THE 2008 UUCiL MINISTERIAL SEARCH COMMITTEE SURVEY

A Summary

What we did; how we did it
The survey was administered online through “Survey Monkey” facilities provided to us by the Pacific Central District.   The online questionnaire, revised and shortened from last year’s, was designed to inform prospective ministers and ourselves about who we are and what we want in a minister.  During the week of August 25, written survey invitations with personal sign-in numbers were mailed to all current members age 14 and over, plus individuals who had shown some interest in the church.   Approximately 225 letters were sent, including 26 to youths 14-19 years of age, and 199 to adults older than 20.  Online responses were accepted from August 30 through September 14.  Five youths and 119 adults responded to the survey.  Data from fixed-response items are statistically summarized, and voluminous free responses are content analyzed.  

A trade-off in any summary such as this is that majority views and central tendencies fail to reveal the range and considerable diversity of individual respondents.  It is a virtual certainty that some of the findings reported here will not accurately reflect the personal opinion of some individual.   For any member seeking a more microscopic analysis, the entire data set of fixed-response items as well as a compilation of many free responses will be made available. 

Our demographics  

Length of association with the UUCiL approached a normal curve, with 9% having been with us less than a year, growing incrementally to 18% being here 6-10 years, then incrementally decreasing to 8% who have been here over 40 years.  The gender representation was almost precisely two-thirds female and one-third male.   People under 40 years of age were 15.6% of the total, while 40-59 accounted for 36.1%, and the remainder, 48.3%, were 60 and older.   Education level is high among those respondents 19 and older (many under 19 are still pursuing their education), with 82% having a bachelor’s degree or higher, and over 1 in 5 having a doctorate.  Almost 72% of the respondents are married or living with a partner; almost 23% were previously married.  

Households, rather than individuals, were asked about household income.  Among 84 responding households, 19.1% reported annual incomes of less than $60,000 annual income; 35.7% reported $60,000 to $100,000; 37.5% reported $100,000 to $150,000, and 9.5% reported more than $150,000.

Level of participation in the UUCiL

Asked to characterize their level of participation in the church, almost 62% said “moderately” or “very” active.  In terms of church attendance, almost half said they attended three or four times a month.  Our church depends on many committees and volunteers, so the survey asked how many hours, on average, the respondent devoted to church work beyond attendance at Sunday services.  A dedicated 6.5% reported more than 20 hours a month; 13.8% reported 11 to 20 hours; 58.5% reported 1-10 hours per month.

Attitudes, feelings, and opinions about the UUCiL

Over 94% want our church to grow.  Of these, 18.2% say that growth should be a major goal of the congregation, while 76% want growth, but with the assurance that we maintain our feeling of community.   

What sermon topics would the congregation like to hear more and less frequently?  This question was asked for 18 different topics.  These topics are not mutually exclusive, but the responses to them do illuminate a distinct continuum of interests.  The frequency responses were scaled, averaged and rank ordered, yielding a hierarchy.  Among the 18 topics, the ones with the five highest desired frequencies were (1) philosophical ideas, (2) coping with life, (3) social issues, (4) family relationships and values, and (5) theological values.  The topics with the lowest desired frequencies were (18) science/religion relationships, (17) Jewish traditions, (16) earth-centered traditions, (15) role of art in life, and (14) Christian traditions.  

In addition to the list of sermon topics presented in the questionnaire, the following were written in as requested sermon topics by individual respondents: 

· Spiritual, not necessarily religious, values and practices.

· Discussions of early Christian values.

· The terrorist problem; our troops; ending the war.

· More about unconditional love for all.

· The “Greening” of our habitat; recycling; less waste.

· Giving voice to varying beliefs and opinions within the congregation, while respecting others’ point of view.

· Service to the community; advocacy for human rights.

· UUCiL community matters such as RE, membership, finances, 
searches.

· One sermon a year on a topic relevant to our pledge drive.

· Right relations within our church community and the larger 
environs.

· Theory of meditation.

· History/evolution of religions, theology, the Bible.

· Mysticism.

· Life-threatening issues such as oil consumption, population.

· Cultural minority issues; diversity.

· Spirituality, spiritual growth.

· Local community issues that affect us as a church.

Why do our people come to church?  We listed 19 different possible reasons for attendance, possible satisfactions and rewarding activities, and asked respondents to state how important (very, somewhat, not important) each was to their attendance.   The responses were scaled, averaged and rank ordered.  The top five reasons were (1) fellowship, (2) intellectual stimulation, (3) spiritual inspiration, (4) the worship service, and (5) celebrating common values.  The bottom five topics were (19) to get more involved in the larger UU organization, (18) to learn more about UU history, (17) adult RE, (16) to sing, and (15) to peruse political and societal directions. 

We asked respondents to list three main things they’d like to see our church achieve in the next three to five years; 284 free responses were collected to this question.  In analyzing those write-in responses, several main themes emerged, along with many specifics.   There was strong support for working with the external community through such actions as social justice, and increasing our community voice.   Growth was mentioned repeatedly as a priority.  The importance of finding the right minister to lead us and deliver powerful sermons was a strong issue.  We want attention paid to Sunday services and programs, to the religious education of our youth, to managing our church well, to ensuring that we maintain our church values and focus, and to expanding educational programs and group activities for adults.  We want long-range financial planning, better publicity and “green” practices.  Many references were made to our valuable buildings and grounds and how we should maintain, improve, and expand them.  Some specifics on the physical plant include remodeling the women’s restroom in the main building, new playground, new sign, larger paved parking, improved hearing-assistance loop, better piano, fix the wiring to the ceiling fans, upgrade the kitchen, expand the sanctuary, better exits on the west end of the sanctuary.   

We asked how satisfied our members were with our religious education program for children and youth.  On a five-point scale, with five being “very satisfied,” the total respondent pool averaged 3.96, just below “somewhat satisfied.”   Among households with children at home, the average was 4.23, between “somewhat” and “very” satisfied.   In free-response form, we then asked what, if anything, respondents would like to see added, changed, strengthened or improved in our RE program for children and youth.  Beyond the several who responded with compliments about the RE program, or who said they were not sufficiently informed to state an opinion, there were two main themes or categories of commentary: curriculum and staffing.   

The curricular suggestions included Bible stories as part of our cultural heritage; world religions; Christian values; UU beliefs; modern ethics and values; more field trips, especially for the high school group; more integration of the RE curriculum into adult sermon topics; family worship via intergenerational services; advance annual planning that includes a major social justice trip. 

Staffing recommendations included suggestions to enlarge the RE Committee; recruit more teachers and helpers; strengthen the parental involvement; have a long-term and well supported RE Director; formalize a preschool program with paid staff.  

There were also recommendations to be sure that all who work with children are screened and appropriately trained in safety measures, and that our buildings and grounds be consistently evaluated for safety. 

Hopes and expectations for a new minister

Asked if the respondent had any reservations about the UUA policy of non-discrimination because of race, color, disability, sex, affectional or sexual orientation, age or national origin, 92.4 % said “No.”  

On a five-point scale (with five meaning “Strongly Agree”) the level of agreement/disagreement was sought with four different positions that a minister might take as he or she engaged in and spoke about political, community and social issues.  Although individual responses varied from one extreme to the other, the overall averages varied less.  Highest agreement (3.83 on the five-point scale; slightly below “Agree”) was: “Speak for him/herself in public, but speak specifically for the church only when authorized.”  Next highest agreement, at 3.68, was “Take a position in sermons and explain the reasons for that position.”  Third from the top, at 3.16 (just above neutral) was “Aggressively pursue such issues [political, social, etc.] in and out of church.”  At a rating of 2.95, the lowest level of agreement (just below neutral) was for “Analyze the pros and cons in sermons, but refrain from stating a position.”

A fixed-response item in the survey asked the respondent to make some difficult judgments about ministerial priorities, i.e., to force nine typical ministerial activities into top-to-bottom priority order.   Some but not all of the activities presented in the next item (seeking where responsibility should fall between the minister and the congregation) also appear in this item, asking the different question here of where the minister should place that activity within his or her own priorities.  

By averaging the ranks assigned, the following rank order emerged for the congregation’s view of our new minister’s priorities:

1. Top priority:  Prepare and deliver a good sermon.

2. Call upon the sick and counsel the troubled.

3. Represent the church in our local religious community.

4. Direct the staff.

5. Be actively involved in adult RE.

6. Initiate and participate in social action projects.

7. Represent the church in involvement regionally and nationally with 
the UUA.

8. Be actively involved in children’s RE.

9. Be actively involved in church finances, pledge drives, and budget 
issues.

One of our new survey items this year asked who should have responsibility for different tasks.  More specifically, the question asked where the respondent personally felt that responsibility for various tasks should fall on a 5-point continuum that ranged from “Solely (or almost solely) by the Minister” to “Mostly by the Minister” to “Shared Equally” to “Mostly by the Congregation and/or Board” to “Solely (or almost solely) by the Congregation and/or Board.”  This question was asked for 17 tasks.  Responsibilities for many of these tasks should indeed be shared, according to our respondents, but there is also a clear delineation, where the primary responsibility tilts toward the minister or toward the congregation and board.    This becomes even clearer when “solely” and “mostly” categories are merged, leaving only primarily the minister, shared, and primarily the congregation/board.   Then the top three responsibilities primarily for the minister are: (1) Provide counseling for the troubled; (2) Structure the elements and sequencing of a general Sunday service; and (3) Day-to-day staff direction; all of these exceed 50% of the “votes.”   The top six responsibilities primarily for the congregation and board, all of which also exceed 50% of the votes, are (1) Provide stewardship of our physical plant; (2) Organize fund raising, (3) Plan services for “minister off duty” Sundays; (4) Lead children’s RE; (5) Plan/execute sanctuary decoration; and (6) Coordinate and guide the various committees.   The table below shows the complete data layout of the responses.   

Whose job should this be?

	Where do you personally think authority and responsibility should fall for the following tasks?
	Solely (or almost solely) by the Minister
	Mostly by the Minister
	Shared equally
	Mostly by the Congregation &/or Board
	Solely (or almost solely) by the Congregation &/or Board

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Organize social action projects
	0.00%
	0.00%
	65.30%
	33.90%
	0.80%

	Call upon and care for the sick
	5.00%
	26.10%
	56.30%
	10.90%
	1.70%

	Provide counseling for the troubled
	29.40%
	63.00%
	7.60%
	0.00%
	0.00%

	Coordinate and guide the various committees
	0.80%
	12.70%
	35.60%
	42.40%
	8.50%

	Organize fund raising
	0.00%
	0.80%
	28.00%
	54.20%
	16.90%

	Represent the church in our local community
	4.20%
	43.70%
	50.40%
	1.70%
	0.00%

	Represent the church in the PCD and UUA
	6.00%
	28.20%
	59.80%
	4.30%
	1.70%

	Determine policy for Religious Education (RE)
	0.80%
	3.40%
	52.50%
	37.30%
	5.90%

	Lead children's RE
	0.00%
	2.60%
	38.30%
	47.00%
	12.20%

	Lead adult RE
	1.70%
	35.00%
	47.90%
	14.50%
	0.90%

	Hire staff members
	1.70%
	14.40%
	44.90%
	32.20%
	6.80%

	Fire unsatisfactorily performing staff members
	2.60%
	12.20%
	43.50%
	28.70%
	13.00%

	Day-to-day staff direction
	12.70%
	49.20%
	22.90%
	13.60%
	1.70%

	Plan/execute sanctuary decoration
	0.00%
	3.40%
	44.00%
	46.60%
	6.00%

	Provide stewardship of our physical plant
	0.00%
	2.60%
	22.60%
	54.80%
	20.00%

	Structure the elements and sequencing of a general Sunday service
	17.80%
	49.20%
	28.80%
	3.40%
	0.80%

	Plan services for "minister off duty" Sundays
	2.70%
	8.80%
	24.80%
	48.70%
	15.00%


Anything else?

The final item on the survey invited the respondents to submit in their own words any additional thoughts they wished.  Forty persons submitted comments.  High in our minds was our new minister and our future relationship with her/him. We want the new, settled minister to give meaningful sermons and pay attention to our congregant needs.  Leadership skills and personal character are also rated high. There were also constructive comments about the proper distribution of management tasks between the minister and the congregation, and proper financial management.  Some respondents took this opportunity to voice individual complaints about various elements in the service: e.g. milestones, holding hands at the closing, group greetings at the beginning, sermons being read, speakers not being understandable. 

In conclusion

The Search Committee would like to thank the many UUCiL respondents who have given thoughtful answers to important issues in this survey.  The resultant information has value and utility to any prospective minister, and certainly not least of all to us, the congregation.  The questionnaire format allows responses to a broad range of issues with its fixed-response items, as well as a blank page for input with its free-response items.   The Congregational Record that we provide to the UUA in the search process, as well as this summary, plus a copy of the “raw” data on the quantitative items and a major verbatim sampling of all free-responses is being made available to the congregation in hopes that this information will be used in our governance as we move into the future.  
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