I have nothing in common with anyone at my church….”

“Communicating with each other”  --  “…You’d think you would see them all, arm in arm….But I get the sense they don’t have much to do with each other, don’t see the value of different kinds of churches coming together.”

Accepting diversity  --  “If you’re not like them…they judge you and you’re really not welcome….No matter what they say….”
GREATEST OBSTACLES AND CHALLENGES

Participants in the three groups described religious institutions’ obstacles and challenges as being:

“Growing their base”  --  “…They have to bring young people back into the church…or else how will they [religious institutions] maintain themselves?....”  --  “What is the church doing to try to get people to come back, or come in the first place?....Their idea is, it’s good for you, so people should come.  But no, that doesn’t work.”
“Relating to all kinds of people”  --  “…They need to learn to accept…to really welcome diversity rather than judge it.”  --  “…As soon as you walk in, people start judging you.”-- 
Competition for parishoners’ time  --  “…Computers, the internet…shopping centers….”  --  “All the responsibilities we have today.”

They need “less rules, more understanding”  --  “I don’t think you need to hear about it all the time.”  --  “…We need to stop looking at just at the bad things people have done…and look at the positive things they are….” 
“Appropriate change”  --  “…Someone over there in Rome…they’re not in tune with what the world is about.  Look at the opinion of the Catholic Church on divorces….I was raised Catholic, and you couldn’t eat meat on Friday or you were condemned to hell….”

Despite the many problems they had described, virtually all the participants said they think religious institutions will “survive.”  --  “There will always be a need for them.”
When asked if there are any religions that are in particular distress these days, the most frequently mentioned was the Catholic church.  --  “The pedophile thing, that really hurt them.”  
--  “People don’t want to be priests.”
LIVING A SPIRITUAL LIFE

Participants variously described “a spiritual life” as “keeping God in your mind at all times”; “being grateful for what you have in life”; “knowing there is something besides what we see in this world”; “believing in something”; “a personal connection with God”; ”happy and loving”; “knowing there’s something bigger than yourself”; and “accepting, really accepting, the differences among people.”
Many group members agreed that people with a spiritual life have “a creed on how to treat other people.”
Half or more of the participants in each group described themselves as having a spiritual life, or a sense of spirituality.

Participants said that when they need help with their spiritual life they turn to leaders and members of their church and/or trusted family members or friends.  Some people, particularly in the Mansfield 26+ group, said they turn to the Bible.
TERMINOLOGY

Participants strongly agreed that there is a difference between “religion” and “faith.”  --  “Faith is what you believe….”  --  “…Religion, I believe that’s stuff you have to do….”  --  “Faith is within you…and religion is what’s external to you….”
Participants also agreed that “religion” and “spirituality” are “very different.”  --  “…Spirituality is more personal….”  --  “I think faith and spirituality go hand in hand.  Religion is something that…sets expectations on what you should do….”

PARTICIPATION IN ORGANIZED RELIGIONS

A few people each in the Toledo 26+ and Cleveland 18-25 groups and about half of the Mansfield 26+ group described themselves as “pretty active” in an organized religion; about half the Mansfield 26+ group described themselves as “occasionally active” in an organized religion, but there were only a few each in the other two groups; and about half each of the Toledo 26+ and Cleveland 18-25 groups described themselves as “never or almost never active” in an organized religion, while only a couple of participants in the Mansfield 26+ group selected that option.
Participants in the three groups who said they are pretty or occasionally active agreed they’re “more or less” satisfied with their church.  
Participants who said they’re pretty or occasionally active in an organized religion tended to agree they go to the church they currently attend because it’s the church they attended since childhood (“I was born and raised in it.”) or “it best suits my personal needs.”  --  “It’s teaching me the Word, and that’s what’s really important to me, that I understand the Bible….”  “…We agree we’re not perfect…so I’m comfortable….”  --  “The church family is very satisfying.”  Some said they attend a specific church because of the pastor, minister, or other spiritual leader.  --  “I used to drive forty minutes just to hear that particular one.”  A fourth reason offered by some is that “it’s convenient, easy.”

Participants who attend church described different motivations.  The most frequently mentioned were “to hear the word of God”; “fellowship”; and “to provide a good example for my kids.”
Virtually all of the participants said they attended a religious institution as a child.  Participants said they had drifted away because:

Being “forced to go” as a child made me “rebel”  --  “When you’re forced to go as a child, you can’t wait ‘til you get old enough to say, ‘I’m not going anymore’….”  --  “I used to go to Catholic School, and I used to hate going to church….Now I go twice a year, Christmas and Easter, and that’s it.”  

It’s “boring”  --  “I went to Catholic grade school and Catholic high school, and we used to go every single week during school, and then I’d also go on the weekend.  After a while, I was just going through the motions.  It didn’t really have a strong value for me….And all my friends stopped going….It [church] just didn’t seem to fit in….”
It isn’t “inspiring”  --  “…A lot of times, I get the feeling…they’re [church leadership] just in it for themselves….”  --  “…I think a lot of teenagers don’t really feel the spirituality that a lot of adults do….”
“I have/had other things to do”  --  “When you’re a teenager…you think you’ve got so much to do.”  --  “Working….Plus I’m divorced with two kids.”  --  “…But if you really wanted to, you could….You could make time.”

I “got tired of the intolerance”  --  “…I was very turned off by the judgemental-ness of the church members….”  --  “If you didn’t do exactly what they thought you should be doing…they judged you unfavorably….”
My friends became more important  --  “If I had some problem, I could just talk to my friends….”

Participants generally agreed that churches do provide sufficient volunteer activities.  Moreover, quite a few pointed out, “If you want to volunteer, there’s plenty of nonprofits you can go to.”  Just about all participants were quiet when asked if there were church-related volunteer activities that would be particularly attractive to them.
DESIGNING A RELIGION

Participants were asked to individually complete a card sort to prioritize fifteen words or phrases for characteristics of a religious institution that would best meet their needs.  They then repeated the exercise with fifteen different words or phrases for feelings related to a religion that would best meet their needs.

The purpose of this activity was to identify meaningful and appealing words and concepts that could be used when communicating with current or potential parishioners.  

We remind the reader that there weren’t enough people in the focus groups (N=32) to yield statistically reliable results.  However, as we see from the following tables, there were very few significant differences in the ratings among the three groups.  (Where there are differences of any importance, they are pointed out.)  Moreover, participants were randomly selected based on parameters designed to give a broad representation of each geographic area.  Thus, we can fairly comfortably say that the results indicate patterns of perceptions applicable to many people in the geographic areas where the focus groups were conducted.
CHARACTERISTICS

When we look at the potential characteristics of a religion that meets my needs, we see that faith-centered heads the list (selected by 22/32), followed closely by helps the neighborhood and community (20/32), and bible-based, is really open to all, Christ-centered, and provides spiritual and moral guidance (ranging respectively from 18/32 to 17/32).

	CHARACTERISTICS OF A RELIGION THAT MEETS MY NEEDS

	

CHARACTERISTIC
	BEST MEETS MY NEEDS 
	NEITHER BEST 
NOR LEAST 
	LEAST MEETS MY NEEDS
	
PARTICIPANTS’ REASONS FOR THEIR BEST AND LEAST RATINGS

	
	Number of Participants (N=32)
	

	Faith-centered
	22
	4
	6
	“Best” Reasons:  “…That’s about the inner me.”  --  “Faith is what it’s all about.” 


	Helps the neighborhood and community surrounding my church/ synagogue/ mosque etc.
	20
	9
	3
	“Best” Reasons:  “…I think people should live their beliefs out by giving to the community.”  --  “It’s one tangible way to live out your faith….”

	Bible-based
	18 

	4
	10 

	“Best” Reasons:  “…It’s the foundation.”  --  “That’s where you should be taking your guidance from.”  --  “It has to be the truth, and that’s where you find it.”
“Least” Reasons:  “I don’t believe in everything the Bible says….”  --  “I don’t think the Bible is everyone’s truth.”

	Is really open to all/ accepts and encourages diversity
	18
	7
	7
	“Best” Reasons:  “That’s what we should be aiming for.”  --  “That’s just how the world is these days.”  --  “God is love.”
“Least” Reasons:  “I just think that’s a given if you’re in a good church.”

	Christ-centered
	17
	5
	10 

	“Best” Reasons:  “That’s the heart of my faith.”  --  “…Knowing that He’s coming back for you.”  --  “I believe Christ is my savior.”
“Least” Reasons:  “…I believe in Christ, but I don’t necessarily think everything they say [about Him] is true….So I sort of believe in it, but I sort of don’t….”

	Provides spiritual and moral guidance
	17
	9
	6
	“Best” Reasons:  “That’s a role I need.  I need to be spiritually guided….I need someone to at least point me in the right direction….”  --  “If you don’t get it, what’s the sense of going?”
“Least” Reasons:  “The spiritual guidance, yes.  But the moral guidance, no.”

	Provides a place to be comforted
	14
	12
	6
	“Best” Reasons:  “You know when you go there you can get comfort if you need it…and that’s a type of security….”  --  “That’s an important thing to know you have.”
“Least” Reasons:  “There’s no question that you get it at your church.  Otherwise, why would you go?”

	Reinforces the concept of a life-long journey
	9 

	11
	12
	“Best” Reasons:  “It’s birth to death, and everything in the middle….Not just some parts of life.”  --  “…You’re different at each stage in your life….It’s a learning experience….As you grow and change, your spirituality changes.”
“Least” Reasons:  “I don’t need to go to a church to know that….”

	Is lively and exciting
	8 

	14
	10
	“Best” Reasons:  “Otherwise it doesn’t hold my attention.”  --  “…I took it to mean the minister and the congregation should be active….”
“Least” Reasons:  “…You don’t have to jump up and down and run around the room.”  --  “…You should want to go for religious reasons….”  

	Provides a safe place to go
	5
	20
	7
	“Best” Reasons:  “We all need that.”
“Least” Reasons:  “I guess I don’t think of church as safe or not safe.”

	Offers opportunities for women to become leaders in the religion
	4
	17
	11
	“Best” Reasons:  “I care about things like that.”
“Least” Reasons:  “That’s not part of the religion….”  --  “It shouldn’t make a difference….It should be the best person, not male or female..”

	Seeks social justice
	4
	15
	13
	“Least” Reasons:  “I guess I wasn’t certain what ‘social justice’ really meant.”

	Doctrine-based
	2
	13
	17
	“Least” Reasons:  “It [the doctrine] doesn’t mean anything to me.”  --  “…I think that’s what keeps them so stuck in things I can’t relate to….”  --  “These are just interpretations…and they vary according to the interpreter.”

	Is traditional/ orthodox
	1
	6
	25
	“Least” Reasons:  “…It’s ‘This is what we are, be like that or leave.’ ”  --  “…As each generation goes by, there’s things that change, so there’s different things we need to accept….You can’t always stick to the past, or otherwise you’re never going to move forward….”

	Provides opportunities for me to volunteer in meaningful activities
	1
	14
	17
	“Least” Reasons:  “I’m not looking for a church to volunteer.  I can find volunteer opportunities in all kinds of places….”


FEELINGS

Looking at the table on desired feelings related to a religion that meets my needs, we see that “spiritual” tops the list (21/32), followed by growing/improving, changed, forgiven, welcome and comforted (ranging respectively from 17/32 to 14/32).

	FEELINGS RELATED TO A RELIGION THAT MEETS MY NEEDS

	

FEELING
	BEST DESCRIBES MY NEEDS 
	NEITHER BEST 
NOR LEAST 
	LEAST DESCRIBES MY NEEDS
	
PARTICIPANTS’ REASONS FOR THEIR BEST AND LEAST RATINGS

	
	Number of Participants (N=32)
	

	Spiritual
	21
	7
	4
	“Best” Reasons:  “That’s the definition of why you go there.”  --  “That’s the point of going there.” 

	Growing/ Improving
	17
	7
	8
	“Best” Reasons:  “…I would want to feel like I’m growing, improving….”  --  “To have someone to help you change with the times….”
“Least” Reasons:  “I think I’m pretty OK now.”

	Changed
	16 

	6
	10 

	“Best” Reasons:  “Without change there’s no growth.”  --  “It makes it worthwhile going.”
“Least” Reasons:  “I don’t think a church changes who you are.  The one to change you, is you.”  --  “I don’t really feel the need to change.”

	Forgiven
	15
	13
	4
	“Best” Reasons:  “I need to be forgiven, and I also need to forgive.  We’re all going to make mistakes.”  
--  “Everybody makes bad decisions.  I just want to know it can be made all right.”  --  “You’ve got to feel the remorse, though.”
“Least” Reasons:  “…’Forgiven’ is something you work out in a relationship….You don’t get it from a church.”

	Welcome
	15 

	12
	5
	“Best” Reasons:  “If you don’t feel welcome…you’re going to leave….”

	Comforted
	14
	13
	5
	“Best” Reasons:  “It’s something we need every day….”  --  “So I can know that if I go there and I need comfort, I can get it….”
“Least” Reasons:  “I get my comfort from what I do, not where I go.”

	Healed/ Healing
	11
	14
	7
	“Best” Reasons:  “We’re all human, and we get hurt.  Morally, physically, mentally.”

	Joyous
	11 

	13
	8
	“Best” Reasons:  “If you’re in the right church, that joy comes to you.”

	Moral/Ethical
	11
	10
	11 

	“Best” Reasons:  “I think the church should be a good example for everyone….”  --  “…I’m looking to them for a role model and guidance to be moral and ethical in my life.”
“Least” Reasons:  “I don’t know that you have to go to church to feel that way….”

	Giving/ Generous
	8
	15
	9
	“Least” Reasons:  “You should already be that way.”

	Important/ Cared about
	8
	10
	14 

	“Best” Reasons:  “I think this is something everyone wants….”
“Least” Reasons:  “If all the other things I picked as ‘best’ were present, I would feel this way.”

	Safe
	4
	15
	13
	“Least” Reasons:  “…I guess I think because that’s already there….About the last place I think something’s going to happen is church….”

	Sure/ Certain
	4 

	14
	14
	“Best” Reasons:  “…I think that’s [church] a big part of helping you feel sure about the decisions and choices you make in life….”
“Least” Reasons:  “…I don’t think you can get that fully from church.  There’s always going to be something you’re not sure of.”

	Included in something important
	3
	7
	22
	“Least” Reasons:  “That’s why I would have selected that church.”  --  “I don’t go to church to feel important….I don’t think they can do that for me.”  --  “I wasn’t quite sure what it meant.”

	Lively/ Energetic
	2
	9
	21
	“Least” Reasons:  “That’s not the point of church.”  --  “I want to enjoy it while I’m there, but I don’t know if I want to be bouncing off the walls.”


COMMUNICATIONS

Participants were asked a series of questions about what a church could do to get their attention and make them want to attend it.  Unfortunately, group members were largely silent on this topic.  

In all three groups there seemed to be agreement that “you need to see that church in action.”  --  “…Like they say, actions speak louder than words….You would see that church in the community doing things by way of helping and outreach.”
In the Cleveland 18-25 group, participants seemed to agree that “word of mouth” is “just about the only way you can do it.”  --  “…I don’t think there’s anything they can do in terms of trying to get our attention more, or get us to go more.  I don’t think you can advertise anything like that.  Like we were saying, that makes it sounds like a business.  I think the only way you can really get someone to come to your church is by word-of-mouth….”
In the Mansfield 26+ group, a few participants said they’d increased their youth membership by offering a combination of “fun activities and a little scripture.”
A few people suggested television ads, but there was little reaction from other group members, indicating this wouldn’t work for them.  

Participants weren’t particularly enthusiastic about the idea of posters or newspaper ads, seemingly agreeing that “there’s so much of that stuff, it probably wouldn’t catch my attention.”  
--  “If you noticed it, you’d probably just look at it and keep going.”  Some did say, though, that posters “might work with kids.”
PERCEPTIONS ABOUT THE EPISCOPAL FAITH

It was quite clear that many, if not most, group members know virtually nothing about the Episcopal faith.  About all they could muster up by way of a description was “England,” “very structured,” “gender and sexual conflict,” “a church with a steeple,” and “traditional,”
� In this and the following table, there aren’t always both “best” and “least” reasons.  This is because there was too small of a number of “votes” to obtain any meaningful quotes and/or participants had such difficulty articulating reasons for their “vote” that we could not find clearly illustrative quotes that conveyed reasons.


� Only two people in the Cleveland 18-25 group selected this.


� Six people in the Cleveland 18-25 group picked this.


� Only one person in the Toledo 26+ group chose this one.


� Five of the nine “votes” came from the Mansfield 26+ group.


� No one in the Toledo 26+ group selected this.


� Only 2 people in the Cleveland 18-25 group selected this.


� Seven of the ten “votes” came from the Cleveland 18-25 group.


� Just over half the “votes” came from the Mansfield 26+ group.


� Six of the eleven “votes” came from the Mansfield 26+ group.


� Only one person in the Cleveland 18-25 group picked this.


� Only one person in the Cleveland 18-25 group picked this.


� All four “votes” came from the Cleveland 18-25 group.
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