Resource

Consulting
your
Community
Guidance notes

pray

grow

serve
with joy

As a Diocese, we have a vision to ‘Serve the people of
Devon with Joy’.
As church members, it can feel daunting to know how
to do this for the communities in which we live. This
is especially true in rural parishes, where PCCs and
congregations can already feel overstretched beyond
their capacity.
As a church, you may have come to Community
Consultation because you have a vision for the future,
but acknowledge that you will need help to achieve
this. Or it could be that you really have no idea what
your community might want or need. More likely, you
are somewhere in between.
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But whatever your plans, whether vague or fully
formed, consulting your community will be a vital part
of moving forward.

Introduction

Why
consult your
community?
It can be all too easy for us to
assume that, simply because they
do not attend church regularly, our
communities don’t care about the
church. For many, particularly in rural
communities, the church has been the
centre of village life for centuries and
holds special memories for people.
The presence of the building, in
particular, can be hugely significant to
members of our communities.
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And so, if changes are planned to the building
or worship pattern for example, you will need
community support. Pressing ahead with plans
without allowing your community to have a voice
can lead to difficult relationships between church
and community.
But giving your community an opportunity to
hear about your plans, to discuss them with you
and to give their opinion will speak volumes to
them about how you see your church as part of
community life.

Consulting your community will enable you to
know who is around you and what they need
or would like to see happening in your church
building. You may well find there is lots of help
and support in your community, and whatever
you choose or are able to do as a result will be
far more likely to succeed as it will be born out of
genuine community need.
Lastly, if your vision involves a project that will need
grant funding to go ahead, you will need evidence
of community support for your application. Grant
assessors are very good at spotting when a
consultation has been done simply to satisfy a
grant application and not to genuinely shape the
project itself.

3

What to expect / be prepared for
If you ask for the community’s views you need
to be prepared to respond to them. When you
consult your community it is important that you go
into the process with an open mind. It is very likely
that you will get some comments and suggestions
that excite and challenge you, or that you disagree
with or which are difficult to hear.

Are you open to making changes that might be
outside your comfort zone if there is a community
need for something different? Spend some time
as a group thinking this through. It can be helpful
to spend some time reflecting on how these
possibilities make you feel, both on an individual
level and as a church group. You may be able to
see the need for change but personally find it hard
to deal with. It’s important to acknowledge this.
The people on your project team should be the
people most open to change and challenge but it’s
important that they know they are supported by the
majority of the church members even if some of
those people will find the consultation difficult.
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Who to consult
In a rural community it is very likely that as a
group you already know a great many of your
local community and are already working to
serve them in many different ways in your day to
day lives. It’s worth taking some time before you
begin to plan your consultation to map this out
and get a picture of how and how you are already
communicating with people.
The GtRC team can provide you with some
demographic information about your Parish
including the percentages of people in a range
of age groups. It’s worth finding this out and
comparing it with the previous list of people you
already know. It can be very interesting to see
where the gaps are and which age groups you are
most or least in contact with.

It’s also helpful to know the breakdown of your
community and whose voice is missing from your
knowledge as you plan your consultation as each
age group may communicate most effectively in a
different way.
It will also be important to think about whose voice
you need to hear. You might be consulting the
whole community about changes to your building
or worship. Or you might need to work with a
smaller group – if you are considering setting up a
toddler group for example.

The first thing to decide is what the scope
of your consultation will be. It is better
to consult people on a few separate
occasions and demonstrate progress
than to try and squeeze everything you
think you might need to know into one
huge consultation.

Feasibility vs
project planning
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Usually your first consultation will be around
the feasibility of starting a project. At this stage
you are just trying to gauge whether there is
sufficient support in the community to justify you
putting your energy into a project. This could
just be whether people care that the church
building is open, are willing to support with the
repair and maintenance of it, or just to give you
some indication of what they would like to see
happening in the building. Remember at this
stage you are not asking if they would be willing
to commit to anything, or setting up any formal
groups as a result.

If your aim is to set up a Friends Group, once you
have established that you have support you need
to secure the governance of the building. The new
PCC can then approach people who expressed an
interest directly to formally set up the group. (See
Friends Group webinar and toolkit)
If there is interest in undertaking a bigger project
you can find more advice on your next steps in
the webinar How to run a project. This will involve
further consultation with your community and
stakeholders along the way.
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How does
information
travel in your
community?
Think about the last time you heard about an
event that was happening or something new that
was starting. Where did you find out about it, what
made you notice it and pay attention. Try to think
as well of something you missed out on because
you didn’t know about it, when did you last notice
a planning application on a telegraph pole for
example? Pay attention to how information
naturally passes around your community. If you
are trying to consult an age group you know little
about try to talk with someone in that group you
know even if they are not local, a grandchild or a
friend in full time employment for example, and
ask them what communication methods they
frequently use.

If you want to get the best results from your
consultation it’s important that you try to use the
communication tools that THEY are comfortable
with not those that YOU are comfortable with
necessarily.

Planning your
consultation
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When you come to plan your consultation, start
by defining the overall aim of the process. Try
to sum up what you want to find out in no more
than three questions. At this stage they will be big,
overarching questions such as, ‘Should we close
the church building?’, ‘Why don’t more people from
the village come to services?’ or ‘What activities
are missing in this village?’ These are your
RESEARCH questions.
The next step is to identify your ‘No Go’ areas.
It will do more damage to give the community
carte blanche to comment on what they would
like if you already know that there are areas that
you won’t be able, or don’t want to change. It’s
worth taking the time to talk this through so you

are all absolutely clear about what you mean. For
example, you might initially say you don’t want to
make changes to the Chancel. Does this mean you
want to keep it exactly as it is, or do you mean you
want to retain the Chancel solely for worship, but
that you might be open to minor improvements to
enhance the atmosphere?
It’s also worth looking through some previous
faculty applications and re-reading the last
Statement of Significance you wrote to see if there
are areas the DAC have already flagged up as
particularly significant. If you haven’t got a recent
statement the check your church building’s entry
in Pevsner.

Ways of
consulting –
pros and cons
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There are lots of different ways of consulting
people, each has its own pro’s and con’s. You
will get a different quality of information from
each method. Each has its place when it is most
appropriate and through the life of a project
you will probably use each of these methods at
different points.

!

It will also be important to think about
any restrictions currently in place (such
as COVID-19 guidance). Numbers able to
meet in one place might mean that an
open meeting isn’t possible. But you will
also need to think about people handling
paperwork, or items you use for an
interactive survey.
None of the regulations should mean that
you are unable to consult your community,
merely that you should take the safety of
your community into account. If you have
a good village website or Facebook group,
there may be ways of using these. Think
about any ways in which the travelling of
information has changed while restrictions
have been in place.
If, for any reason, restrictions mean that
consulting your community doesn’t feel
possible at the moment, you will need to
pause your project and wait until you can.
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Surveys
Surveys are the simplest method of consultation.
However, it is rare to get returns from more than a
fraction of your community so is useful only to give
a snapshot indication of what your community
might think. Sometimes you learn what you
need from the fact that people have not been
motivated to complete and return them.
Think about where people frequently go in the
village and aim to get collection points at them.
This could be a box in the village shop or on the
bar of the pub. There may be a point that is more
specific to the group you are aiming to consult, for
example if you are consulting about the needs of
young families you could ask if the local school will
have a collection point in their foyer.
You’ll also need to consider the cost of printing
and posting surveys and balance this with the
likely return rate and quality of information.
Another consultation method might take a little
more time and input but actually be cheaper and
elicit better quality information.
You will find “How to write a survey” toolkit helpful if
you plan to consult in this way.

Face to Face
Face to face consultation can feel a very daunting
prospect. However, if you are able to do this you
will get a much higher return rate and far more
detailed information.
How you might do this will vary on your capacity
and situation. In a small village you may be able
to divide the houses between you and knock door
to door. If not, then identify where lots of people go
and located yourself there, maybe ask the local
shop if you can stand outside and ask people if
they have a few minutes as they go in.
Face to face consultation can also be very useful if
there are already existing community gatherings
e.g. a fete. Arranging to set up a gazebo at the
event will give you the opportunity to tell people
about your project as well as completing surveys
with them. This can also be combined with other
consultation methods (see consultation events)
Consultation events
Consultation events are a great way to get quality
information from the community. They can also
be good fun, and funders love to see evidence of
them. You can ask a wide variety of questions in
a number of interactive ways and set up rolling
presentations to tell people about your ideas.
Offering refreshments so that the team can sit down
over a cup of tea or coffee and talk to people as they
call in will also enable people from your community
to share creative ideas you may never have thought
of and gives you the chance to start building
relationships with people in your community.
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Open meetings
Open meetings can elicit a different quality of
information from the community as there is
opportunity for discussion. They can be a very
effective way of kick starting a project.
Facilitating an open meeting is a skilled activity.
If you don’t have anyone in your group who has
experience of facilitating this type of consultation
then we strongly suggest that you contact the
GtRC team to request that a trained volunteer
helps you with this.

You can find
more ideas
on the
Resource Hub.

Drop in
Drop in consultation often follows on from events
where you have used interactive tools. It involves
having one or two consultation activities set out
somewhere that people can access such as the
back of the church, and encouraging people to call
in and complete them at a time that suits them.
It is low maintenance as the activities can be left
un-manned but uptake can vary greatly on where
it is situated. For example activities in a church
building generally get very low uptake whereas
activities in the foyer of a primary school can get
lots of responses.
Interactive consultation
Using something interactive to encourage
people to vote, or make comment can be a fun
and engaging way of involving the community.
Interactive consultations don’t need to be
complicated, or difficult to manage – sticky stars
make great voting tools.

However you choose to carry
out a community consultation,
you will then need to analyse
your data and identify trends.

What next?
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Any closed questions you have asked will be
simple to analyse. Open questions and comments
can be trickier. One way to get some idea of trends
is to read them through in a group or with another
person and note down any words or phrases that
jump out, or are repeated often. You can then use
these words as headings and note how many
comments fall within each category.
When analysing your data, it’s important to keep
your aim in mind. What did you want to know from
your consultation? How does your data help you
answer that question?

When you have done this, you should be able to
see if you have the support you need to move
forward. If not, the data may help you identify
other paths to take. Take time to talk and pray
about these as a group. Remember the ‘No
Go’ areas you thought of and make sure any
alternatives do not take you into these.
As you move your project forward, you may find
the resources in the following sections of the
Growing the Rural Church Resource Hub helpful.
•
•
•

Consulting your Community
(see How to Write a Survey
and Interactive Consultations)
Project Management
Grants and Funding

