This document was supplied for free educational purposes.
Unless it is in the public domain, it may not be sold for profit
or hosted on a webserver without the permission of the
copyright holder.

If you find it of help to you and would like to support the
ministry of Theology on the Web, please consider using the
links below:

https://www.buymeacoffee.com/theology

I. PATREON https://patreon.com/theologyontheweb

PayPal https://paypal.me/robbradshaw

A table of contents for Epworth Review can be found here:

https://biblicalstudies.org.uk/articles _epworth-review-01.php



https://www.buymeacoffee.com/theology
https://patreon.com/theologyontheweb
https://paypal.me/robbradshaw
https://paypal.me/robbradshaw
https://biblicalstudies.org.uk/articles_epworth-review-01.php
https://www.buymeacoffee.com/theology
https://patreon.com/theologyontheweb

The People Called Methodists Today:
Statistical Insights from the Social
Sciences

Clive Field'

British Methodism has a long tradition of counting its people. Member-
ship figures have been compiled on a continuous basis since 1766, and
many other statistics have been added in more recent times, including the
community roll from 1969 and church attendance from 1972. However, in
general, this quantification has been at the aggregate level. It tells us very
little about who the People called Methodists really are, in contrast to the
earliest membership registers, which often recorded information about the
gender, marital status, occupation and perceived spiritual state of John
Wesley’s followers.” Thereafter, Methodism’s formal engagement with
what came to be known as religious sociology was, for a long time and to
a large extent, marginal, intermittent and rather superficial. There was no
nineteenth-century Methodist equivalent to Abraham Huime, the pioneer-
ing and prolific Anglican sociologist and statistician.’ Not until 1961 was
a Sociological Sub-Committee of the Church Membership Committee set
up to develop Methodism’s empirical social sciences base. It was renamed
the Methodist Sociological Group in 1968. Under its successive chairs,
Bernard Jones and Jetfrey Harris, it developed into a network of minis-
ters, laity and academics with, at its peak, some 65 names on its books.
Throughout the 1960s and 1970s the Group was associated with a series
of small-scale Methodist enquiries, several connected with the dynamics
of membership growth and decline.’ It also took the lead in convening an
Interchurch Research Group which endeavoured, unsuccessfully, to estab-
lish an ecumenical programme of research to run in parallel with the 1981
Government census of population.

Subsequently, following the Group’s demise, it again proved difficult to
persuade Methodists to devote resources to realize the potential of sociol-
ogy and statistics for understanding and underpinning the Church’s out-
reach and evangelism, beyond the routine (and clearly substantial) effort
in compiling the triennial returns, although partnerships with academics
did deliver some key surveys, such as of ethnic minorities in 1983* and
local preachers in 2000. Methodism also participated, as a sponsor of
Churches Information for Mission, in the Church Life Profile 2001, but,
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despite an initial polite consideration of its denominational report by the
Methodist Council on 1617 February 2002, it appears to have made lim-
ited pastoral or evangelistic use of its findings.” Even the analysis and
interpretation of the triennial returns is now outsourced to the Research
and Statistics Department of the Archbishops’ Council of the Church of
England!

Researchers interested in the demographic attributes of Methodism
therefore need to look as much to sources outside the Methodist Church as
within it. Unfortunately, the Government is of limited help in this respect
since the 2001 census, which asked about religious profession for the first
time on mainland Britain,* did not differentiate within self-identifying
Christians in England and Wales. The four English censuses of church
attendance, undertaken by the organization which is now Christian Re-
search, are of some value in establishing the gender (1979, 1989 and 2005},
age (1979, 1989, 1998 and 2005) and ethnic (1998 and 2005) profile of
Methodist congregations, but there were many non-responding places of
worship and many guestimated answers.” Academic studies have mostly
tended to be too localized or too specialized {as with John Haley’s excel-
lent 1997 survey of the Methodist ministry)'® to tell us much about ordin-
ary Methodists in a national context. With only rare exceptions, public
opinion polls, which have investigated religious affiliation since 1943, do
not yield explicitly Methodist data, Methodism not usually being one of
the coded responses (a more generic Free Church category has typically
been used), while the overall sample sizes would in any case be too small
to permit reliable disaggregation for any specific denominations apart
from Anglicans and Roman Catholics (and the Church of Scotland in the
case of Scottish enquiries).

One of the few polling exceptions is the British Social Attitudes Survey,
which has been conducted by the independent National Centre for Social
Research annually since 1983 (except in 1988 and 1992), on behalf of a
changing consortium of Government, academic and third-sector clients
and funders."" A representative sample of adult Britons aged 18 and over
has been interviewed each year on a wide variety of topics, with some
questions being posed regularly, among them current religious affiliation
and, if of any religion, frequency of attendance at a place of worship. In
this way, a cumulative dataset of over 75,000 individuals has been built
up, and just become available, for the period 1983-2008, including 1,995
self-declaring Methodists.'? This is a sufficiently large number to enable
us to study some of the demographic characteristics of Methodists, while
being able to control for survey decade and churchgoing. This article
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briefly reports, for the first time, on this new source for identifying who
the People called Methodists actually are, and highlights two implications
of the results for the Methodist Church in Great Britain. An appendix re-
produces some of the key statistics.

Affiliation

Across the entire quarter-century (1983-2008) 2.7 per cent of Britons
described themselves as Methodists (comprising 2.2 per cent of men and
3.1 per cent of women). However, the proportion has steadily fallen by
survey date, from 3.8 per cent in the 1980s to 2.8 per cent in the 1990s to
2.1 per cent in the 2000s. The decrease is even more pronounced when
expressed in terms of birth cohorts. Among those born between 1890
and 1909, the late Victorian heyday of the Free Churches, 9.0 per cent
claimed to be Methodists. The figures then dropped to 5.7 per cent for
1910-29, 3.4 per cent for 1930-49, 1.5 per cent for 1950-69 and 0.9
per cent for those born between 1970 and 1989. Projected forwards, on
the assumption of a similar rate of decline, Methodism would command
the allegiance of 0.5 per cent of people born in 1990-2009 and 0.3 per
cent in 2010-29. On this trend, barring some human or divine interven-
tion, the movement would become extinct by the end of the twenty-first
century.

More optimistically, the mean of 2.1 per cent claiming to be Method-
ists in the 2000s equates to 960,000 adults in the mid-2007 population
estimate, 312,000 more than the Church’s community roll of 648,000 in
that year (which also included children)."* Adjusting for children on the
roll, the difference is possibly nearer 370,000. In other words, there is
an ostensible adult Methodist constituency which is at least half as much
again as that recorded in Methodism’s own official statistics. Although,
from the perspective of Methodist Standing Orders, these hidden adher-
ents may have ‘completely severed connection with the local community
of the Church’ and thereby lie outside its immediate pastoral care, they
evidently still regard themselves as Methodists (perhaps to the extent of
ultimately having a Methodist funeral)." This loyalty may arise from their
own former association with Methodism, perhaps through undergoing a
rite of passage (baptism or marriage), involvement in Sunday school or
a youth club, attendance at public worship or social gatherings, or even
being a church member at one stage. But it could equally stem from a more
distant ancestral tie, involving no direct contact themselves but an uphold-
ing of family tradition. It is significant that, when asked about the presence
of Nonconformists in their family tree, 52 per cent of the readers of one
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of the popular genealogical magazines reported that they had Methodist
ancestors.'?

Of this body of professing Methodists it is certainly true that a majority
were not regular churchgoers, even before allowing for the well-known
tendency for people questioned in opinion polls to exaggerate their fre-
quency of attendance, effectively usually doubling it."® For the period as
a whole 41.7 per cent of Methodists claimed to worship once a month or
more (compared with 19.3 per cent of all adults), 27.2 per cent went less
often (20.7 per cent) and 31.1 per cent never or practically never (60.0 per
cent, many of whom had no religion}). Despite their somewhat lax reli-
gious observance, therefore, professing Methodists were still better attend-
ers than the population in general. They thus accounted for 5.7 per cent of
the regular worshippers in the sample, more than double their proportion
overall, albeit a smaller denominational ‘market share’ than in the 2005
English church census."” Similarly, at the other end of the spectrum, only
1.4 per cent of people who never or practically never went to church re-
garded themselves as Methodists. For this reason, it will clearly be impor-
tant to control for churchgoing when looking at the demographic attributes
of Methodists.

Gender

A feature of Methodist history has been that the membership, in particu-
lar, has been disproportionately female, seemingly around two-thirds
since the 1960s, both as regards all members and new members.'* This
remains the case among professing Methodists today, 62.5 per cent of
whom are women, 8.6 per cent more than for adult Britons. The propor-
tion peaked at 63.8 per cent in the 1990s and then fell to 62.8 per cent
in the 2000s, possibly implying the start of differential leakage among
women. The ratio was even higher (68.6 per cent) among those who went
to church at least monthly, which is in line with the Church Life Profile
2001." It reduced to 63.4 per cent for less frequent worshippers and to
53.6 per cent for non-attenders, suggesting that men are more attracted to
a religious affiliation which minimizes their time commitment. Indeed,
whereas 45.9 per cent of female Methodists worshipped regularly, this
was true of only 35.0 per cent of men; and while 38.5 per cent of men
were non-attenders, for women it was 26.6 per cent. The gender balance is
significantly affected by social class, as defined by the Registrar General’s
fivefold scheme, the number of female Methodists ranging from 24.3 per
cent among professionals in class I to 83.8 per cent for skilled non-manual
workers in class II1.
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Age

It is an equally well-known fact that support for the longer-established
Christian Churches has aged progressively since the Second World War.
These British Social Attitudes Survey data corroborate this. In particular,
exactly two-fifths of professing Methodists were aged 65 and above, as
against 19.0 per cent of all adults. This is partly a reflection of Method-
ism’s disproportionate appeal to women, with their greater life expectancy.
The figure climbed steeply from 34.9 per cent in the 1980s to 38.3 per cent
in the 1990s to 45.5 per cent in the 2000s and is obviously set to become
a majority in the coming decade. It is also marginally higher (42.1 per
cent) among regular Methodist churchgoers, which — being the average
for a quarter-century — naturally falls short of the 49 per cent recorded in
the Church Life Profile 2001?° and the 55.1 per cent in the 2005 English
church census® (both of which also indicated near-parity between Meth-
odist worshippers aged 65-74 and 75 or over). At the other end of the
spectrum, only 14.0 per cent of all Methodists (and 12.0 per cent of their
regular churchgoers) were aged 18-34, less than half the national average,
and dropping from 17.1 per cent in the 1980s to 10.5 per cent in the 2000s.
Frequent attendance was especially low for the 25-34s (33.3 per cent) and
peaked for the 65s and over (43.8 per cent).

Expressed alternatively, the proportion of professing Methodists bore
an inverse relationship to age cohorts. Thus, from a high-point of 5.6 per
cent of all adult Britons aged 65 and over (and 7.5 per cent in the 1980s),
it fell to 3.4 per cent for the 55—64s, 2.3 per cent for the 45-54s, 1.7 per
cent for the 35-44s, 1.4 per cent for the 25-34s and 1.0 per cent for the
18-24s (0.7 per cent in the 2000s). In other words, Methodism’s ageing is
not simply a function of society getting older but simultaneously reflects
its relative success at holding on to lifelong affiliates and its compara-
tive failure to attract or retain the younger generations. Some might also
say that it is a consequence of the ‘clean living’ which Methodism has
fostered and facilitated, which promotes longevity. Temperance is often
cited in this context, although the Methodist practice of total abstinence
has probably been exaggerated.?” But, certainly, Methodists do generally
appear to enjoy long lives, as can be seen in the family announcements in
the Methodist Recorder. In 1973 the mean age of death for laity was 77.9
years for men and 83.0 for women;> by 2008 it was, respectively, 83.9 and
91.1.>* As, in the natural order of things, these elderly Methodists die off,
their shoes will be filled by cohorts over which Methodism has exercised
less numerical sway.
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Marital status

Throughout this quarter-century 65.0 per cent of professing Methodists
were married, amazingly precisely the same proportion as with church
members in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.?® Then, as
now, more Methodists got married than in the wider adult society, where
(in 1983-2008) the mean was 58.7 per cent. Today this is probably the
result of a combination of the relative effectiveness of the Church’s teach-
ing on marriage and the family and the concentration of Methodists in
the older age cohorts who have been brought up to regard marriage as the
norm for human relationships. Obviously, social attitudes are now chang-
ing, and the Methodist constituency has not been entirely unaffected by
this process of liberalization. The incidence of marriage among Method-
ists has fallen, from 67.9 per cent in the 1980s to 65.6 per cent in the
1990s to 62.4 per cent in the 2000s.° It is also slightly lower (63.9 per
cent) among regular churchgoing Methodists than for irregular attenders
or non-attenders; this figure accords exactly with the Church Life Profile
2001.%7 Moreover, some Methodists now choose to cohabit (2.5 per cent,
albeit only a third of the figure for all adults and a lower 1.7 per cent for
regular Methodist worshippers). Equally, marital break-up has risen, re-
fiected in our survey in an increase in the number of separated Methodists
across the three decades, from 2.3 to 5.2 to 7.2 per cent, with an average of
5.2 per cent or 4.2 per cent for frequent churchgoers.

For the rest, Methodism is still characterized, as at the outset of the
movement, by an abnormally small contingent of single people, 11.2 per
cent compared with 18.5 per cent for all adult Britons, and a significant
reduction from the 24.6 per cent which obtained for Methodist members
in 1759-1823. This is mostly a manifestation of Methodism’s weakness
among the younger age cohorts where single persons tend to be concen-
trated. The obverse is also true, with a growing dependency upon the eld-
erly exhibiting itself in more than twice the expected number (16.1 per
cent) of widowers and, especially, widows. The figure stood at an even
higher 18.7 per cent for those attending church at least monthly, much the
same as in the Church Life Profile 2001. The Methodist widowed were
the most regular attenders, 48.3 per cent of them going to church monthly
or more often, compared with 43.0 per cent of the single, 41.0 per cent of
the married, 34.3 per cent of the separated and 28.6 per cent of those who
were living together. Similarly, widowed people were twice as likely to
espouse Methodism as adults in general, 5.4 per cent against 2.7 per cent,
with cohabitees being the least inclined (0.9 per cent).
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Ethnicity

In terms of ethnicity, Methodism is less diverse than society overall, with
4.4 per cent non-whites compared with 6.1 per cent in the whole sample,
and just 1.9 per cent of all non-whites professing allegiance to Methodism.
However, 6.0 per cent of frequent Methodist churchgoers were non-white,
a much better ratio than the 3.4 per cent found in the almost 700 congrega-
tions covered by the Church Life Profile 2001,?® although much the same
as the 6.7 per cent in the 2005 English church census.” This is a reflection
of a more regular attendance by non-white Methodists (57.6 per cent of
whom worshipped monthly or more often) than whites (41.1 per cent). The
proportion of non-whites among non-attending Methodists was just 2.3 per
cent, with only 16.5 per cent of non-white Methodists never, or practically
never, coming to church. Regrettably, the number of Methodist non-whites
in the British Social Attitudes Survey is too small to permit any meaning-
ful further breakdown of the results.

Education

Perhaps somewhat counter-intuitively, Methodists appear at first sight to
be less well educated than the adult population. In respect of terminal
education age, an average 50.5 per cent of Methodists had left school at the
age of 15 or under, compared with 36.4 per cent of the entire sample. The
explanation is probably the skewed age profile of Methodism, its people
being concentrated in the older cohorts for whom the school-leaving age
was lower and the opportunities for tertiary education extremely limited.
The proportion has reduced over time, from 55.3 per cent in the 1980s to
55.0 per cent in the 1990s to 42.1 per cent in the 2000s. A further 20.3 per
cent completed their continuous education at 16, 14.2 per cent at 17 or 18,
while for 13.4 per cent overall (but 18.7 per cent in the 2000s) it was at 19
or over.

Controlling for church attendance, a somewhat different picture emerges,
with regular Methodist churchgoers enjoying the best education of the
three worshipping groups. In particular, only 42.7 per cent of them left
school at 15 or under (against 62.9 per cent of Methodist non-attenders),
and 18.3 per cent enjoyed continuous education to age 19 or beyond (better
than the national average), with 7.8 per cent for non-attenders. In fact, 57.1
per cent of those educated to 19 and over worshipped monthly or more
often, compared with 35.4 per cent of Methodists who left school at 15 or
under. The lesser the education, the greater seems the chance of professing
Methodists drifting away from religious observance.
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Social class

The social class basis of Methodism has long been debated,” with the
movement gaining an increasing middle-class reputation. The British
Social Attitudes Survey* looks to suggest that this perception is not en-
tirely justified, since the social profile of Methodism does not initially ap-
pear seriously out of alignment with the national one. At the two extremes,
there was even a modest underrepresentation of professionals in Method-
ism and an overrepresentation of the unskilled. However, the bedrock of
Methodism was to be found in Registrar General classes 11 and I11, inter-
mediate and skilled non-manual employees and skilled manual workers.
Collectively, these accounted for 72.5 per cent of Methodists, 73.9 per cent
of the men and 71.6 per cent of the women, much the same proportion as
in early twentieth-century marriage registers.*

At this combined II-11I level, there was no appreciable fluctuation across
the three decades. but there were signs of growing affluence, notably a
reduction in skilled manual workers from 21.5 per cent in the 1980s to
14.9 per cent in the 2000s, with a corresponding rise in the intermediate
non-manual category from 23.9 to 30.6 per cent. This effect was accentu-
ated for regular Methodist churchgoers, among whom class 11 reached its
high of 33.3 per cent and class 11l (manual) a low of 13.8 per cent. For
non-attenders the picture was reversed, with the fewest non-manual work-
ers (47.7 per cent against the Methodist average of 58.1 per cent) and the
most manual employees (52.2 per cent versus 41.9 per cent). Overall, non-
manual Methodists were far more prone to go to church monthly or more
often than the manuals, peaking at 48.7 per cent for class II but sinking
to 26.7 per cent for class V. The lower the social status, the greater is the
likelihood that Methodism will lose the adherent to the worshipping com-
munity. Once again, therefore, the introduction of churchgoing as a vari-
able begins to question the representative nature of Methodism.

Housing tenure

Occupation is naturally closely linked with income and wealth, one proxy
for which in the British Social Attitudes Survey is housing tenure. New
research has identified significant links between Methodism and the build-
ing society movement and posited that, because of their disproportionate
concentration in classes 11 and 111, Methodists would have been particu-
larly attracted to home ownership.* These new data confirm this hypoth-
esis, with the proportion of Methodists owning or buying their home on
a mortgage rising from 74.9 per cent in the 1980s to 77.8 per cent in the
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2000s, the Methodist mean of 76.0 per cent being almost five points above
the national average. Renting a property from the council by Methodists
virtually halved over the same period. Churchgoing again made a differ
ence, Methodist home ownership falling from 79.3 per cent among regular
churchgoers to 71.0 per cent for non-attenders, with a parallel doubling in
local authority renting from 10.7 to 21.0 per cent. Whereas 43.4 per cent of
the Methodist home owners worshipped monthly or more often, this was
the case for just 29.9 per cent who lived in council accommodation. It is
thus, relatively, the more economically deprived whom Methodism is least
successful in retaining.

Conclusion

What do these data from the British Social Attitudes Survey for 1983-2008
tell us about the People called Methodists today? Two principal conclu-
sions emerge. First, the demography of Methodism is skewed. Methodists
are not representative of the adult population. In particular, they are dis-
proportionately female, old, married or widowed, white and home owners.
These imbalances are even more accentuated among regular Methodist
churchgoers, with whom further biases become apparent, towards the bet-
ter educated and higher social classes. On the whole, the position is worsen-
ing over time. In particular, as the birth and age cohort analyses reveal,
Methodism’s increasing dependence upon the elderly and its relative in-
ability to attract and retain the young constitute a very great risk to the
persistence of the Church. Indeed, the current demography of Methodism
contains within it the seeds of the movement’s eventual destruction by the
end of this century. It will, literally, just die out.

Secondly, the Survey has uncovered a large constituency of people who
continue to regard themselves as Methodists, through their own lapsed or
a family connection, but who are invisible to the Church, in the sense of
being outwith its official statistics, non-attenders at its worship and other-
wise beyond its pastoral ministrations (except at the point of death, when
some of them may have a Methodist funeral). Our calculation is that they
number 370,000. Disproportionately, with the possible exception of the
young, they include several of the groups Methodism needs to reach out
to if it is to restore its demographic gravity, and especially men, the lower
social classes, the lesser educated and council tenants.

This finding underlines the relevance to ecclesiastical leaders of socio-
logical and theological studies of church-leaving,* and of numerical re-
search into the potential for church-returning.® It also demonstrates the
timeliness of Methodism’s connexion-wide involvement from 2009 in the
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Back to Church Sunday initiative, inaugurated in the Anglican Diocese of
Manchester in 2004. The challenge (and opportunity) for Methodist evan-
gelism and social witness is certainly how to translate some of this latent
and inert sympathy for Methodism into a more active association with
the Church, notwithstanding the fact that all tangible ties with this ‘lost’
community of Methodist souls appear to have been broken. The social sci-
entific market research we have reported on here will not of itself provide
the practical and tactical solutions to this challenge, but it will permit the
Church to have a more empirically-grounded and quantified understand-
ing of what mission and branding problems it needs to solve.
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Appendix
Table 1: Profile of Professed British Methodists by Survey Decade
(percentages down)

1983— 1990— 2000- All All

1989 1999 2008 Methodists Britons
GENDER
Male 39.6 36.2 37.2 375 46.1
Female 60.4 63.8 62.8 62.5 53.9
AGE
18-24 55 4.6 3.5 4.4 11.4
25-34 11.6 10.6 7.0 96 18.4
35-44 139 12.6 11.7 12.6 19.4
45-54 16.5 16.6 11.5 147 17.3
55-64 17.6 17.3 20.8 18.7 14.6
65+ 349 38.3 45.5 40.0 19.0
MARITAL STATUS
Married 679 65.6 62.4 65.0 58.7
Cohabiting 1.1 3.6 2.2 2.5 7.4
Separated 23 5.2 7.2 5.2 7.5
Widowed 16.3 14.8 17.3 16.1 7.9
Single 12.4 10.8 10.9 11.2 18.5
TERMINAL EDUCATION
AGE
15 or under 55.3 550 421 50.5 36.4
16 16.9 20.1 22.9 20.3 27.0
17 8.9 7.1 7.1 7.5 8.2
18 5.5 7.2 7.0 6.7 8.7
19 or over 12.1 92 18.7 134 16.8
Other 1.3 1.3 2.2 1.7 2.8
REGISTRAR GENERAL
SOCIAL CLASS
I Professional non-manual 30 37 4.7 39 4.7
11 Intermediate non-manual 239 28.3 30.6 28.0 26.8
I1I Skilled non-manual 27.5 25.1 26.4 26.2 24.7
111 Skilled manual 215 19.3 149 18.3 213
IV Semi-skilled manual 17.2 16.8 16.1 16.6 16.8
V Unskilled manual 6.9 6.8 7.2 7.0 5.8
HOUSING TENURE
Owner occupiers/morigage 74.9 75.0 77.8 76.0 71.3
Renting (local authority) 20.2 14.7 11.1 149 157
Renting (other) 49 10.2 11.1 9.1 13.0

Source: British Social Attitudes Survey, 19832008
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Table 2: Profile of Professed British Methodists by Churchgoing
(percentages down)

Monthly or Less often Never/practically

more never
GENDER

Male 314 36.6 46.4
Female 68.6 63.4 53.6
AGE

18-24 44 67 24
25-34 76 14.4 78
35-44 13.3 137 11.0
45-54 13.6 16.5 14.7
55-64 19.0 174 19.3
65+ 42.1 31.3 44.8
MARITAL STATUS

Married 639 65.9 66.0
Cohabiting 1.7 2.6 34
Separated 4.2 6.3 53
Widowed 18.7 12.7 15.7
Single 11.6 12.5 9.6
TERMINAL EDUCATION

AGE

15 or undcr 4?27 477 629
16 21.3 218 17.6
17 8.0 8.7 6.1
18 8.1 6.7 5.0
19 or over 18.3 12.2 718
Other 1.6 30 0.5
REGISTRAR GENERAL

SOCIAL CLASS

I Professional non-manual 44 5.4 2.0
11 Intermediate non-manual 333 257 23.2
111 Skilled non-manual 273 289 22.5
111 Skilled manual 13.8 16.7 253
1V Semi-skilled manuai 16.6 159 17.2
V Skilled manual 4.6 7.5 97
HOUSING TENURE

Owner occupiers/morigage 9.3 76.8 71.0
Renting (local authority) 10.7 14.1 21.0
Renting (other) 10.1 9.1 79

Sourcc; British Social Attitudes Survey, 1983-2008
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