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Executive Summary 
The General Secretary’s Report at Conference 2007 included the following: 

“Over the coming 5 years or so, each District is to encourage holistic and wide-ranging circuit 

reviews, in the light of Our Calling and Priorities for The Methodist Church, with a focus on 

discerning and developing: 

sustainable and relevant circuit structures which will serve and oversee the mission-

obligations of the Church in the early decades of the 21st century; 

new ways for Circuits to fulfil their responsibilities and purposes in line with Standing 

Order 500: ‘The Circuit is the primary unit in which Local Churches express and 

experience their interconnexion in the Body of Christ, for purposes of mission, 

mutual encouragement and help’. 

Such circuit reviews are to include strategic consideration of the availability and use of 

personnel, finance and buildings.” 

A process was introduced to enable circuits to regroup for mission.  Over the past nine years a large 

number of circuits have entered into this process of discernment and developed new circuit 

structures. At Conference 2015 Notice of Motion 204 was agreed and reads as following: 

 “Notes with appreciation the significant impact the initiative of Mapping a Way Forward: 

Regrouping for Mission has had on the life of the Methodist Church for almost a decade – 

helping Circuits to review their readiness for mission and the structures needed to facilitate 

that mission. Notes that a significant consequence of this work has been the reconfiguring of 

many Circuits. Recognises that there are many anecdotes as to the perceived positive and 

negative effects of such reconfigurations for both large and small Circuits.  

However there has never been any quantitative or qualitative research into the impact and 

effect of Mapping a Way Forward: Regrouping for Mission for the mission of the Church. 

Given that the process has now been underway for almost a decade the Conference is of the 

view that the time for a formal research project examining the evidence would be extremely 

helpful to the Church as it continues to reshape for effective mission in the twenty-first 

century.” 

Following Notice of Motion 204 at Methodist Conference 2015, and under direction of the 

Methodist Council, the Strategic Research Team of the Methodist Church1, with the involvement of 

the Susanna Wesley Foundation, undertook research between October 2015 and March 2017 to 

seek to provide an understanding of the impact of the Regrouping for Mission process on the 

Methodist Church. 

A programme of questionnaire research was undertaken during which the views of Chairs of district 

and synod, superintendents, senior circuit stewards, presbyters, deacons and society stewards were 

                                                           
1
 The Strategic Research Team consists of Revd Dr Stephen Skuce (Director of Scholarship, Research and 

Innovation), Dr Hamish Leese (Research Officer) and Revd Dr Alan Piggot (Research Officer – Statistics for 
Mission) 
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sought. This was followed by a series of case studies during which interviews addressed issues raised 

in the questionnaire research, the stated aims of Regrouping for Mission, the role of the 

superintendent in very large circuits, and evangelism. These were examined alongside an analysis of 

statistics for mission data. Triangulation of these data sources has allowed consistent and robust 

conclusions to be drawn, although all conclusions need to be contextualised in specific contexts. 

Overall the results can be considered as indicative for Methodism. 

Process:    The regrouping process is largely positive.  Circuits are able successfully to address the 

administrative issues that arise, although in some cases it appears that circuits have had to discover 

ways of dealing with issues that are known elsewhere in Methodism but not widely shared.   

There is an emotional cost borne in particular by superintendents and some circuit officers.  The 

support of chairs, district development enablers and others during this period has been greatly 

valued, although there was a variety of approach. The level of support that Methodist members gave 

to their previous circuits has been largely transferred to the regrouped entity.  

Regrouped circuits appear to be stronger entities than their predecessors and addressed, to some 

extent, financial and other challenges that were making some previous circuits hard to sustain.  This 

level of improvement is significant and has enabled a further generation of circuit life in some 

places.  The change is a continuing process, however, and ongoing review and adjustment is 

necessary. 

Context is crucial: No single formula was found which produced the optimal results in every 

situation. Flexibility in the application of processes and procedures is necessary to allow for a range 

of arrangements and configurations. Careful, sensitive planning, a systematic approach and prior 

intentional activity are fundamental if benefits are to be realised from reorganisation and 

reconfiguration. Creating a culture, an atmosphere, which encourages new ideas and initiatives to 

grow and which gives people permission to act is all-important. 

Membership:     Regrouping for Mission has not had a significant impact on membership.  Circuits 

have not experienced numerical growth through regrouping for mission, indeed decline has 

remained fairly constant.  Variety in rates appears to be largely due to local factors rather than 

regrouping for mission.    

Mission:    Mission focus in intent has sometimes been a prime motivating reason for regrouping, 

but administrative factors have, in the initial years of the process, absorbed large amounts of time 

and energy.  The qualitative research in particular points to mission as the key area where 

Methodism needs now to focus.   

Both individual people and individual churches have a fundamental part to play in determining the 

success or otherwise of wider initiatives. Although the benefits of the process may be brought to 

bear here, the research has found little evidence to support an improvement in mission simply by 

virtue of regrouping. 

Evangelism: Regrouping for Mission was, similarly, found to have little direct impact on the making 

of new followers of Jesus Christ. Evangelism will be explored more fully in a forthcoming publication 

of the Strategic Research Team. 
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Fresh Expressions of Church: The research suggested that the sharing of resources made possible 

within larger circuits could be of benefit in the creation and continuation of Fresh Expressions, 

although evidence was not conclusive in this matter. A report on Fresh Expressions in the Methodist 

Church will be published in 2018. 

Staffing:    Regrouped circuits are being staffed by a small reduction in ordained staff and a small 

increase in lay employees who are normally in roles related to administration, finance and property.  

This is occurring in an era when numbers of candidates for ordination haves been decreasing.   

Effective leadership is craved by many across the Connexion but there are a range of different 

understandings of what leadership means, what form it should take, and what skills and attitudes 

are paramount. Partnership and collaboration are to be encouraged but they require a commitment 

and attitude of mind alongside skill and perseverance. With larger circuits specialisation and 

differentiation is possible, necessary and productive, but it calls for trust alongside systems of 

accountability 

Circuit Officers:    There are fewer circuit officers needed when a number of circuits regroup. For 

example, when five circuits come together only one treasurer, one safeguarding officer etc. is 

needed.  However, the reduction in numbers needed is somewhat offset by the increased 

responsibilities of such positions and, consequently, some very large circuits now have paid 

employees carrying out some of these responsibilities formerly undertaken by volunteers.  The case 

studies in particular raised issues regarding the wellbeing of circuit officers, and of ministerial 

colleagues, during the regrouping for mission process and especially where large and very large 

circuits emerged.  This finding will be shared with the Connexional Wellbeing Adviser. 

Conexionalism:    This research has noted an ambivalence from local congregations, and to some 

extent from circuits, towards being part of a Connexion.  This perspective is noted alongside the 

ongoing conversations regarding ‘Issues of Connexionalism in the 21st Century’ (Conference 2015). 

Generosity and sharing regardless of boundaries is integral to Connexionalism and needs to be 

encouraged and celebrated. 

Circuit size:    It is apparent that some factors impact very large circuits but do not necessarily impact 

smaller circuits, with the converse also the case.  To assist thinking this research has classified four 

categories of circuit as follows: 

a) Very large circuit – having 1500 or more members (Sep 2015 there were 11 such circuits)  

b) Large circuit – having 1000-1499 members (Sep 2015 there were 44 such circuits) 

c) Medium circuit – having 500-999 members (Sep 2015 there were 138 such circuits) 

d) Small circuit – having less than 500 members (Sep 2015 there were 179 such circuits) 

Factors that appear to impact very large circuits, and some large circuits are as follows:   

1. Circuit governance:    A Circuit Meeting may contain 150 or more members and 

consequently it is difficult for such a body to be effective in considering business.  Circuits 

have found appropriate ways to discuss business within smaller groupings, and make 

recommendations to the Circuit Meeting which remains the decision making body. 

2. Local Preachers and Worship Leaders:    Significant time is required to develop preaching 

plans.  Consistency of preaching can become an issue.  The greater distance and number of 
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congregations stretches the meaning of being a “local” preacher as it has recently been 

experienced within Methodism and, in reality, many are visiting preachers without an in 

depth understanding of the local context.  Benefits include a greater number of preachers 

and worship leaders, making training and development opportunities easier to organise. 

3. District:    A very large circuit has a different relationship to the district than a smaller entity, 

requiring less administrative support.  This insight will be shared with the Larger than Circuit 

Coordination Group. 

4. Superintendency:     Being superintendent of a very large circuit, and some large circuits, 

carries enhanced responsibilities and requires certain gifts and graces that not all who offer 

to be a superintendent will necessarily have.  It appears that some potential superintendents 

are reluctant to offer for very large circuits.  Qualitative aspects of the research suggested 

that different stationing procedures for such appointments may be helpful.  Additional 

preparation and support for these superintendents may also be helpful.  The superintendent 

as a transformational leader is recognised as of increasing importance.   

 

The research recognised that current Standing Orders have enough flexibility to work successfully 

within the wide range of circuits currently found in British Methodism although some specific areas 

of the Church may find benefit in engaging with the research to discern if some development of 

particular Standing Orders is beneficial.  

 


