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Analysing communities: tools from sociology

1
Getting information about demographics and transport

Demographics

OPCS (Office for Population, Census and Statistics) uses the data from the national census (conducted every 10 years - last one in 2011 – data not available until late 2012) to produce highly detailed reports about every electoral ward in the country. You can use these reports to get valuable information about your community. (Bearing in mind the limitations of the census, ie that not everyone fills it out, and the further away from the year of the census you are, the less accurate your information will be)

Eg:

• What is the distribution of ages in my area? Should the church be looking to establish a parent-and-toddler group, or a day centre for older people?

• Ethnicity: knowing the major ethnic groups in your area gives some idea of what tensions, needs and opportunities might be there.

• Religious affiliation: a new category introduced in the 2001 census - obviously helpful from a church perspective.

• What proportion of the adults is retired/in work/are unemployed? This can tell you much about levels of poverty, how much time folk may have for volunteer work, and about special needs.
Visit: www.neighbourhood.statistics.gov.uk for access to all online data or alternatively look on your County Council website.
Transport

Get and study a map of your area. Are there major roads in it which divide the community? Do they divide different kinds of housing? (council, private) Do they create physical or psychological barriers to mixing? Do they make it hard for part of the community to access the church? (eg one church in Sheffield which is now on an 'island' in the middle of a roundabout of large roads).

Check out the bus routes. Does your community have easy access to shops and facilities or is it relatively isolated, especially for those who have no cars/do not drive? 

Do the people who live in the community work there too, or do they have to commute to work? Are they daily commuters or weekly? This can have big implications for church activities:

Eg:

· Rural communities where half the houses are weekend/holiday homes

· Planning meetings: many commuters not available till late evening

· Pastoral visiting: when are your people likely to be available?

2     Sociological concepts for analysing communities

2.1    Social Class

All human societies develop systems of stratification (is this the result of the Fall?). They differ in what characteristics are used to divide people up, and in how easy it is to move up or down the system (social mobility), m the UK we have the class system. Class is based on a number of factors - money and property, education, type of work done.

The Registrar General's 1919 scheme of social classification is still in use today:

A
landowners, company directors, senior managers

B 
professionals - eg academics, doctors, lawyers

C 
skilled tradespeople - eg electricians, secretaries, junior managers

D 
semi-skilled tradespeople, retail workers

E
unskilled workers - eg factory workers, hospital domestics, farm labourers, warehouse operatives

While the Registrar-General's typology is still useful, one can think more generally of a two-tier division of middle-class and working-class. Yet there is still an upper class , in the UK, less powerful than previously, but still owning a lot of property. And at the other end American sociologists have been calling for an additional category, sometime termed the underclass, to describe those who unlike the working poor of social class E, are part of a permanent benefit culture, perhaps supplemented by the 'black economy', drugs and crime - those who are marginal to society in many ways.

Recent trends

There has been some levelling of traditional things which distinguished the classes,

eg:

• Style of dress - we all wear casual clothes now - you can't tell at a glance who is of what class, where in the past it was much clearer

• Widespread use of first names in social and public life, and, conversely, the extension of the honorific Mr Mrs, Miss below the middle class to all sectors of society. (and the disappearance of Esq.)
• Accent - the much wider acceptability of regional and class accents in the media and the higher classes. Standard 'BBC English' is no longer required.

Social class has become unhooked somewhat from income: eg the aristocrat who has sold the family estate, the university professor who earns less than the plumber, lottery winners, wealthy footballers and pop stars - where do they fit in the class structure, and why?

There is more mobility between classes. Traditionally one was born into a particular class stayed there for life. People 'knew their place' 

 [ the rich man in his castle, the poor man at his gate, God made them high and lowly and ordered their estate]. 
Universal free education made it possible for many from working-class class backgrounds to move into professional jobs and incomes, and to become middle-class. While barriers remain, more movement is possible than previously - both upwards and downwards.
Implications for the churches

Class is the hidden apartheid of UK society. Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli, in the 19th century, spoke of there being 'two nations' in this country - the middle classes and the poor. Class divisions create barriers which are deep, and there are deep misunderstandings as a result. All this must be of interest to those who preach a gospel of God's equal love and concern for all people.

Because the injustices involved are unpalatable, one temptation of church people is to hide from the reality of class divisions, saying 'That may have been true in the past, but now we are all the same really." But hiding from class issues simply perpetuates inequality. 
Understanding the class make-up of your community and of your church congregations can be a powerful tool.

People of different classes have different values, expectations and needs. 
Eg the story of Patsy and the sauce-bottle.
I went to tea with my friend Patsy, a working-class woman married to hospital porter. As we were getting the meal ready, I noticed that a sauce-bottle on the table still had its price tag on. I tactfully pointed this out to her. We were agreed that this was a mistake, but our reasons were very different. My (lower) middle-class upbringing held that it shouldn't be there because it reminded us of money, and it was vulgar to think about money. Patsy's reason why it was wrong was if one of her friends should see the price tag, and had got the same sauce for a cheaper price, she would look down on Patsy for being unthrifty.


Adapting the Alpha course for a working-class Sheffield community

This is a good example of where class mattered in church life. Our Baptist church in a traditional working-class area of Sheffield decided to run an Alpha course, and duly hired the local Christian coffee-shop for dinner and the talks. People came, but the atmosphere was stilted and uncomfortable. The clue is the folk from that culture are not used to eating with strangers in the home (or quasi-home) setting - the Alpha course was designed for southern middle-class dinner-party goers! 
The next time the church ran an Alpha course, they held it in a semi-private room in the local pub, with pub meals provided. In that setting people felt more at home.

Exercise:

Make a list of issues where class-related difference might affect the life of a church.   

Share your lists with each other. 
Here's a few to get you going:

Book or non-book culture? (Affects conduct of liturgy, teaching programmes.)
Lay leadership and responsibility? Are the people confident in taking on leadership roles? Do they need extra help in preparing for leadership?

2.2    Traditional vs Associational culture

The Post Modern generation is heavily into associational culture, but many parishes may still think in traditional terms.

Which of these best fits your community? Your church congregation? Understanding whether your church is set in a traditional or associational culture can make a difference. 

	Traditional Culture

(Gemeinshaft)


	Associational Culture

(Gesellshaft)


	
  fewer relationships
	
  many relationships

	face-to-face, long-term relationships across many aspects of life (working, worshipping, socialising with the same people)  
	less personal relationships,  shorter-term, across fewer aspects of life (separate work colleagues, leisure friends, church friends) 

	everybody knows everyone's business: social pressures effective in shaping social behaviour
	
independence, autonomy and isolation

	relationships are person-based
	relationships are task-based

	community is inevitable


	community is optional and intentional.


Eg. The church council/PCC. 
In a traditional setting, this may be a group of people who know each other very well, are often related by blood or marriage, and where one or more 'dynasty' dominates. 
In an associational culture the church council may be composed of relative strangers, chosen for particular expertise, who are focussed on the task of church management and who may seldom meet outside that setting. As a minister one would need to work very differently with these two councils.

New traditional cultures in the UK

While some traditional cultures remain in the UK - notably in working-class urban  and in rural areas - most ethnic British communities are becoming more associational in character. But there are new traditional communities developing in the UK, due to the immigration of populations who have only a limited desire to integrate into western culture. We see enclaves developing in major cities - Somali areas, Bangladeshi areas etc - where with some modifications traditional life is carried on much as in the society of origin.   However, some care is needed in interpretation here: where did these people come from in their origins?  A city, town or rural area?   How might this affect their understanding of culture – and our response?
3     Current trends in social structures

3.1    One society, many cultures

Mission Shaped Church ( among other publications) makes the point that in today’s western society  in any one geographical area folk are living side by side who in fact inhabit different worlds of meaning and perception. Next door neighbours on the estate may well have entirely different sets of relationships networks and values  – and as the geographically defined networks become much less significant there will be some for whom this, their only network,  has disintegrated.  For churches such as the CofE who are historically committed to the parish system - one church for a defined geographical area - this poses enormous challenges. Which of the many cultures/communities on our doorstep can we reach?

Can one church hope any more to serve all comers? Should we try to, or should we 'specialise'?

3.2    Secularisation
Post modern society has dethroned both the religious minister and the scientist (along with almost all experts) from the role of 'priest' in society.

· Secular funerals are growing fast

· Personal shrines are now common, particularly to those killed violently.

· Religious practice of all kind has declined – but spirituality now occupies more bookshelf space in bookshops than ever before.

· Lack of authoritive answers lead to any answer: or whoever's answer is most appealing.  Children's body parts, Da Vinci Code etc

3.3
The 'location' of face-to-face community is becoming non-geographical

In areas where associational culture and high mobility predominate, we no longer know or trust our neighbours, and frequently we do not work or socialise where we live. (This of course has enormous consequences for the vulnerable and immobile!)

The human thirst for face-to-face relationships and belonging is met non-geographically - we expect to travel to the workplace, to the club, and, increasingly, to the church of our choice, which may well not be the nearest one.

Much of our belonging is through networks rather than organisations. This most clearly illustrated by the growth of spiritual communities held together by the Internet

- the Northumbria Community could be seen as an example, with a scattered membership with only occasional gatherings. The Jesuit "Sacred Space" website offers on-line resources for daily prayer. The diocese of Oxford has recently launched an entirely internet church, complete with internet pastor, where worship and community will be structured to happen on line, with occasional face-to-face meetings

as an optional extra.

3.4   Multiple sources of belonging, but shallow and limited

Contemporary associational culture does not favour long-term, intense commitments. We tend to change jobs often, move house often, and change churches often, with less 'brand loyalty' to a particular denomination. Instead of being one of the central commitments of one's life, church commitment has become one leisure option alongside many, and people now count themselves as 'regular churchgoers' who only attend once a month.

In an anti-commitment culture, the church community faces particular challenges. Getting people to come to regular meetings is more difficult. Children's work has to be in one-off self-contained units, as one can't assume the same kids will be there next week. In areas where the adults are mostly in work, longer working hours and more workplace stress mean that there are fewer hours for voluntary church work.

This cultural change also means that people need different things from the church. For many who move frequently due to jobs, church membership is the one reliable source of face-to-face community. There are real opportunities for service and to stand as a model counter-culture.

4`Further resources

Church House has an extremely able and friendly Research & Statistics Unit  statistics.unit@churchofengland.org
Use them.

Mike Parsons  rev 2009, 2011
Based on original material from Francis Miles

© WEMTC 2011
Discussion Question: Originally Anglican clergy were listed as A, and Methodist clergy as B. Why do you think that was? Where in this list would you put clergy today, and why?








What might be an upper middle class response?
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