
Methodist Fresh Expressions of Church 2011-2012 

A large number of churches are now using fresh expressions as a way to engage with new worshippers. From October 2011, 

the way the Methodist Church collects fresh expressions information has changed, integrating it into wider questions about 

the group and outreach activities of local churches. When filling in entries for church groups, churches were asked to identify 

whether each was a fresh expression of church, a fresh expression of worship, both, or neither.  This has helped significantly 

in analysing which groups could formally be called fresh expressions according to a variety of established definitions, whilst 

also capturing those which have elements of fresh expressions within their nature. It has also allowed us to find out much 

more about the activities in which fresh expressions are involved.  Across the Connexion, there were 1,084 reported fresh 

expressions of church which appear fit the formal criteria in October 2011, the majority of which were aimed at young 

people of both genders. 

  



Numbers of fresh expressions summary: 

A number of observations have led to the conclusion that there are 1,084 reported fresh expressions of church (as opposed 

to fresh expressions of worship). These are: 

 1,089 church groups reported as being fresh expressions of church; 1,202 reported as being fresh expressions of 

worship. 689 of these reported the group as both a fresh expression of worship and a fresh expression of church.  

 400 groups were reported as being fresh expressions of church and not fresh expressions of worship;  

 513 groups reported just a being fresh expression of worship. However, there were 51 groups within this 513 with a 

group name that suggested they may also be a fresh expression of church (e.g. ‘messy’ or ‘messy cafe’); 34 of these 

said specifically ‘messy church’, ‘cafe church’ or ‘cell group’.  

 There were 444 groups that said they were neither a fresh expression of church nor a fresh expression of worship, 

yet defined themselves as a cafe church, cell group or messy church group. Of these, 108 had group names along the 

lines of ‘messy church’ ‘cafe church’ or ‘cell group’ and 101 had been running 10 years or less. It was therefore 

decided these should be considered fresh expressions of church. 

 Groups that had defined themselves as a fresh expression of church but where other information suggested they 

were not (e.g. uniformed groups (brownies etc), fellowship groups, breakfast groups) were excluded. 

 Groups that had been running more than 10 years but had defined themselves as a fresh expression were excluded.  

Looking at those held in our fresh expressions data set of 1,084: 

 Of the 3,191 churches across Britain which reported group activities of some kind, 838 churches reported groups 

that appear to be fresh expressions according to the formal definition. This means 26% of churches that have groups 

running have groups that are fresh expressions. There is an average of 1.3 fresh expression groups per church for 

these 838 churches which suggests that most churches which house a fresh expression have only 1 or 2. The largest 

number of fresh expressions run by a single church was 6, which both Brookhouse in Lancashire circuit and Greenhill 

in Sheffield identified. 

 838 churches makes up 17% of all church communities so 17% of churches in the connexion are running groups 

which can be considered fresh expressions of church. 

 Across the Connexion, there were 12,080 group activities reported in total of which 1,084 (or 9%) are according to 

the criteria outlined above, fresh expressions of church. 

 

Warning: 

There is a lot of debate on how to define fresh expressions of church. Whilst this report has attempted to clearly set 
out above the criteria used, we appreciate not all will agree with our inclusions and exclusions, for example, including ‘Messy 
Church’ without which fresh expressions would  only number 655. In this report, groups indicating a mix of intended target 
groups (current churchgoers and non-churchgoers) have been included. As further clarity about these categories is achieved, 
the inclusion of a smaller range along these terms may also become more appropriate.



 

 

District Distribution: 

 No district had more than a 6% share of the fresh expressions reported, the smaller districts such as the Shetland and Isle of Man naturally have a smaller share. 

Northampton had the largest number of Fresh Expressions with 64 reported (6% of all fresh expressions reported).  
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 The district with the highest percentage of churches reporting that that they run fresh expressions of church is Manchester and Stockport district, with 31% of churches 

reporting fresh expressions that fit the formal criteria. This district also had the highest percentage of churches running groups in general, with 95% of churches reporting 

at least 1 group activity. However, Newcastle upon Tyne reported the highest proportion of groups that they run as being fresh expressions with 42%. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

         

 

 

 

 

District 
% of churches with 
groups 

% of churches with 
fx % of groups that are fx 

Bedfordshire, Essex and Hertfordshire District 85% 26% 30% 

Birmingham District 82% 19% 23% 

Bolton and Rochdale District 90% 18% 20% 

Bristol District 59% 20% 34% 

Channel Islands District 59% 19% 31% 

Chester and Stoke-on-Trent District 61% 13% 21% 

Cornwall District 62% 16% 27% 

Cumbria District 53% 8% 16% 

Darlington District 48% 13% 27% 

East Anglia District 51% 13% 26% 

Isle of Man District 26% 9% 33% 

Lancashire District 78% 22% 29% 

Leeds District 73% 13% 18% 

Lincoln and Grimsby District 47% 14% 29% 

Liverpool District 75% 21% 28% 

London District 74% 13% 17% 

Manchester and Stockport District 95% 31% 33% 

Newcastle upon Tyne District 65% 27% 42% 

Northampton District 70% 19% 28% 

Nottingham and Derby District 68% 16% 24% 

Plymouth and Exeter District 50% 18% 35% 

Scotland District 65% 12% 18% 

Sheffield District 68% 13% 20% 

Shetland District 33% 6% 17% 

South East District 74% 17% 23% 

Southampton District 66% 22% 33% 

Synod Cymru 2% 0% 0% 

Wales Synod 58% 10% 18% 

West Yorkshire District 78% 20% 25% 

Wolverhampton and Shrewsbury District 46% 9% 20% 

York and Hull District 53% 18% 34% 

Grand Total 64% 17% 26% 



 

 

 

 

Please note the scales on these maps are different.
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Intended participants of Fresh Expressions: 

Looking at fresh expressions of church across Britain: 

 548 are intended for those who do not attend church at all 

 304 are intended for those who do not attend church regularly 

 234 say they are for regular attendees of church. Although this causes problems according to formal 

definitions of fresh expressions, the manner of the form used to collect the data in 2011 meant that 

only one option could be picked. Of these 234, 23 made a point of contacting the Church to say the 

groups are also intended for non-attendees and those who do not attend regularly, suggesting that 

others may also have included a mixed membership. These have been included as fresh expressions 

because their activities suggest they may well be. The 2012 statistical count has been adapted to 

allow this question to be answered.   

 98% of groups were intended for both men and women – the other 2 percent were reported as being 

aimed at females only. 

 

               

 80% of fresh expressions define themselves as a youth group: 

 

                               
 

 The most commonly reported age range for fresh expressions groups was for those aged 5 to 9 

although this was followed closely behind by several other age groups as many groups are targeted at 

more than one age range: 
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Age group < 5 5  - 9 10 - 12 13 - 15 16 - 17 18 - 19 20 - 24 25 - 29 30 - 39 40 - 49 50 - 59 60 - 69 70 - 79 80+

number of groups 

intended for this 

age group

508 625 567 359 220 188 284 402 534 551 535 549 419 249

 

 Many groups reported being intended for several age groups and the most common combination of 

ages reported was the three youngest age groups ( <5, 5-9 and 10-12) with 67 groups reporting that 

they are intended for these. 39 groups reported themselves as being for all ages and 21 groups 

seemingly are for children aged 0-12 and their parent or guardian (4
th

 and 5
th

 columns below). 

        
 There appears to be a gap in age groups targeted, as those aged 18-29 are only catered for as part of 

a group aimed at children as well (as seen in the above chart). There was only 1 fresh expression 

aimed solely at 25-39 year olds and none for 18-24 years. In total, 472 fresh expressions catered to at 

least one of these age groups, but only 120 to all three and only 1 group for these 3 only. There were 

2 which were aimed at 18-30 year olds, so 3 in total aimed at this young adult age range specifically. 

Otherwise, these age groups appear to be expected either to attend groups aimed primarily at 

children or at middle aged and older people.  

 We can compare this to 735 groups that catered to at least one age group in the age ranges of 30+ 

(140 of which cater to all age groups in this range), 685 of which are specifically catering for at least 

one age range of those aged 40+, or the 809 that say they are aimed at at least one age group  in the 

range of those aged under 18 years (95 of which cater to all ages in this range).  

 16 groups are aimed at those aged 30+ specifically and no-one else, 28 for those aged 40+, 8 purely 

for those aged under 18 and 20 for the under 16s. As mentioned above there are 67 groups 

specifically for those aged under 13 and nobody older. 
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Length of time running: 

 35% of reported fresh expressions have been running for only one year and 76% have been running 

for 3 years or less. Less than 10% are older than 5 years.         

 

                               

Shared initiatives: 

 29% of fresh expressions reported were shared initiatives. The most common shared initiative was 

ecumenically shared with 61% of those reported as shared being so, followed by 23% reporting 

themselves as being shared within their circuit. 
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Types of fresh expression: 

 The most common category of fresh expression was ‘youth/children – messy church’ with 40% 

reported as such. Cafe church was the next most commonly reported making up 14% of fresh 

expression groups. 
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Number of attendees: 

 Respondents were asked to report ‘normal’ attendance figures for their fresh expressions. 

 The overall sum of reported ‘normal’ attendance at fresh expression groups was 29,192 attendees. 

 52% of fresh expressions had 20 or fewer attendees – 21% were attended by 10 or fewer people. 70% 

had 30 attendees or fewer, 83% had 40 or fewer and 90% had 50 or fewer, this means that less than 

10% of fresh expressions had more than 50 attendees although there were groups that reported as 

many as 210 attendees. 

Location: 

 Fresh expression activities were most commonly held in a church or church hall (44 and 36%). 

                         

Frequency of meeting: 

 Fresh expression groups most commonly met monthly (49%) followed by weekly or more with 20%. 

 

Ethnicity: 

 22% of fresh expressions reported that their group was intended for a specific ethnicity although the 

majority went on to identify that groups as white English. This therefore will indicate the ethnic 

makeup of the area in which the group is located.  

 Only 1% were specifically intended for an ethnicity once white British groups were removed. 

 

Rural/Urban contexts:  

 Nearly a third of all fresh expressions are held by churches within suburban neighbourhoods, followed 

closely by small towns and then rural villages. This is interesting as village rural churches account for 

43% of all churches in the Connexion and suburban neighbourhoods only 23% (small town churches 

account for 20% of the Connexional total).  
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 Most fresh expressions are occurring in more rural areas as these numbers show but this may have a 

lot to do with the fact that the majority of Methodist churches are located in rural areas. 

 
 Although only 3% of all fresh expressions are held in city centre churches, this category actually has 

the highest proportion of fresh expressions for the number of churches defined as city centre 

churches, with 25% of churches reporting fresh expressions.  

Church category type 
% of Churches that run at least 1 
fresh expression 

City Centre 25% 

Council Estate 21% 

Inner City 9% 

Suburban Neighbourhood 22% 

Small Town 24% 

Village Rural 10% 
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Leaders: 

 The most common leader of a fresh expression of church was ‘volunteer’.  

 For those groups which had only 1 leader, local preacher-led activities was second most common 

 Where there were at least 2 leaders of a fresh expression, presbyters were the 2
nd

 most common 

reported. 

 

 The graph below shows clearly the pattern of volunteers as the most common as do the two below 

that which illustrate the trend by church category type and who the fresh expression is most 

commonly intended for. 
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