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Abstract
This empirical study asked a range of stakeholders about their view and experience of ministry amongst children, young people and families in 2024. Many of the responses highlighted issues which have been present in the sector for a long time but viewed through the lens of modern-day culture present even greater challenges for the church. Further to this, new challenges were identified. Overall, it is clear that pressures continue to be widespread in the sector, which church leaders identified as barriers to effective ministry. It is key that the church is firstly aware of these issues and invest time and resources to collectively address them. Secondly, it is critical that this is done collaboratively in order that mindsets and approaches align, to achieve greater effectiveness and impact and best meet the needs of this sector of ministry. These foundations are key in reimaging ministry for a new generation.
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Introduction
The contemporary context of ministry amongst children, young people and families (CYF) has changed considerably in recent years (Holmes, 2021), particularly in the light of the Covid-19 pandemic (Johnston et al., 2022). Alongside this, the decline of engagement of CYF with the church is widely reported (Awuku-Gyampoh et al., 2021, Barna, 2022), and Cannister (2022) observed that church-based youth ministry in America has turned toward protectionism due to fear of losing children. Yet, Neufeld (2002) highlighted that these challenges are not new. Youth ministry has been tumultuous and exhibited issues for a considerable time. In the light of this, Bolsinger (2018) argued that the modern-day church encounters a changing landscape and therefore must markedly adapt its approach. However, these changes must be contextually driven (Holmes et al., 2021). Jackelén (2021) argued that there is a pervading argument within popular culture that religion is irrational and prone to violence. Yet Christian ministry amongst children, young people and families continues on fervently.
This research project was UK based, and deliberately broad in terms of denomination participation. Responses included those working in Anglican, Baptist, Catholic, Independent, Methodist, Pentecostal, Salvation Army and United Reformed churches. Hart (2003) emphasised that children’s spiritual experiences may frequently be dismissed or misunderstood, since they are expressed differently than those of adults. Csinos & Beckwith (2013) and Griffiths (2018) also show the importance of tailoring approaches and activities specific for children and young people. Kingston and MacDougall (2011) questioned the assumptions about children and young people which are often apparent in churches, highlighting the need for this research. With this in mind, it is key to be aware of popular culture which often serves as a starting point for the faith formation of many children and young people (Soukup, 2019).
This paper aims to explore what is distinctive about ministry in 2024 with younger generations. It is part of a broader project exploring a breadth of topics relating to CYF ministry, capturing responses to an online survey in Spring 2024. This paper focuses on data collected from church leaders (n=215), Christian parents (n=296), paid (n=325) and voluntary (n=312) workers in CYF ministry. Survey questions asked respondents about present-day issues and challenges in their area of ministry. Whilst the church leaders expressed a wide range of barriers to this ministry, paid workers identified the greatest need of children and young people in 2024 as being a sense of belonging in a welcoming, consistent and authentic community. The greatest challenges outlined by Christian parents related to the practicalities of supporting their child’s faith, such as time limitations and availability and the nature of faith models for their child. Insights were also collected about youth work in private dwellings and mental health as they were identified as current issues in the UK during the scoping prior to the survey. These findings are examined in more depth and recommendations are made to enhance ministry amongst children, young people and families.

Ministry in changing times
Holmes and Drew (2025) examined the purposes of these ministry areas, revealing that for all stakeholders, the primary purpose was faith formation and to provide role models of faith for children and young people. A long-standing purpose of ministry amongst young people has been reaching and proselytising unchurched young people, although through history this aim has brought many challenges and transformations (Aziz, 2019). Root (2016) expressed this as God revealing himself to people. Beyond this, there is the purpose of assisting young people into a deeper relationship with God and being connected to God through Jesus Christ (Strong, 2015), which Yusuf and Chiroma (2023) likened to a biblical model of introducing young people to Jesus in the same way in which Jesus conversed with the Samaritan woman at the well in John 4. Aziz (2019) argued that youth ministry can no longer only be interested in the spiritual condition of the youth; but rather should be an agent in the lived realities and experiences of young people, concurring with Root (2016) who asserted that the essence of youth ministry is within the needs and context of the lived realities and experiences of individual young people and society. The concept of focusing on young people’s flourishing is also integral to the purpose (Nel, 2000). Another nuance of this ministry area relates to peace education as part of youth ministry, whereby young people are taught skills of engaging across difference and habits of deliberative theological thinking as part of their spiritual growth (Corrie, 2020). Furthermore, Norheim et al. (2024) highlighted the value in coaching young people through leadership training.
Weber (2017) examined the need for ministry models amongst CYF to decolonise, whilst societal changes relating to sexuality and identity have necessitated ministry amongst CYF to navigate best practices in ministry in navigating sexual identity and the Christian faith (Yarhouse and Sadusky, 2021). Similarly, changing understanding of young people’s morality is key to integrate (Przygoda et al., 2023). Another challenge within which CYF ministry operates is the continual expansion and prevalence of technology. Jackelén (2021) noted that digitalization and the development of Artificial Intelligence require an evaluation of common concepts such as trust, human relationships, personal integrity, and privacy. However, the practical application of these digital tools into church life and ministry has been a slow process (Roberto, 2022). These aspects inevitably encroach upon ministry amongst CYF.
There are challenges in this sector from all sides. Firstly, it is reported that this sector of ministry is prone to experience burnout, although the precise extent of this is unknown (Kageler et al., 2021). Conversely, numbers of CYF engaging with church are falling continuously. Reasons for reduced church attendance by young people in Australia were found to be lack of interest, busy life schedules, political issues, and people-pleasing (Awuku-Gyampoh et al., 2021). Holmes et al. (2021) assert the need for children and young people to be explicitly valued and integrated as part of the body of Christ, fostering intergenerational role modelling and solidarity. These issues and challenges raised by existing literature all lay a helpful backdrop for this empirical research.


Methodology
The aim of this paper is to explore what is distinctive about ministry in 2024 with younger generations. Since this paper is part of a broader project, here we only explore responses to some of the questions on the online survey. All of the questions included here were open-ended and hence provided qualitative data. This was key since they were of an exploratory nature, and therefore we did not wish to predetermine or limit any of the responses. Different stakeholders were asked different questions which illuminated present-day issues and challenges from different perspectives. The questions themselves were selected for inclusion in the survey since they had arisen as issues in the various networking and scoping conversations prior to the formation of the online survey tool. 
The church leaders (n=215) were asked what they perceived to be the barriers to effective work amongst CYF. Christian parents (n=296) were asked what they found most challenging as a Christian parent in 20204. Paid workers (n=325) were asked what they thought children/young people needed most in 2024. Volunteers (n=312) and paid workers were also asked about their views on youth work in private dwellings, and also the extent to which the mental health of CYF impacts their work. The young people participants (n=33) were asked whose role they perceived it to primarily be to support young people’s faith. 
A decision was made to use an online survey because it enabled flexibility, anonymity and ease of wide dissemination (Braun et al., 2021). This enabled dissemination using a snowballing method (Leighton et al., 2021), in order to capture as many responses from different settings as possible. This occurred through existing denominational, para-church and regional networks, in addition to social media networks. The ethics of this project was approved by Liverpool Hope University Ethics Committee, including consideration of confidentiality, anonymity, safe storage of data and power relations.
Since all of the questions used within this paper were open-ended, thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006) was used to scrutinise the data in order to identify themes within the responses. This was carried out using MAXQDA software. Each section of the findings presents the themes which were derived following a process of coding, then cluster coding to identify themes within the dataset.

Findings
Church leaders’ perspectives on barriers to effective ministry amongst CYF
There were 173 responses to this question, within which thematic analysis identified 289 codes. These were clustered into six overall themes, with some sub-themes. Figure 1 shows these in decreasing order of frequency. This shows that 99% of the respondents reported barriers to this work, and less than 1% said that there were no barriers. The first theme entailed responses which related to volunteers (28% of the overall responses to this question) and contained sub-themes. Firstly, 53% of these themed responses simply stated that they had a lack of volunteers, but further to this, in another sub-theme, 12% expressed that there were issues with recruiting volunteers who were confident and capable, and 14% stated that they struggled to recruit volunteers who were younger since their congregation was aging. Another sub-theme related to the volunteer recruitment process, with 7% explaining this was a barrier, with many of these citing safeguarding procedures as being barriers. Only a small number of these responses (2%) referenced the limited capacity and time availability of volunteers.
The second most frequent theme (24%) in these responses related to the children, young people and families themselves as being barriers. The first sub-theme related to their attendance at church, with 51% explaining that irregular attendance, competing activities and family busyness was a significant barrier. The second sub-theme (22% of these responses) was about the counter-cultural nature of church attendance and thirdly, 28% of respondents spoke about parental attitudes as barriers, mainly stating that parents are not committed to bring their children to church, although two respondents did acknowledge that many parents are disenchanted with faith and church.
The third most frequent theme was about church culture being a barrier to this ministry (21% of the overall responses to this question). The vast majority (89%) expressed negative and pervasive cultures within congregations which deterred change, hindered welcome and inclusion, viewed this work as low priority and did not listen to the voices of children and young people within their church. Other responses within this theme expressed that church programmes were too full, or there was too much focus on Sunday attendance, rather than evangelism and discipleship outside of the Sunday morning traditional slot. One also sad that there was an inconsistent welcome for the LGBTQ+ community, whilst another said that church culture focusses too much on entertainment rather than evangelism and discipleship.
Another theme related to resourcing issues (16% of the overall responses to this question). Of these, 28% referred to funding issues, with a few stating that funding was disproportionately directed or mismatched to the areas where it was really needed. One person stated that there is a ‘lack of willingness to invest in youth and families work.’ In addition, 15% wrote of physical resources needs, namely spaces and places for ministry to occur and 7% spoke of admin and safeguarding admin needs. Some expressed a barrier as being underqualified, ineffective or under-trained youth and children’s workers. The other responses in this theme simply stated ‘lack of resources,’ but did not expand upon this.
There were 10% of the responses to this question which cited leadership structures as being a barrier to CYF ministry. Many (51%) of these comments related to demands on time for church leaders. Others spoke of church structures being inflexible, the leadership not appreciating how much time is required to ‘properly work with kids and youth,’ and a ‘lack of commitment from the hierarchies.’ Similarly, others wrote of involvement in CYF ministry as an investment without an immediate financial return, whilst another said that leadership (Bishop level) does not value the time spent among children and families, and another reported that ‘every diocese is chasing for outreach initiatives that return increased attendance statistics and increased financial giving.’ These leadership structures were viewed by these respondents as significant barriers to effective CYF ministry.

	 Themes identified
	Code frequency
	Percentage

	Volunteer issues
	81
	28.03

	Children, young people and families
	68
	23.53

	Church culture
	62
	21.45

	Resourcing issues
	46
	15.92

	Leadership structures
	30
	10.38

	No barriers
	2
	0.69

	TOTAL
	289
	100.00


Figure 1: Themes identified in the responses of church leaders regarding barriers to effective ministry amongst CYF 


Perspectives of paid workers about what CYF need most in 2024
Figure 2 shows that there were 601 initial codes identified in the responses from paid workers about what they thought children, young people and families needed most in 2024. These were sorted into 13 themes. The most commonly occurring theme were responses about community (n=193, equating to 32%). These responses were primarily about the nature of that community, such as being welcoming, honest, authentic, consistent and a sense of belonging. The second most frequently mentioned theme related to faith guidance, with 25% of these responses stating that the CYF needed ‘Jesus,’ and another 23% saying they needed a relationship with Jesus or a personal encounter with God. A further 21% described supporting the CYF through ‘grappling,’ asking questions, wrestling with spiritual and bible issues, space to come to their own conclusions and exploring what faith means for them. Other responses spoke of needing discipleship, boundaries, Godly instruction, good morals and guidelines and Bible teaching.
The third and fourth themes were both mentioned in 12% of the overall responses to this question. They related to the CYF firstly being validated and affirmed (seen, noticed, trusted, believed, empowered and listened to), and secondly, accepted and understood (loved unconditionally, respected, understood, able to be themselves). The next five themes were each mentioned between 3 and 5 percent of the overall responses to this question. They firstly spoke of CYF needing hope, a sense of purpose, reassurance about the future. The next theme related to holistic wellbeing, with responses such as emotional wellbeing or mental health support, resilience, peace and financial support. The next theme outlined their need to know God’s view of them, such as hearing the love Jesus, knowing their identity in Christ, and knowing that God loves them. The next 3% of the responses expressed the need of CYF to feel valued, have a sense of worth, explore their identity and allowed to find their space. A further 3% of the responses wrote of the need for positive role models, mentors and adults to guide them.
The final four themes were mentioned minimally but did present distinct themes nonetheless. Firstly, 2% (n=13) expressed the need for CYF to play, have fun, express themselves and have space to enjoy life. A further 2% of the overall responses mentioned inclusion, involvement and opportunities to serve. One percent of the responses related to the home or family context being stable, supportive and discipling the child. Finally, openness and non-judgemental attitudes were mentioned by four of the responses, which was less than 1% of the overall responses.
	 
	Code frequency
	Percentage

	Community
	193
	32.11

	Faith guidance
	111
	18.47

	Validated/affirmed
	71
	11.81

	Acceptance/Tolerance/understanding
	71
	11.81

	Future
	29
	4.83

	Holistic wellbeing
	26
	4.33

	God's view of them
	26
	4.33

	Valued/sense of Identity
	21
	3.49

	Role models/guides
	19
	3.16

	Enjoyment
	13
	2.16

	Involved/included
	10
	1.66

	Home/family
	7
	1.16

	Openness
	4
	0.67

	TOTAL
	601
	100.00


Figure 2: Responses of paid workers about what CYF need most in 2024 


What parents said they found challenging as a Christian parent in 2024
Figure 3 shows the options selected by parent participants. It is clear that all of these aspects are challenging for some of the parents, although ‘my partner not sharing my faith’ was least selected. This is not surprising, although this still indicates that this is a significant challenge for a marked proportion of participants. Similar participant numbers selected ‘being a role model for my child,’ ‘ensuring that my child has good role models,’ ‘balancing our Christian beliefs with those of society’ and ‘having time to support my child’s faith.’ This shows that the pressures and challenges upon Christian parents in 2024 are considerable and varied. It is interesting that fewer parents selected ‘taking my child to church,’ ‘my own faith’ and ‘answering my child’s questions with confidence,’ implying that these areas are challenging for fewer Christian parents. Church leaders and para-church organisations may find these insights helpful in informing the resource production and provision of support for Christian parents at this time.

Figure 3: Aspects selected as challenging by Christian parents


Young people’s perceptions of whose role it is to support young people’s faith
Figure 4 shows the responses of young people when asked who role it primarily is to support their faith formation. Not many (7%) chose peers, and the reasons they gave for this was prayer support for one another. The participants who stated this tended to be older, namely 16-18 years old and explained that they significantly valued their peers to support them in their journey. Even within this option, they indicated that it was beneficial to have support from those who are more experienced than themselves, for example one said: 
‘some older people are good too cos they have more experience of God and can tell you more about God.’
Leaders of the children’s/youth work were cited by 26% of the young participants. For some, these leaders were viewed as a safe person to converse with since ‘kids don’t really want to chat with their parents about faith.’ For others, they were described as being an additional person who could provide spiritual support alongside their parents. Although figure 5 depicts who the young people primarily chose, the vast majority chose leaders and parents simultaneously, with some explaining that their parents took them to church, and then the youth leaders ‘teach us stuff.’ Whilst others said that the youth leaders are good at church, but their parents are there to support them the rest of the time. So the young people tended to verbalise this interplay and need for both roles simultaneously. Three of the young people identified that if a young person did not have Christian parents, the youth leaders would be more important to them. 
Although figure 4 depicts only 26% as being ‘everyone,’ in reality those who indicated primarily church leaders and wider church conveyed a sense of everyone also, equating to almost half (45%) of the responses being ‘everyone.’ The reason some of the young people selected ‘church leaders’ was because they said that they oversee everyone in the church, and therefore they are most important. But overall, these young people made comments such as this:
‘A bit of everyone. Family is a core part of your life. Youth/kids workers are influencing you a lot. But then the whole church is there to support.’
‘In general its people of the church. It’s like there are people who need to know more. So anyone should be able to be free to tell people. If you ask someone at church about God, they’d probably give a response about a verse from the Bible or something like that. It’s not really anyone’s job to do that all the time. Everyone does a bit.’
These comments typify the holistic manner in which the young people all viewed the sources of their spiritual support.  They observed and labelled all of the key stakeholders and valued their input. There was very much a sense of a team surrounding many of these young people.


Figure 4: Responses of the young people about who primarily should be supporting their faith journey.

Youth work in private dwellings – Perspectives of paid workers and volunteers 
Interestingly, only 25% of the respondents (158) opted to answer this question. The responses were generally very polarised, with one responding: ‘I think it should be avoided unless absolutely necessary to protect young people and adults alike, ‘ whilst another stated: ‘bureaucracy is changing the theology of church. The NYA have issued guidance that covers a religious sector that they have zero knowledge or understanding of.’ Despite the low participation rate, the responses generated a high volume of codes. There were 158 responses, and 195 codes were identified. These were clustered together to identify nine themes. 
Figure 5 shows the codes generated, listed in descending order according to frequency in the responses. The most frequently mentioned theme related to safeguarding (32% of the responses), including codes such as ‘appropriate safeguarding principles needed,’ and ‘with the right safeguarding it's OK.’ A few indicated doubt that churches could implement appropriate safeguarding protocols, such as: ‘it could work if churches take safeguarding seriously and don't cut corners.’
The second most frequent theme identified in the responses was that the participant was unaware of the debate surrounding this issue. This is a very surprising finding, that 21% of these people who responded to this question and were actively involved in youthwork were unaware of this issue. Further to this, 8% stated that they were unsure or did not know. 
The third most common response was for participants to express the benefits of carrying out youthwork in private dwellings. These benefits were divided into two subcategories, equally represented.  The first category included modelling genuine care, hospitality, more effective offering of support, reflects biblical teaching and ‘you become a real part of their life when you cross the threshold into someone's home’. The second category spoke of a more relaxed environment and greater ownership and participation of the young people in home environment. Other responses (8%) expressed the difficulty and challenge of this debate, as participants tried to weigh up different considerations, such as ‘it opens up a myriad of different issues,’ ‘I do understand the concern around this and wouldn't push back too much if it was taken off the table,’ and ‘it depends on the context’. Some expressed logistical challenges such as ‘there is no other space available for youthwork,’ and ‘impossible for those of us in church plants.’ Whilst 6% simply stated categorically that it should not take place, 5% then detailed positive experiences they had encountered through youthwork in private dwellings, with comments such as: ‘church youth group meets at my house and relationships and faith development has been deeper there than Sunday meetings.’ This depicts the polarity of the perspectives throughout the data set. A similar proportion (5%) did concede that they understood the issues, but 1% asserted that the debate was wrong, stating that ‘bureaucracy is changing the theology of church.’

	 Themes identified
	Segments
	Percentage

	Safeguarding
	62
	31.79

	Unaware of debate
	40
	20.51

	Benefits
	32
	16.41

	Unsure
	15
	7.69

	Difficult debate
	14
	7.18

	Do not do
	11
	5.64

	Positive experiences
	10
	5.13

	Understand issues
	9
	4.62

	Debate is wrong
	2
	1.03

	TOTAL
	195
	100.00


Figure 5: Themes identified in the responses about youthwork in private dwellings


The impact of mental health – Perspectives of paid workers and volunteers
There were 255 textual responses to this question. Amongst these, 326 initial codes were identified, then clustered and grouped to reveal five themes, plus one respondent said ‘unsure.’ These are shown in decreasing order of frequency in figure 8. Nearly half (49%) of the responses related to the level of impact, and these are depicted in figure 6. It is evident from these responses that for almost two thirds of respondents, there is a high level of impact on their ministry. It is interesting that 26% reported a low impact. The reasons for this were that they either worked with large groups of children/young people which meant that they were not aware of the mental health needs and challenges of individuals, or they worked with young children (some said under 11-year-olds) and they did not see mental health issues as having as big an impact in that age group. These responses form the theme ‘different ages/stages,’ which constituted 4% of the responses to this question. Some of these responses stated that where they worked with young children, they were more impacted by the mental health needs of the parents.
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Description automatically generated with medium confidence]Figure 6: Level of impact of mental health on ministry, according to paid and voluntary workers 

The second theme identified in 23% of the responses about mental health related to the approaches adopted by the respondents. The sub-themes for this theme are shown in figure 7. Almost a third of these responses (31%) were about general awareness or understanding, with comments such as ‘being aware of situations of young people that are struggling,’ ‘knowing how to spot the warning signs,’ and ‘understanding the current pressures and trends.’ This was a slight nuance of the responses (21%) from those who wrote about having an underpinning or overarching approach to children and young people’s mental health as part of their ministry work. This was exhibited in comments such as ‘ministry has been shaped by the need,’ ‘central to approaches that are needed,’ and ‘I work with children holistically.’ Other responses (28%) related to specific programmes or activities to support mental health, such as being a registered Play Therapist, running wellbeing groups, mentoring or ‘adapting teaching materials to take this into account.’ Another sub-theme was informal support, expressed by comments such as ‘listen and provide support as necessary,’ ‘I support children, young people and families with anxiety,’ and ‘actively support some young people with poor mental health.’ A small number of these responses (3%) spoke of signposting to resources or support agencies, all stating that they felt ill-equipped to support in this area themselves hence felt that signposting was the best approach.
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Figure 7: Sub-themes relating to approaches identified in the responses

The third theme identified in the responses was about needs the respondents identified in relation to mental health of children and young people. There were two clear sub-themes of this theme: the needs of children and young people, and the needs of the workers/team. The needs of the children and young people were expressed in codes such as ‘Children find it harder to focus,’ ‘increased anxiety in young people,’ ‘poor mental health can make them unreliable,’ and ‘dysregulated children makes the group more challenging.’ Comments relating to the mental health of paid and voluntary workers included: ‘We are ill equipped for this,’ ‘I do not always know how to handle it,’ ‘I am unable to switch off at times,’ and ‘Better training for church leaders, church workers and volunteers is urgently needed.’
The fourth theme identified (7% of the responses) was in relation to the increasing issue of mental health. The majority of these cited the pandemic as being a catalyst for this significant rise, although some pointed to increased social media use. All of these participants expressed very assertively that this was a major need which needed addressing urgently and substantially, shown by this typical comment:
‘This is the biggest fundamental crisis that young people are facing. Why isn't this being talked about?!’

	 
	Frequency
	Percentage

	Levels
	160
	49.08

	Approaches
	75
	23.01

	Needs
	54
	16.56

	Increasing issue
	22
	6.75

	Different ages/stages
	14
	4.29

	unsure
	1
	0.31

	TOTAL
	326
	100.00


Figure 8: Codes identified in the responses from paid and voluntary workers about the impact of mental health on ministry



Discussion
The aim of the paper was to explore what is distinctive about ministry amongst CYF in 2024. Whilst it was clear in the responses that the overriding aim remains constant over time, namely reaching children and young people with the message of Christ (Strong, 2015; Root, 2016; Aziz, 2019), there is a need to continually reimagine the vision of this ministry area and be attentive and responsive to the challenges and issues which arise. Some of the themes identified (such as feelings of being overlooked, undervalued and volunteer shortage, resourcing and time constraints) have been persistently present in this sector for a long time, but need to be viewed in the fresh context of the societal understandings, attitudes and behaviours of 2024. Other themes identified (such as considerations of metal health and youthwork in private dwellings) are uniquely contemporary and arise from wider changes and challenges in society as whole (Root, 2016).
The perspectives of church leaders is particularly interesting since in many ways they set the tone and narrative within churches. However, their responses about barriers point to many factors which are outside of their control, such as funding, lack of volunteers, parent attitudes and congregation attitudes. This indicates that structures and resourcing need to focus on supporting these church leaders in working to change these pervading attitudes. It was striking how strongly the church leaders indicated they were not supported by church structures in their work amongst CYF, reflecting the fact that ministry amongst children, youth and families may not be core to the priorities of the church (Casson et al., 2023). The commitment of the church to younger generations, even though they may be vulnerable, voiceless or powerless (Bunge, 2021) aligns with the values of Jesus expressed in Matthew 18. This illuminates a need for denominations to look at regional structures and expectations, since the responses indicate that it is at that level which seems to create more barriers, even if the denomination nationally is seeking to change the culture or values around CYF ministry. This raises questions of the extent to which church structures serve as barriers or enablers of accessibility and hospitality (Carter, et al., 2023), stigma and discrimination (Ocran, 2022). Our findings therefore indicate the need for all levels of the church (national, regional and local) to all evaluate how they can enhance support and equipping for church leaders to remove some of the barriers to effective CYF ministry which they reported. It is suggested that para-church organisations may be well-placed to serve church leaders in this regard. 
A significant proportion of the church leader respondents reported negatively about parental attitudes, suggesting a disconnect between church leaders and parents, akin to that identified by Holmes et al (2025). Yet there is clear theological (Deuteronomy 6) and research-informed evidence of the importance of faith formation taking place in the family context (Bengston, 2013). However, there was a period at the turn of the millennium when focus on CYF ministry was addressed by a rush for churches to employ the services of children, youth and/or family workers. Yet, tighter church budgets, job insecurity, and limited ‘success’ (often measured by congregational attendance) has resulted in even fewer children, young people and young families connecting with church. For those that continue to hold faith in church life, the findings remind us of what matters most to them. The young people who participated in this project emphasised the importance of parents and other significant adults in shaping their understanding of faith, resonating with 2 Timothy 1:5, for example. This is echoed by the parent participants who wished they had more time and were more equipped to encourage their children’s faith, and how they would/do value the role of other significant adults as partners in faith building in support of the younger generation. Indeed, the young people in our study expressed a significant need for collaborative working throughout their responses, and this resonates with the narratives arising from other stakeholders. This reflects the community nature of the church as a global entity, as one body but with many parts, all working together (1 Corinthians 12); reliant upon God’s grace and mindful of a shared vision sparked by the Great Commission (Holmes, et al., 2021). We therefore need to revisit how greater collaboration can be achieved within and beyond the confines of traditional church. It is recommended that there is a need for support and equipping of church leaders to enhance collaborative working with parents, which will form a good first step at addressing this disconnection.
This sense of collaborative working highlights the need for greater and more widespread ‘buy-in’ from congregations into connecting with children, young people and families. The role of significant adults, in addition to parents, as advocates for faith shaping is both a persistent challenge for church ministry and a more nuanced challenge for contemporary practice. While there remains a place for paid professional ministry, this must work hand in hand with empowering and equipping volunteer adults from across generational backgrounds in faith building with the younger generation. The findings, especially from young people themselves, echo this desire for more collaborative versus authoritarian approaches to faith making and a desire for community life in a contemporary context. However, this is against the backdrop of the church leaders highlighting challenges with finding volunteers for this area of ministry, which was not a surprise. There has been an increasing trend that church members have become ‘time poor’ over a number of decades as society has both demanded more of people through work and offered more (often attractive) alternatives through leisure time activity. This is reinforced by findings that reference frustration with irregularity of church attendance from church leaders and a view that church practices lack relevance to a younger generation. These realities have been evident for some time and what is remarkable is the persistent failure of the church to address an underlying resistance to change of the constructs of church, faith, and ministry as we observe successive generations drift away from participation in traditional church models and an even greater percentage of the younger population who see no relevance in connecting with the church at all.
Safeguarding appeared as a theme throughout many of the responses; often presented as a barrier to effective CYF ministry. This indicates a need for training and resourcing to focus on how paid and voluntary workers and church leaders alike can develop greater confidence in maintaining safeguarding protocols and requirements without it being a barrier. If other significant adults are to engage meaningfully with children and young people then we, in good conscience, must address safeguarding concerns in how and where we engage with children and young people. The debate around ‘work in private dwellings’ is an example of, but not the only situation, where the church must demonstrate responsibility and transparency in our practices. Young people have a right to feel safe in a world that already exposes them (and the wider population) to uniquely contemporary pressures and complexities, aligning with God’s very nature as a protector (Psalm 121), voice for the vulnerable (Proverbs 31) and seeker of justice and compassion (Isaiah 58). The findings illustrate how this manifests itself in poor mental health and the church must adapt by providing safe spaces, trauma sensitive approaches and inclusive practices that encourage ethical faith building in the context of contemporary society.
It is interesting that many of the church leader responses pointed to lack of training for volunteers and salaried workers, although responses from the survey indicated that there was decreasing desire from paid and voluntary workers for formal training.  Therefore, explorations into ‘on the job’ or more informal training would be good to explore, in addition to the expectations from different stakeholders about training needs and opportunities. This is particularly key light of responses from volunteer and paid workers, who revealed that the impact of increased mental health issues is significant upon their CYF work and activity. Many expressed feeling ill-equipped and overwhelmed, which demonstrates a training need which was not present in the same way previously. Equally, the faith that a high proportion of youth workers in our study were not aware of the debate surrounding work in private dwellings indicates a lack of connection of many practitioners with ongoing and overarching policy discussions which may impact upon their practice. This indicates that there may be a lack of engagement of practitioners with external agencies and organisations, and that communication channels could be improved to ensure that practitioners are firstly aware of ongoing policy conversations so that they are well informed, but also so that they have a voice into key discussions. 
There are inevitably limitations of this research, since it only captured responses from a snapshot moment in time rather than longitudinally. Furthermore, the data was captured from individuals, and although it was possible to analyse it according to denomination, sector or work, qualifications and other factors, all of the responses were collected and processed individually. It would be an interesting development of this project to explore a specific geographic region and examine CYF ministry in a more in depth and systematic manner. Another development would be to return to these same participants at a later date and ask the same questions, to gauge how these issues and opportunities have changed over time from their perspective.

Conclusion
These survey findings have a golden thread which serves as a reminder for the church to not isolate from contemporary society and the shifting cultural practices that are challenging an understanding of ministry amongst a younger generation. There is a need to reimagine ministry for a new generation, challenge traditions that continue to present barriers to faith making and equip God’s people with practical tools, resources and knowledge to engage meaningfully as we ‘go into the world’ with a vision to make it a better place. 
[bookmark: _Int_nuLVRv9n]Our paper reveals the many and varied distinctive features of CYF ministry in 2024. But how do we respond to these findings? It is tempting to see the challenges as insurmountable or out of our control. However, there are things we can do and should be doing. At a structural level, which may be our biggest challenge, there needs to be greater openness to seeing church ministry in the context of service to society and not only our gathered congregations. The younger generation live and engage in a global village with ‘all God’s people’ and we need to meet them in the world, not only in our buildings. There is also a need to reframe our measures of success, not by numbers in congregations but by service to community, bringing healing, wholeness, and demonstrating solidarity with the contemporary realities of life for younger people. This will go some way to removing the barriers we have created that distance a younger generation from faith making. 
[bookmark: _Int_oLtRLfab]On a practical level, there needs to be more equipping and empowerment for the task. Congregational teaching and learning is often limited to biblical exegesis when what is also needed is practical guidance in parenting faith, managing mental wellbeing, navigating social media, and being a good neighbour (or significant adult in the life of children, young people or families). Leaders need to be equipped and resourced to facilitate these discussions, just as they have been equipped to teach the scriptures. 
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