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This resource is aimed at anyone embarking on a project to 
reimagine and/or adapt their historic place of worship to better 
accommodate new or existing activities and services. The 
advice contained within it is based on learning derived from the 
Empowering Design Practices (EDP) research project and its work 
with numerous community projects across the UK: by learning 
from those who have ‘gone before’. We hope we can make your 
project’s journey easier. And as stress-free as possible. 

Developing a community project and re-ordering or adapting your place 
of worship are not simple tasks. Any project, even small ones, will involve 
vision, a lot of hard work, determination and a team of people. 

Many buildings are protected by law in recognition of their historic 
and architectural merit. The need to ensure that any alterations are 
sensitive to its historic fabric and cultural significance while making 
the building fit for 21st century purposes must be met. The wish to 
create a community space while preserving some or all of the building 
as a space fit for worship must be carefully balanced. Many of these 
buildings are loved by their local communities and are viewed by 
many as sacred places (and that word itself means different things to 
different people); therefore change must be introduced carefully and 
with due consultation. It takes a lot of careful thought, creative ideas 
and good design. It will also involve a range of skills, some of which 
you will find within your congregation and wider community, and others 
that you may have to develop as you go along.

Introduction

Every project is different in its particular aims and its specific 
context. Every project will have its high points and low points. 
What worked for one group or community may not be the same 
for another and what was stressful or difficult for one parish 
or church, may not be a problem for another. However, there 
are aspects and factors common to all projects. We hope this 
resource will help you gain an idea of the issues you will need to 
consider and an understanding of the choices you may have to 
make and be able to apply this to your own particular project.
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The EDP project was specifically looking at the value that community-led design practices 
could bring to people’s capacity to engage in the design of their place of worship to meet 
their needs, and/or to affect positive change in their community through design.

The following key themes emerged from the research as being crucial to the development 
and delivery of a successful church and community project:

Connectivity: development of the capacity to connect with others, share insights and 
build networks; 

Morale: development of confidence and a wide variety of positive emotions that can 
drive change; 

Learning: acquiring or applying (design) skills, methods, knowledge and understanding; 

Perceptions: development of people’s ability to reflect on existing perceptions of their 
building, faith, community, heritage or places of worship and understand future potential; 

Engagement: the development of the ability to mobilise and work with other people 
from the wider community. 

From these themes, 4 areas 
have been chosen which offer 
practical ways that you can 
work towards achieving this set 
of skills and knowledge:

A. �Leadership: who runs the project 
and how

B. �Engagement: developing new 
relationships for your congregation 
and project

C. �Scale and style: designing 
the most appropriate type of 
architectural intervention

D. �Capacity: building skills and 
resources within your team

Choice of themes
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For each area, the intention is to provide a starting point, a brief summary of things  
you need to think about. How you apply these will be particular to your own project  
and some elements will be more crucial in some projects in comparison to others.

Case studies are used to illustrated by each area. For each case, we have included 
links to websites, films, or written reports, that can help illustrate the individual journeys 
of these places. Do take the opportunity to explore these further: they are inspiring, 
and you will also find out more about the challenges and complexities as well as the 
determination and successes achieved by the people, largely volunteers, who made 
them happen. 

Learning points which we think are of particular relevance are at the end of each section. 

Resources are also at the end of each section. These links provide more detailed 
and practical guidance. The majority of the resources are those produced by the EDP 
research project. The other main resource is the Crossing the Threshold Toolkit which was 
produced by the Diocese of Hereford in partnership with the Historic Religious Buildings 
Alliance, Churchcare, National Stewardship Team (CofE), National Churches Trust and 
Purcell architects. This, in turn, signposts to many other sources of guidance relevant to all 
aspects of developing community and building projects at your place of worship. 

Choice of themes
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A. Leadership

The key objectives of a good leader should be to:

	• enable a group to develop a shared vision and to decide upon 
a defined project that can be articulated to funders, architects, 
partners and supporters.

	• identify and set up effective structures and processes so that the 
vision and project are achieved.

	• empower and build the confidence and capacity of all members 
of the team

	• ensure that the workload is shared, making sure that no one is 
over-burdened and everyone feels supported.

	• set up good communication systems so that everyone involved 
is kept up to date with what is happening and understands how 
their role is contributing to the whole.

	• identify and connect with allies in the wider community, other 
groups or organisations that could provide advice, support and/
or directly engage and participate in the project

Dangers of ineffective leadership are: 

	• lack of cohesion within the project team or between the team, 
congregation and congregational leaders. A dysfunctional team, 
or one that lacks the support of those leading the congregation 
is not going to produce a successful project. 

	• a project run by a single individual or only a couple of people 
with no other support. Individual determination may get them 
through, but at great risk and at the cost of burn out. 

A simple definition of leadership describes it as the art of taking 
responsibility and the initiative to act within a situation that lacks 
clarity on what needs to be done. It is the task of mobilising, 
connecting and motivating a group of people to work together to 
create and achieve a common vision.
A leader of a group does not need to have a particular type of 
personality to lead, but they need to be able to take action and 
responsibility when everything seems impossible or stagnated. They 
don’t need to have a direction (or vision), but they do need to take 
actions that would create the opportunities for shaping a strong vision 
and the way of achieving it. For that purpose, they need to coordinate 
activities, connect people and liaise and maintain relationships with 
external stakeholders that would support the project. 

In the context of transforming places of worship, leadership is about 
taking the initiative and responsibility to find engaging ways, such as 
events, workshops and conversations, to develop a vision within their 
congregation, and liaising with the wider community and external faith 
and non-faith organisations to gain more ideas, support and hopefully 
direct engagement and participation in a common project. It is also about 
ensuring that the necessary tasks and proposed actions are delivered 
while continuing to align with the vision that has been formulated.

1. What is leadership? 

Most projects in places of worship are undertaken by groups of 
volunteers and very often the leader is also a volunteer. In this context 
the role of any leader is crucial, while at the same time, a sensitive 
one, as volunteers are not subject to an employment contract and 
therefore can always walk away, which can have a serious impact. 
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A. Leadership

What makes an  
effective leader?

 Proactive attitude and initiative: 
ability and capacity (time and energy 
etc) to initiate action when everything 

seems overwhelming.

 Motivation: 
ability to inspire others to commit to the 

project and take action.

 Communication: 
initiative to create means by which 

everyone involved is informed about 
progress of the project, what needs to 

be done and what is their role.

 Organisation: 
maintaining a close overview of all parts 
of the project and knowledge of what 

should be happening and when.

 Delegation: 
ability to share the workload. Effective 

delegating relies on recognising 
different people’s skill sets and assigning 
tasks and responsibilities appropriately.

 Empowerment: 
supporting, empowering  

and developing individuals.

 Positivity: 
keeping up morale. Treating people as 
individuals. Organising social events to 
enable time off from the project while 

strengthening ‘bonds’ within the group. 

 Trustworthiness: 
being open, honest  

and accountable

 Creativity: 
being open to exploring and testing 

new ideas, new ways of working 

 Feedback: 
able to give positive feedback as well  

as being able to receive feedback

 Responsibility: 
when appropriate, taking the blame if 
things go wrong and suggesting new 

routes to improvements/solutions.
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A. Leadership

It doesn’t necessarily have to be the vicar or spiritual leader that 
leads the community engagement process. 

Their main role is to continue to lead the worshipping community and the 
other activities of the place of worship. It is important that they maintain 
their availability to provide spiritual leadership and offer additional 
spiritual sustenance when challenges arise. For example, they could 
liaise with people who are concerned or even opposed to the proposed 
project and worried about the change that it might bring. They can help 
facilitate difficult conversations that perhaps will need to happen between 
the place of worship, potential partners and other groups within the 
community. It is therefore sometimes beneficial that the spiritual leader 
of the congregation is not the leader of the project so they are able to 
be more impartial and be someone that the wider community can find 
approachable and someone with whom they can discuss any issues. 

 EXAMPLE: All Saints, Hanley 

A change of leadership to someone prepared to take on 
full ownership of the project re-invigorated it.

All Saints was listed in Historic England’s heritage at risk register 
and faced closure due to its significant state of disrepair and 
diminishing congregation. An initial HLF application for the 
refurbishment of All Saints was being developed by the local 
Historic England Places of Worship Support Officer, but due to 
personal circumstances just before the funding deadline, the 
vicar had to step in to finish the funding application. This gave 
him more insight and awareness of the undertaking and possible 
opportunities, which encouraged him to take ownership of the 
role of giving a new life to All Saints Church. 

By setting up new links with local stakeholders to use the building 
in different ways, talking to local organisations and seeing what 
the church could offer in support, he created and opened up new 
networks and new uses for the future development of the church. 
This included the creation of a heated space inside the building 
which is used for a range of community activities including 
children’s bedtime story sessions.

www.facebook.com/AllSaintsChurchHanley

www.achurchnearyou.com/church/4514

http://www.facebook.com/AllSaintsChurchHanley
http://www.achurchnearyou.com/church/4514


There are several different modes of leadership which can  
range from autocratic to more cooperative models. In the 
context of a religious building project where the majority,  
if not all of the team will be volunteers, leadership will not  
be about dictating a path and expecting everyone to follow. 
It is about trusting your team and enabling them to find their 
confidence in their own abilities.

In the context of a project team made up of volunteers, it is likely 
to be more effective to look for a leadership style that is inclusive, 
collaborative, enables everyone to be part of the decision-making, 
makes the most of each group member’s particular skills, shares 
the workload and also enables each person to learn more skills and 
increase their confidence.

2. Different styles of leadership 

 EXAMPLE: St Peter’s Church, Chester 

The vicar stepped aside which enabled the building group to 
flourish and increase their confidence in taking things forward. 

St Peter’s, an open evangelical church at the heart of the historic 
centre of Chester was keen to use the physical space of the building 
to provide more services to the local community. A critical moment 
for its journey came when the building group attended a two-day 
Design Training course provided by EDP. Before this moment, the 

vicar had been key in decision-making and planning regarding 
the building. The two-day workshop gave the attending members 
of the group two days of working, sharing and developing their 
own thoughts and ideas about St Peter’s. This made them feel 
empowered to discuss things with the vicar and the confidence to 
start taking more of the initiative in leading the re-ordering and 
development of the building. 

www.empoweringdesign.net/blog/category/chester

A. Leadership
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A. Leadership

As a leader, you do not want to end up doing everything yourself as 
this not only risks ‘burnout’, but also may after a while discourage 
others from contributing ideas and active participation. 

Some groups will have volunteers who bring with them, skills and 
confidence from other areas of their lives. Other volunteers may lack 
experience and confidence. So, you have to find a sensitive balance 
between telling people what to do and sometimes stepping back,  
giving them autonomy and space and trusting that they will realise  
that they do have their own good ideas and ‘can do it’. 

It is also about setting up processes that make everyone feel 
valued and are also well supported. Three keys to this are:

	• giving people specific responsibility while ensuring there is 
support if they need it

	• ensuring good communication so that everyone across all parts 
of the project are included and kept up to date, and 

	• making sure that everyone is listened to and their ideas and 
contributions are appreciated.

 EXAMPLE: St Thomas’s Church,  
 Pear Tree Road, Derby 

A strong vision and leadership inspired and developed a 
core group of volunteers.

The aim of this complex project was to rescue and bring back into 
use an important at-risk Victorian Anglican place of worship in an 
inner-city multi-cultural deprived area as both a place of worship 
and a community space ‘a safe space where everyone belongs’.  
A very strong vision envisioned by the vicar and divided into three 
distinct phases, inspired a core group of volunteers: some of 
whom already had relevant skills, and others who learnt new skills 
by becoming involved.

The incumbent recognised that the development and delivery 
of the community activities, which formed part of the National 
Lottery Heritage Fund grants, could be used to develop and 
train volunteers, building their skills, confidence and capacity. 
He created a small group of 12 champions to carry through 
phase 1 of the project and they have now ‘become the owners 
of the activities and as time has gone along also the champions 
of the whole project, and they have been key to making phases 
2 and 3 happen’.

http://staugustinesderby.org/st-thomass/vision

www.empoweringdesign.net/blog/two-short-case-studies

http://staugustinesderby.org/st-thomass/vision/
http://www.empoweringdesign.net/blog/two-short-case-studies
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A. Leadership

 EXAMPLE: St Michael and All Angels,  
 Witton Gilbert, Durham 

Vicar who empowered her volunteers to re-energise their 
place of worship. 

Breathing Space, a health and wellbeing charity, was set up in 
this very rural church offering a setting for groups, organisations 
and individuals to explore and improve their overall health and 
well-being.

This church’s dwindling and aging congregation was fearful 
of how long they could keep going. They were only opening 
for one hour a week on Sundays. The arrival of a new vicar 
brought inspiration and helped them to see another vision 
for the future based around sharing their beautiful church 
space with the whole community. She helped them to see that 
what had seemed like a problem, the isolation of the church, 
could become part of the solution. With change management 
experience, she was able to coach and then empower the 
steering group to take the lead in developing the project and 
initiating the various stages to make it become a reality. 

www.breathingspace.org.uk

www.empoweringdesign.net/stories-of-community-
engagement-in-design.html

http://www.breathingspace.org.uk
http://www.empoweringdesign.net/stories-of-community-engagement-in-design.html
http://www.empoweringdesign.net/stories-of-community-engagement-in-design.html
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A. Leadership

 i.	The development of a shared vision within the  
 faith community 

Your vision is the big picture of what you want to achieve ie: your 
dream. It is usually a statement that describes what the future will 
look like if you achieve your ultimate aims. And it is something 
you will need to refer back to throughout the project’s journey to 
ensure you are still on track to achieve it and that you are still fully 
aligned to its values and original aims.

As a faith group, it is also important that your vision is grounded in your 
mission. How do you see your church building serving God’s mission locally?

The aim is to develop a shared vision that everyone can unite around, 
feel ownership of and which provides inspiration throughout the life of 
the project. The process should ensure that everyone feels included, 
that everyone feels their opinion has been listened to ie: getting the 
balance right between allowing open discussion while also enabling  
the arrival at a final vision which everyone is willing to sign up to even  
if isn’t 100% their own vision.

3. Stages of a project where leadership is crucial

Creating a shared vision is about not allowing individuals or 
particular ideas to dominate. To gather consensus from the very 
earliest stages of your project, it can help to start by simply asking: 
what place do we want our church to have in our community over 
the next 25 years?

In this section:
i.	 The development of a shared vision within the faith community
ii.	Putting together a strong team 
iii.	Ensuring that the wider community is engaged
iv.	�Inspiring and motivating others to participate
v.	Championing the vision throughout the life of a project
vi.	Ensuring the project continues: succession planning

 EXAMPLE: St Luke’s church, Oxford 

Creating a shared vision based on the church’s mission

St Luke’s undertook a rebuilding project to replace the old 
church which sat on the site. Their original plan to create flats 
that could help sustain the building financially, was revised after 
communication with local residents and congregants and led to 
the creation of a loved community centre. ‘For us, this project 
was part of the outworking of our faith. It was actually looking 
for guidance, trying to listen. We also had a fundamental belief 
in St Luke’s. We knew there needed to be a St Luke’s here. It was 
meeting the people around here and realising that St Luke’s can 
help people get a sense of belonging and feel valued, things not 
all other churches are able to do’. 

The Project Team, St Luke’s Church, Canning Crescent, Oxford

www.empoweringdesign.net/blog/love-in-action-learning-from-st-
lukes-church-oxford

http://www.empoweringdesign.net/blog/love-in-action-learning-from-st-lukes-church-oxford
http://www.empoweringdesign.net/blog/love-in-action-learning-from-st-lukes-church-oxford
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A. Leadership

 EXAMPLE: St Michael and All Angels,  
 Witton Gilbert, Durham 

Creating a safe, open space for discussion.

At the church, which we discussed briefly above, their design 
process began with a conversation. One of the special qualities 
of their approach to engagement is that they made time to 
speak to people individually: “We gave an hour at least to 
everybody who wanted to have a conversation.” In events with 
larger numbers of people, the group created a “rainbow line of 
opinions” asking two people with opposing views to stand at 
either end of an imaginary or physical rainbow line, and other 
people to position themselves along the line according to their 
level of agreement with the proposed idea or approach. This 
helped people express their positions visually and gave a better 
understanding of how people felt, and the range of perspectives 
within the group. 

www.empoweringdesign.net/uploads/1/2/8/5/12856329/st_
michael___all_angels.pdf

It is important to find ways to enable people to reflect on their, 
and the community’s, existing perceptions of their building as a 
place of worship, as a heritage building, as a community building 
and to move towards understanding its future potential. 

When generating a vision, encourage people to initially think as widely 
as possible. Don’t think of one idea – think of many. It’s possible that 
some can be linked together to form one bigger project, or a large 
project with distinct phases.

Shaping a vision will also be about managing people’s expectations 
and their fear of change particularly about how it could alter their place 
of worship. It may also be about acknowledging what can be achieved 
realistically within the constraints of cost and where relevant, about 
making changes to a listed building.

This can be done several different ways, including holding events 
with activities that help people articulate their ideas and grow them 
working alongside others. The leader may have the skills themselves or 
there may be someone with the group who can organise and run such 
events, or you may decide to bring in a professional facilitator.

Once you have an overarching vision of what the role is for 
your church in your community, you can then consider how the 
congregation and the building needs to respond in order to 
achieve it. 

Section B in this resource signposts practical guidance on how to 
organise activities which enable a group to develop and build a vision 
for their place of worship.

http://www.empoweringdesign.net/uploads/1/2/8/5/12856329/st_michael___all_angels.pdf
http://www.empoweringdesign.net/uploads/1/2/8/5/12856329/st_michael___all_angels.pdf


15

A. Leadership

 ii. Putting together a strong team 
A successful project relies upon having people with the right skills and experience to undertake 
the various necessary roles and tasks eg: fundraising, communications, liaison with the architect. 
The ability to identify people whose backgrounds and personality make them a good fit for a 
particular task is a key skill for any leader. It is important to be aware that some people will need 
more support than others and others may be very capable, but lack confidence.

Section D in this resource will go into further detail of how to develop and sustain capacities 
within your project team and volunteer groups.

 iii. Ensuring that the wider community is engaged 
It is important that from the beginning of a project you seek to understand your community and 
any current users of the building. It is imperative that you get them involved in the development 
of the vision and initial ideas of the project from the start. This will create understanding and 
reduce conflict throughout the project process. Also, it can foster ownership and involvement in 
the project, increasing numbers of volunteers and future users of the building.

Section B of this resource highlights the opportunities and challenges as well as the importance 
of getting the wider community engaged with your project. 

 iv. �Inspiring and motivating others to participate 
Undertaking a big project is a long process and maintaining volunteer commitment and effective 
working is crucial. The vision and ideas have to be communicated so that people are inspired, 
engaged and motivated to act. Any project will involve volunteers contributing many hours of 
their own time and over a long period of time.
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 EXAMPLE: St Peter, St Paul and St Philomena, Wallasey, Merseyside 

A project leader with the ability to motivate others over the length of a 9-year project.

This £1m 4-phased project to a grade II Catholic church was 
overseen by a Restoration Committee set up by volunteers in the 
church, with the Rector as the Chair. It was actively run by the 
Project Leader who was an extremely dynamic, enthusiastic and 
imaginative manager. She knew nothing about buildings or major 
projects but was a former teacher with management experience 
and she oversaw the development and delivery of the programme 
of community activities required by the National Lottery Heritage 
Fund which have to date contributed over £360k of the funding. 
She worked closely with the Project Architect to understand the 
building and new capital works and built up a large crowd of 
volunteers to support all the activities. She says that the key to this 
project was a very loyal congregation who ‘travel long distances to 
come to church’. The second key was giving people specific roles 
and responsibility. She described how the group of volunteers 

changed over time but said other people were able to take over 
from them. This was partly due to her infectious enthusiasm and 
her ability to draw on the particular skills of people each time 
making them feel part of the team. ‘It is about sharing information 
and not keeping it all to yourself. It is about responding straight 
away. It is really important that when one of the key people asks 
something that I do my best to get them an answer. It is about 
making sure we make decisions so that things can move forward’. 
And ‘It is making everyone feel welcome.’ 

Taken from an interview with Project Leader, February 2020

https://icksp.org.uk

www.empoweringdesign.net/blog/two-short-case-studies

https://icksp.org.uk
http://www.empoweringdesign.net/blog/two-short-case-studies
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 v.	Championing the vision  
 throughout the life of a project 

A project of any complexity needs its own 
champion who has a key role to play both 
internally within the project and also externally 
by building key relationships with those outside 
the congregation.

Within the project, the champion is the person 
who keeps it going, not just the coordination 
of the various elements of the project, but the 
person who keeps on pushing on through the 
setbacks and unforeseen problems and keep 
everyone’s eyes on the goal that is the successful 
implementation of the project. It is also about 
being the person who keeps hold of the original 
vision and ensures the project stays on track. 

A champion is also about communicating 
and explaining the project to those who live 
in the community and building relationships 
with funders, the diocese (or equivalent), 
other potential partners and supporters eg: 
parish council, local authority. Every project 
needs support and people and organisations 
will support you if they are convinced of your 
project’s value and importantly, if they are 
inspired by your vision.

 EXAMPLE: St John the Baptist, Stadhampton, Oxfordshire 

Relationships within the community were crucial in persuading a village  
not to build a new village hall, but to create a village hall within the church.

This story starts with the creation of a village group that was looking at options for 
building a village hall. Although the church is beside the village green, it is quite 
isolated and the building was damp and cold. The parochial church council (PCC) was 
approached by the Village Hall Building Project Team to discuss the possibility of a joint 
venture. Two representatives from the PCC and the then vicar joined the Project Team.

A thorough consultation was carried out followed by an open meeting reporting on the 
findings of the consultation, which revealed that 89% of respondents wanted a village 
hall. There was a great deal of discussion about the two possible options identified: either 
building a new hall on an isolated site away from the centre of the village or adapting the 
church. The adaptation of the church was a win-win solution, providing a much-needed 
community hall in the centre of the village, while maintaining a historic church.

One of the key people who took the village through this process was the Chair of the 
Building Committee who became the project’s internal champion. One of her top tips 
was that you need to keep hold of a clear vision and narrative which you can articulate 
to funders, the community and the congregation as well as it being your own inspiration 
when things appear overwhelming.

EDP Blog Thoughts following a visit to St John’s in October 2016

www.empoweringdesign.net/blog/the-village-hall-at-st-johns-church

http://www.empoweringdesign.net/blog/the-village-hall-at-st-johns-church
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 vi. Ensuring the project continues: succession planning 
Continuity of leadership throughout the life of a project is a positive 
thing, but it can be risky. It is a risk if a project is 100% dependent on 
one person. It is better to empower other people, delegate, share 
information, work collectively so others can take over, if the leader has to 
leave or wishes to retire from the project. Encourage people to take on 
new responsibilities so that experience and the necessary skills are not 
concentrated in only one or two people.

Effective leadership is also about developing the right structures for 
managing any new activities in the long term. There is a difference 
between project management and ongoing facility management 
for instance, if your building is now hosting many more community 
activities and events. You may have to think about planning for a 
different management structure/organisation to manage the new 
facility as opposed to the one that developed the project. You will 
need to identify which particular skills are required for this next 
stage. You may find that different people within the group have 
better skills and abilities for doing this, rather than relying on those 
same people involved in the project management. Some may 
decide they want to stand down at this point anyway.
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In both the examples provided below, problems have emerged with respect to effectively developing a shared 
vision. This has resulted in the projects struggling and finding it difficult to reach their full potential. (The descriptions 
below capture a snapshot of where these projects were at a particular point in time).

4. Where lack of effective leadership has affected a project

 EXAMPLE: Re-development work at an inner-city place of worship in a metropolitan area 

An example of the difficulties there can be in creating an effective team to lead a design project.

The group in this example, have been doing amazing work, from 
running a food bank in collaboration with other faith groups in 
the area, to running heritage days, music festivals etc. They have 
managed to acquire two National Lottery Heritage Fund grants for 
essential repairs works. However, although they are able to come 
together to participate in and deliver various activities, these have 
been disconnected from one another and from any overarching 
vision for the building in terms of its use and possible associated 
physical adaptations in the future. 

There was an assumption that the vicar would be the project leader 
but they were in fact reluctant to take this role and then retired. 
They have a building team that meets regularly and comprises of 
a couple of churchwardens, the vicar (while they were in post) and 
other individuals with different expertise and interests (including 

e.g. landscape architecture, project management, local history etc), 
and who have a lot of connections with the local authority and local 
organisations. However, information does not disseminate through 
the team and no individual has an overview of the project as a whole.

The lack of a shared long-term vision and clear path ahead  
means that they struggle to see and celebrate their achievements. 
They have been so worried by a lack of capacity (mostly time) 
that they talk themselves out of doing things that could be quite 
manageable with better coordination of their core working group 
and more partnerships.

The group has recognised the limitations of their current way of 
working and see how it impacts on their ability to build momentum 
and interest in their project.
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 EXAMPLE: A project to open-up a place of worship in a  
 seaside town in the South West 

A project that stalled because of strict adherence to one specific route or idea, 
and a leadership which created divisions by being too rigid.

This place of worship attracts 30, and on occasion up to 120 people, as a gathered church 
on a weekend service of which they have two each Sunday. Their growth as a church is due 
to surrounding rural places of worship holding reduced services or in some cases closing. 
There is a Buildings Focus Group but it has been split between two different views as to 
the future vision for the church. Due to the successful growth, the church leadership is very 
faith-mission focused and prioritises growing the congregation and pastoral welfare. There 
are others who want to open up the church to more of the community and visitors to the 
town.The biggest area of unresolved tension is over how much to open up the building 
to non-faith activities, and about what they feel would be appropriate to bring into the 
building. The divisions have made it very hard to develop a coherent and collaborative 
vision which is not helped by the fact that to a certain extent, the division is hidden as the 
group do not want to upset the status quo of their congregation. 

Rather than working to develop a vision, they had gone down the route of having a list of 
problems and handing it to an architect, from within their community, to resolve with no 
initial consultation with their congregation or wider community. The lack of a vision has 
made it very difficult for the group to move on from the architect’s original solution.
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A. Leadership

A strong leader is key to the success of a project, but a leader is most 
effective when they are able to empower their project team members to 
reach their own potential. The more people who are able to contribute, 
the stronger the project will be.

Not having a shared vision can mean that change progresses in  
a piecemeal fashion rather than working towards a vision which 
describes the potential to transform the building and its role in  
the neighbourhood.

Having a strong vision provides a project team with a goal which can 
help support them through challenging times and setbacks.

Part of the process of developing a shared vision is ensuring that a 
discussion on all key issues takes place with the aim of listening to all 
views and trying to resolve differences.

EDP resources
On the EDP website, you can read a set of stories to illustrate  
processes and outcomes and provide inspiration to anyone thinking  
of embarking on a similar journey. There are eight design stories and 
three stories of community engagement in design to learn from: 

www.empoweringdesign.net/inspiring-design-stories.html
www.empoweringdesign.net/stories-of-community-engagement-in-
design.html

A Design Thinking Guide: How to think about changes in historic 
places of worship

If you are thinking about initiating such changes in your building, this 
guide will provide a framework and a set of resources for developing 
your design thinking and formulating a design rationale for change

http://design-thinking.empoweringdesign.net

Other resources
Crossing the Threshold: a Step by Step Guide to Developing your 
Place of Worship for Wider Community Use and Managing a Successful 
Building Project 

www.hereford.anglican.org/parish-support/community-partnership/
crossing-the-threshold-toolkit/crossing-the-threshold-toolkit.php

Chapter 1: Developing your Vision
Chapter 3. Developing a Team and Assessing your Skills and Abilities
Chapter 4: Governance: Choosing the Right Organisational Structure

Learning points Further resources

http://www.empoweringdesign.net/inspiring-design-stories.html
http://www.empoweringdesign.net/stories-of-community-engagement-in-design.html
http://www.empoweringdesign.net/stories-of-community-engagement-in-design.html
http://design-thinking.empoweringdesign.net/
www.hereford.anglican.org/parish-support/community-partnership/crossing-the-threshold-toolkit/crossing-the-threshold-toolkit.php
www.hereford.anglican.org/parish-support/community-partnership/crossing-the-threshold-toolkit/crossing-the-threshold-toolkit.php
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B. Community engagement
Developing new relationships for your 
congregation and project

22
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For your project to be successful, you want to ensure that it is 
answering a real need within your community and that what you 
are planning will make a real difference to the lives of the people 
in your local area. So, you need to know and understand your 
community and have or build strong links within it.

It is important to ensure that the community is on board from the 
beginning and is able to be part of the decision-making process. This will 
avoid conflicts or opposition further down the line. It will also enable you 
to utilise their knowledge, particular skills, creativity and support which 
may be lacking within your project team. Involve people not only in your 
activities, but also invite them to be members of the project team and 
influence decisions and, where relevant, help to create partnerships.  
You can never have too many volunteers!

‘Community engagement is vital. We can sit and think we 
have a brilliant idea on our own and go ahead. But if we don’t 
get the community involved from the beginning, we will be 
sitting here with an empty building. The community are the 
ones who are going to make it viable in the long-term’.

Member of the Chichester Community Development Trust, 
Graylingwell Chapel, Chichester 

www.youtube.com/watch?v=gFwujtGz1pE&feature=youtu.be

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gFwujtGz1pE&feature=youtu.be
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Obviously, many places of worship are already well embedded within their wider 
communities and are therefore able to build on good existing relationships. Others may 
be beginning from a lower starting point. In all cases, it is likely that good engagement 
throughout the life of a project will lead to stronger community relationships and a more 
successful sustainable project in the long term.

For some places of worship, this may require a new way of thinking and a new way of looking 
at the use of a religious building. It may be about accepting that while some may join your 
congregation, many will not, but they may well be interested – if you invite them – in coming into 
the place of worship, be inspired by it and value it. They may also want to be part of opening it up 
and helping you to look after it. 

And, while they value the building, they may be fearful of change. It will be important to listen to 
their feelings about the building and to ask them directly what they would like to see happening. 
Some people may have mixed feelings about using a religious building for secular activities or 
particular events. You may find that people who don’t normally come to the religious services are 
more in favour of keeping things as they are. For example, they may be reluctant to consider the 
removal of pews and replacement by modern chairs.

As you encourage people to ‘cross 
the threshold’ be aware of people’s 
expectations ie. people may value your 
building for different reasons:

	• as heritage because it is the oldest 
building in the community and is part 
of everyone’s heritage

	• as a sacred space even if they don’t 
want to join your faith activities 

	• as a quiet space which they can use for 
reflection 

	• appreciation of the architecture, the 
interior fixtures and fittings 

	• family memories/burials

	• weddings, funerals, baptism other 
festivals

	• community memories and stories in a 
building rooted in the community for 
1,000 years

	• For its symbolic value and the 
subliminal effect of towers and spires

Be prepared to give up some control and welcome new people. They can bring ideas, 
creativity and, especially welcome, new skills and energy. Be prepared to be challenged and 
hear new ideas and ways of thinking. Also be clear that you do not need to hide the fact 
that it is a building of faith. It should be possible to work together to ensure it can be both a 
spiritual and a community space. You may well learn something of how your place of worship 
is perceived in the community and how others see you. 
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In this section:
1.	Who is your community?
2.	How do you build on and strengthen these 

contacts and engage them with your vision?
3. Keeping people on side
4. What community needs could your building fulfil?
5. Sustaining support

 1. Who is your community? 

This may sound obvious and you may well 
feel you know your community, but it is 
always worth spending time looking at this in 
detail, as it will help identify needs and what 
services and support for particular groups 
are currently lacking within your community.

Do background research to really understand 
the make-up of your congregation and your 
wider community. This will not necessarily be just 
confined to the geographical area of your parish. 

	• What are the different groups within your 
local community? Ethnic groups, faith groups, 
families, retired people, professionals, 
commuters, low-paid/ unemployed people, 
tourists etc. There are various resources you can 

access to help you build up a picture of your 
local demographics for example, the Parish 
Plans, Census, Local Authority Research Data. 

	• What local organisations and amenities 
already exist within your community? It can 
be helpful to study a map of the area and 
identify your physical relationship to housing, 
other community spaces and other charities 
and community groups undertaking outreach 
work. If you are a place of worship of special 
heritage interest look to where there are other 
heritage sites nearby with whom you could 
work together.

	• You could look at your current relationship 
with other organisations eg: local schools, 
other faith groups, local charities, other 
community spaces. What groups does your 
place of worship run? What other groups are 
using your building for their own activities?

	• On a more immediate level, think about who 
is passing your door. Where are they going?  
Why are they not coming into your building? 
What might encourage them to enter?

Five steps to take onboard
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 2.	How do you build on and strengthen these  
 contacts and engage them with your vision? 

Encouraging new people to come into your place of worship
An initial step can be to ensure your place of worship is open. You may 
already be and may receive lots of visitors from outside your local area 
because the building is designed by a well-known architect or have 
connections with a famous person or historic event. But are local people 
also coming in, and if not, how can you encourage them to visit and feel 
that the building is also for them?

If you don’t have one already, perhaps start by developing an Opening 
Strategy. This is about deciding when are the best times to open the 
doors, managing the risks appropriately and thinking about what kind  
of welcome you can offer. 

Enthusing others with your vision 
A lot of the success of the church reordering project will depend on your 
ability to communicate the shared vision with energy and enthusiasm to 
the local community. You can do this through meetings, open days etc. 
However, equally important will be the one to-one conversations that 
you have with members of your congregation and that they in turn will 
have with their friends and neighbours which will be vital in selling the 
message and the vision day by day. It is, therefore, key that everyone in 
your project team and congregation is able to articulate a clear narrative 
of your vision and that everyone is telling the same story. 

Enabling your community to be involved in developing your project
A next step is to think about how you can further engage with your 
community, build trust and involve them in the development of your 
vision. It is important not to present your community with a ready-made 
set of plans as you are only likely to meet resistance. 
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 EXAMPLE: Sheffield Buddhist Centre 

Not engaging sufficiently with their local community caused problems at the start.

The plans to turn a former 19th century Roman Catholic church into what is now the 
Sheffield Buddhist Centre were originally met with disapproval from some local people. 
While many welcomed the building, being brought back to life, there were also concerns 
about the change to a different faith use. The decision to replace the damaged bell in the 
belfry with a gold statue of the Buddha led to tensions locally and rumours circulated about 
what other changes the Centre were making. Despite the Centre acquiring the necessary 
planning permission, some people remained unhappy. With the benefit of hindsight, the 
group realised that their focus on engagement within the Buddhist community, and not the 
surrounding local community was what led to those initial problems.

‘I think we underestimated what we were doing in an architectural sense; we had just 
bought a church and we were converting it to a Buddhist centre and I think we just 
underestimated that this was significant and that this was part of Britain’s cultural history 
changing’. Members of Project Team during a visit by EDP in August 2015.

The leader from the Buddhist Centre went to meet the person who was leading the protest 
and listened to her fears some of which were down to misunderstandings. This meeting 
and others with concerned parties helped to allay fears and new relationships were formed. 
However, much anxiety could have been avoided had the conversation with local people 
started much earlier. 

www.empoweringdesign.net/uploads/1/2/8/5/12856329/sheffield_buddhist_centre.pdf

www.empoweringdesign.net/blog/visit-to-the-sheffield-buddhist-centre

http://www.empoweringdesign.net/uploads/1/2/8/5/12856329/sheffield_buddhist_centre.pdf
http://www.empoweringdesign.net/blog/visit-to-the-sheffield-buddhist-centre
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In Christian places of worship, a big area of contention can be 
the removal of pews and replacement by chairs. For many people 
both within a congregation and also among those who never go to 
church, pews represent not only what a church should look like, but 
also they are part of what this particular church means to them. It is 
important to understand their reasons – not see them as negative – 
and to explain the benefits of the changes you are proposing.

Think about all the different ways you can ask people about their feelings 
for your place of worship and their ideas on what could happen there. 

This can be done by sending out a survey using all your contacts and 
networks to ensure that you reach as many people and as wide a range 
of people as possible. Be careful to ask open questions, so as not to 
lead the answers of your participants. These are the ones that begin with 
What, Where, Why, When, How and Who? This encourages people to 
offer their own views. 

Also create opportunities to talk to people face to face. 
Organise your own events such as Open Days and make use 
of your existing regular events such as the church fête and 
Christmas Fayre. This will encourage those who have never 
entered the building before to come inside and experience the 
space. Piggy-back on other local community events to reach 
people who don’t come to church by for instance having a stall 
at the local school fête. Have a regular stand in the High Street 
or at the railway station. 
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 EXAMPLE: St Thomas’s Church,  
 Pear Tree Road, Derby 

Using artwork to engage the community in conversations 
about the future use of the building.
The vision to restore St Thomas’ Church and bring it back as a 
place of worship and a centre for community outreach impinged 
on gaining the interest and support of the wider community. 
They used the heritage to work with community groups to 
produce artworks which helped start conversations about the 
future use of the building.

The most effective activity – and the one they were most 
proud of – was the art hoardings project which told the story 
of the church and the local community in artwork, featuring 
architectural details and community stories painted on arch-
shaped hoardings which were created by local groups and 
placed around the scaffolding during the repair work.

The church managed to work with all age groups and the different 
cultures. “Encouraging a sense of local ownership of the building 
while also enhancing security while the scaffolding is in place. 
The art pieces very definitely got people through the door, and 
it has by doing that opened the door to having the conversations 
that we wanted to have with the community. They created a lot of 
attention and not one of the boards was damaged or graffitied”. 
Revd Simon Cartwright, 2017

http://staugustinesderby.org/st-thomass/vision

www.empoweringdesign.net/blog/two-short-case-studies

Think of imaginative ways to get the attention of people passing  
by your building.

Importantly, ensure that some of the consultation takes place in 
the building itself and include tours of the building so that people 
understand its history and how it is used for worship. This will help them 
to develop informed opinions on the proposed changes.

Create a presentation or a talk which can be given at different events. It 
is probably a good idea if there is more than one member of the project 
team who can deliver it so you can reach more people. Use it at meetings 
in the church, but also offer to go and speak to other groups at one of their 
meetings. Always invite questions and be prepared to listen to ideas and take 
note of the areas of concern. 

When ideas start to emerge that seem like they might have potential, then 
you can organise specific ‘engagement’ events, preferably in the place of 
worship, and using various community engagement activities, encourage 
people to think in more depth about what could happen and how the 
building might have to change to accommodate these new activities. This 
is also where you need to address any common areas of concern that have 
been raised in the initial phase of consultation.

Invite key people from the community in particular representatives of other 
groups and organisations. Some churches hold a ‘Partnership Day’ to bring 
potential user groups into the church. Issue an open invitation to local groups 
and organisations to come and visit the space and ask them if they would be 
interested in using the space and if so how and importantly, what they would 
need to see in place eg: facilities for children, a high quality AV system.

You can ask if your architect is willing to give presentations that communicate 
your plans and possible solutions to groups, funders and partners.

http://staugustinesderby.org/st-thomass/vision/
https://www.empoweringdesign.net/blog/two-short-case-studies
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 EXAMPLE: Graylingwell Chapel, Chichester 

A ‘masterclass’ in how to undertake community engagement.

The process of renovating Graylingwell Chapel was undertaken 
by the Chichester Development Trust. Right at the beginning of 
the process, the Development Trust realised that they had to work 
with the community on not only the design, but also importantly 
the Chapel’s use and its long-term future. They used their National 
Lottery Heritage Fund Start-Up grant to first visit other projects to see 
what had worked in other places. They then organised community 
consultations across the city and asked people to share their views. 
They talked to local residents and key stakeholders, local schools and 
existing users who had been using the building for the last 10 years.

‘We asked a number of different questions through the consultation 
process to help to think differently about the project so rather than 
asking ‘what does it look like’, we asked ‘what does it feel like’. The 
aim was to get a more thought-provoking response’. 

Once they had some initial plans drawn up, they held an exhibition 
in the chapel to which over 230 people came and saw and made 
comments. ‘We used these comments to inform the plans and to 
make some slight adjustments. Many people were not keen on the 
design of the stage, feeling that it blocked some of the spiritual 
aspects of the building. Others commented on the design of the 
new entrance and so we redesigned that too’. 

The Development Trust recognised the importance of local residents 
who were acting as volunteers and who were able to engage with 
other residents. This created a sense of ownership and everyone felt 
they are being listened to. 

www.youtube.com/watch?v=gFwujtGz1pE&feature=youtu.be 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gFwujtGz1pE&feature=youtu.be


B. Community engagement

31

EDP resources provide guidance on how to plan your engagement 
strategy and ideas on activities you can organise which will give 
people the confidence to explore new ideas and also to start 
thinking about designing the changes to the building. (See the 
resources listed at the end of this section).

Any community engagement can lead to new and unexpected 
opportunities and benefits. It should enable you to understand 
where your place of worship can make a real difference, the ideas the 
community is going to be willing to support and hopefully you will 
have been able to identify those people who are actively interested in 
offering support and also potential partners. 

Analysing the Results
Once you have collected your community feedback, you will need to 
go through it and determine what people have suggested. Are there 
any common themes? If you have carried out a survey or another form 
of consultation, make sure you make the results freely available for 
everyone to access. It is a good idea to write up the results as a formal 
report. This can then be put up on the website or public notice board 
so the community can see the outcome. Funders will also ask to see 
the results of any consultation. 
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 3. Keeping people on side 
It is rare for a project not to face some level of opposition or at the 
very least expressions of concern. You can reassure people by keeping 
everyone informed as to what is actually happening as opposed to 
allowing rumours to circulate. Genuine concerns may mean that you 
have to revise your plans or modify your project. Above all, take time 
over consulting everyone, and listen to all points of view, keep an open 
door and encourage questions and feedback. 

There may be small steps you could make in the short-term based 
on what people have said. This can be a good way of testing ideas 
before embarking on permanent changes. These could include: 

opening the building at a regular times or increase opening 
times and advertising these;

offering to become involved in existing local festivals/events; 

providing a venue for new community activities that people 
have recently started e.g. a new cinema club; 

having a look at your churchyard and how access and safety can 
be improved by liaising with the police and other support.

 Example: Bow Church, Tower Hamlets, London 

An invitation to local organisations to run activities in  
the church provided an opportunity to explore potential 
new uses.

To explore potential new uses and partnerships and also to 
explore both the appetite and the logistics around this, the 
church organised a competition inviting local organisations to 
answer the question “What would you do with this space?” The 
two winners, offering Latin dance and karate classes provided 
free community sessions for a day themed around fitness 
and physical activity. Participants provided positive feedback 
and also offered constructive criticism, such as “more open 
space to dance,” “café,” “another toilet,” “heating,” which 
was invaluable for the church’s ongoing renovation work. This 
was especially helpful for the church as they considered how 
to enable a variety of activities to ensure their church stays 
relevant and useful to the community.

www.empoweringdesign.net/blog/category/bow-church

http://www.empoweringdesign.net/blog/category/bow-church
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 4. What community needs could your building fulfil? 

For your project to be successful, you want to ensure that it is answering a real need 
within your community. Remember that the idea one community has for its local place 
of worship may differ from that of an adjacent community for theirs. What works in one 
community may not work in another. 

It may be about providing support and activities for those with specific needs for example:

	• the homeless, carers, young parents with young children, teenagers for whom there are no 
facilities, those needing support in finding work 

	• individuals suffering loneliness through lack of social groups, or a whole community 
experiencing isolation due to lack of public transport or community space.

Your congregation may be planning to run some of the activities themselves. It may be about  
your place of worship supporting activities, by working in partnership with other groups who  
have the right expertise eg: a homeless charity or by providing premises for other organisations  
who provide specific services for example Citizen Advice Bureau or counselling services.  
During the engagement process, listen out for ideas where you can see that the church might  
be able to provide a solution eg: a youth club for a community where there is nowhere for 
teenagers to go. It might be working with the Post Office® to provide a satellite post office  
two mornings a week in the church.

 Make sure you consider carefully the possible implications of bringing a new use into your place 
of worship. It is key that you and your new partner share a mutual understanding of each other’s 
values and needs and are prepared to work together. Additional income is helpful in creating a 
sustainable building, but this should NOT be at the expense of your own identity or a breakdown 
in communications in how the shared space is used.
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 EXAMPLE: Stratford-upon-Avon United  
 Reformed Church & The Bear Pit Theatre 

Working together has created a mutually beneficial  
sharing of space.

To support the maintenance of their building and make a better 
use of the available space, this URC church decided to rent the 
adjacent church hall to a local theatre company. To realise the 
shared use of these spaces, the church and theatre group ensured 
that there was regular communication and exchange, in an 
open and respectful manner. Understandably, there were some 
concerns about how the two uses of theatre and church would 
interact and this was carefully considered in the reordering project 
and in the ongoing management of the spaces. The church was 
committed to ensuring that the shared identity and uses were 
reflected in the reordering and the relationship between the 
spaces. Throughout the development of the design project, 
the two groups met frequently to plan and address issues, and 
this spirit continues to inform their ongoing management of 
the spaces. Meetings and frequent phone calls established a 
forum where concerns could be aired, and where resolutions to 
problems could be found in a frank and honest way.

https://www.empoweringdesign.net/uploads/1/2/8/5/12856329/
stratford_urc1.pdf

https://www.empoweringdesign.net/uploads/1/2/8/5/12856329/stratford_urc1.pdf
https://www.empoweringdesign.net/uploads/1/2/8/5/12856329/stratford_urc1.pdf
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 5. Sustaining support 

How will you keep your new supporters? Some may well be willing 
to join your project team, others will support activities, but do not 
want to take on responsibility, while others may only want to offer 
financial support.

It is important to keep in touch with the people who have taken the time 
and effort to give you their thoughts and ideas and let them know how 
the project is progressing and how they can become involved. You will 
also need to keep the wider community informed even if they show no 
active interest. You are at least offering them the opportunity and they 
may come on board later.

As well as a website, you can use e-newsletters, updates on public 
notice boards and social media eg: Facebook and Instagram. Always 
provide a contact person and contact details to make it easy for people 
who have questions or want to volunteer.

Throughout the project, continue to organise open days inviting 
people to come and see how far you’ve got. Putting up displays with 
photographs and plans and having people to explain them is a good 
way of continuing the dialogue. Invite continual feedback which will help 
people to feel ownership and then they will support you.

Setting up a Friends Group can also provide a positive way of enabling 
people who have limited time to support you. It is also a means of 
keeping your supporters on board for the longer term: by continuing to 
organise events to enable your Friends to support the project.

 EXAMPLE: St Luke’s Church,  
 Canning Crescent, Oxford 

An illustration of good engagement using events and 
attractive publicity materials.

The group had fun ideas for outreach and engagement to 
help build interest in the plans for the space, raise funds and 
stimulate an interest in potential future uses. Community 
events were held throughout the life of the project. One 
example was their themed summer fête held in 2012 called 
‘Pigs can Fly’, which had a hog roast, a mini ‘pigOlym’pigs’ 
and a giant piggy bank built by children. A graphic designer 
within the team was a key asset in making printed material look 
professional and appealing.

You can learn more about this project here:

www.empoweringdesign.net/uploads/1/2/8/5/12856329/st_
lukes_oxford_1.pdf 

and watch a short film here:

www.empoweringdesign.net/stories-of-community-
engagement-in-design.html

http://www.empoweringdesign.net/uploads/1/2/8/5/12856329/st_lukes_oxford_1.pdf
http://www.empoweringdesign.net/uploads/1/2/8/5/12856329/st_lukes_oxford_1.pdf
www.empoweringdesign.net/uploads/1/2/8/5/12856329/st_lukes_oxford_1.pdf
http://www.empoweringdesign.net/stories-of-community-engagement-in-design.html
http://www.empoweringdesign.net/stories-of-community-engagement-in-design.html
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Don’t underestimate the importance of speaking to local people. They are 
more likely to oppose plans if they do not know enough about them, but 
they can become your champions if invited into the conversation. They will 
also bring a knowledge of their community needs.

Reach out and build partnerships.

Your consultation needs to be as wide as possible:

	• Seek ideas from every section of the community eg: young and old, 
all socio-economic groups. This will ensure your feedback is a true 
representation of the people your place of worship serves and avoid 
any project bias

	• A community project is all about a partnership approach. Consider 
everybody’s views.

	• Use a couple of consultation methods to attract as many views and 
ideas as possible.

Get your most vociferous opponents involved, help them understand 
your position and give them a voice in decision-making.

Learning points
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EDP resources
On the EDP website, you can read a set of stories to illustrate processes 
and outcomes, and provide inspiration to anyone thinking of embarking 
on a similar journey. There are eight design stories and three stories of 
community engagement in design to learn from.

www.empoweringdesign.net/inspiring-design-stories.html

www.empoweringdesign.net/stories-of-community-engagement-in-
design.html

Tips for your community engagement strategy 
This resource provides advice on how to develop an effective strategy 
for engaging others in your project. It will help you develop a broad 
understanding of the value and various objectives of engagement and 
is useful for communities and professionals alike.

www.empoweringdesign.net/uploads/1/2/8/5/12856329/edp_
community_engagement_strategy_online.pdf

Using digital media in your community-led design project (film)
​Digital media can be a useful vehicle for your design project, helping 
capture and share information and achievements, explore views and 
perceptions, build support, and get people involved in your activities. 
This film explores the potential of digital media in design projects.

www.empoweringdesign.net/using-digital-media---film.html

Transforming historic places of worship through community engagement 
This resource offers a basic introduction to community engagement in 
design, taking into consideration the sensitivities of historic places of worship. 

www.empoweringdesign.net/uploads/1/2/8/5/12856329/edp_basics_of_
engagement_for_pow_online.pdf 

Making community engagement count
This resource provides advice and inspiration to help you plan how to 
use different approaches and methods of eliciting community views and 
opinions and to capture data and evidence that is useful for your project.

www.empoweringdesign.net/uploads/1/2/8/5/12856329/edp_making_
engagement_count_online.pdf

Other resources
Crossing the Threshold: a Step by Step Guide to Developing your 
Place of Worship for Wider Community Use and Managing a Successful 
Building Project

www.hereford.anglican.org/parish-support/community-partnership/
crossing-the-threshold-toolkit/crossing-the-threshold-toolkit.php

Ch 2: Undertaking a Community Audit and Consulting with the Community

Guidance on opening up your place of worship building

From Diocese of London (CofE): www.london.anglican.org/support/
buildings-and-property/open-churches-toolkit

The Churches Visitor and Tourism Association: http://cvta.org.uk

ExploreChurches: www.explorechurches.org/about-us

Further resources

https://www.empoweringdesign.net/inspiring-design-stories.html
http://www.empoweringdesign.net/stories-of-community-engagement-in-design.html
http://www.empoweringdesign.net/stories-of-community-engagement-in-design.html
http://www.empoweringdesign.net/uploads/1/2/8/5/12856329/edp_community_engagement_strategy_online.pdf
http://www.empoweringdesign.net/uploads/1/2/8/5/12856329/edp_community_engagement_strategy_online.pdf
http://www.empoweringdesign.net/using-digital-media---film.html
www.empoweringdesign.net/uploads/1/2/8/5/12856329/edp_basics_of_engagement_for_pow_online.pdf
www.empoweringdesign.net/uploads/1/2/8/5/12856329/edp_basics_of_engagement_for_pow_online.pdf
http://www.empoweringdesign.net/uploads/1/2/8/5/12856329/edp_making_engagement_count_online.pdf
http://www.empoweringdesign.net/uploads/1/2/8/5/12856329/edp_making_engagement_count_online.pdf
https://www.hereford.anglican.org/parish-support/community-partnership/crossing-the-threshold-toolkit/crossing-the-threshold-toolkit.php
https://www.hereford.anglican.org/parish-support/community-partnership/crossing-the-threshold-toolkit/crossing-the-threshold-toolkit.php
https://www.london.anglican.org/support/buildings-and-property/open-churches-toolkit/
https://www.london.anglican.org/support/buildings-and-property/open-churches-toolkit/
http://cvta.org.uk
http://www.explorechurches.org/about-us


C. Scale and style
The most appropriate type  
of architectural intervention 

38



C. Scale and style

39

Many congregations are looking to find ways to keep their 
building open for worship and improve its sustainability.  
Many solutions involve the adaptation of the building to enable  
an increase in uses or a particular new function for the building.

Redevelopment of a place of worship can cover a wide spectrum of 
architectural interventions from small re-orderings to extensions, to major 
redevelopment projects where new structures are inserted into the building. 
Every adaptation and/or addition needs to be carefully thought through so 
that it meets the required needs and is appropriate to the particular building.

Different solutions will mean different levels of physical intervention into 
the fabric and may involve removal of fixtures and fittings or moving 
them to a new location. Because we are talking very often about 
historic fabric, the overall aim should be to minimise the impact on the 
existing fabric and contents. Always explore how easily reversible any 
intervention might be. 

Involvement in the design by the congregation and community
When you embark on a building project, think early on about who you 
want to be involved in the actual design of any changes. Do you want 
to ensure that members of your place of worship take a proactive role 
in the design process and do you want to create opportunities for the 
community to also be part of this?

It might seem that you don’t have the necessary skills and people may be 
reluctant to engage in this part of the project believing they don’t have the 
knowledge or expertise. Resources developed by EDP (listed at the end of 
this section) describe practical activities that will increase your confidence and 
skills and consequently your capacity to participate in this part of the process.

The first step is understanding the process by which ideas on how the 
building needs to be adapted are thought through. Two documents, 
a Statement of Need and a Statement of Significance are crucially 
important to this process. Both are explained on the next few pages. 
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WHAT do you want to do and WHY?
By the time you get to the stage of looking  
at possible physical changes to your building, 
you will have had to have decided WHAT it 
is you want to do and be able to articulate 
WHY you are doing this. Not only in respect 
of seeking permission and funding, but also 
in gaining support from the congregation and 
the wider community. It will not be enough to 
say you need a toilet or a flexible space, you 
will need to establish and prove the need by 
exploring HOW these spaces will be used  
and by WHOM. 

Getting guidance & obtaining permissions
You cannot undertake any works in your place 
of worship until you have obtained the relevant 
permissions, which may involve either or both 
faith and secular planning authorities. 

Each denomination and faith group has a 
different mechanism for regulating changes to 
its buildings, contents and churchyards. Early 
on ensure you check with the relevant building 
advisers at Diocesan, District, Synod or national 
level and secular planning authorities to find 
out what you need to do. 

It is important to take the time to understand the 
permissions process especially for a large project. 
The process does take time and additional delays 
caused by not following the procedures can lead 
to not only loss of time, but also money. 

Both the faith and secular planning authorities 
offer pre-application advice and it is worth 
taking up this opportunity. They will have a 
wealth of advice to offer, but they will need to 
be convinced of the need for the changes. They 
can alert you to likely concerns and give you 
advice on what is likely to be approved and what 
is not and will be able to suggest other possible 
solutions which may help to minimize impact.

There are many different reasons why 
you could be wanting to make changes: 
introducing new ways of worship; the 
need for essential repairs; new uses; 
improving facilities including access, 
installation of new audio and visual 
technology; wanting to reduce your 
carbon footprint and therefore install 
energy efficient heating and lighting etc. 
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How do you decide what changes may be needed?

Form, function and feeling
Once you have a clear idea of what new uses you are going to introduce 
into your building, you can start looking at what physical changes you 
may have to make. 

It is a good idea to take the time to understand how your building is 
used now, first by the congregation (liturgically and for fellowship) and 
secondly, by other groups/users including visitors. It would be a good 
idea to ask these groups and individuals if there are areas where they 
would like to see change to improve how they experience the building. 

Then start thinking about the proposed new uses eg: a community 
space, a specific new function eg: a café, another organisation using 
some of the space. Before you can write a brief for an architect, you will 
need to have found out and understood what the specific requirements 
of those new uses are going to be. Think about who will be your new 
users and most importantly when and how will they be using your 
building? How many toilets do you need? What about storage?  
How can you make the building fully accessible?

It is also extremely important to think about how people who use the 
building will experience the spaces. Take the time to talk through how 
you want the building to feel to the different types of users and visitors, 
what role design can play in communicating your values, and how the 
building will activate people’s senses and emotions. 

This will help you form your Statement of Need

A Statement of Need should be a document which serves both 
the congregation and those involved in the permission-granting 
process. It is your opportunity to explain, justify and rationalise the 
proposals to all interested parties, having regard to the Statement 
of Significance (see below) and the impact of the proposed 
changes. It should set out the reasons why it is considered that 
the needs of the parish cannot be met without making changes 
to the church building and why the particular proposed changes 
are regarded as necessary to assist the church in its worship and 
mission. Liturgical requirements will have to be balanced alongside 
any proposals for the enhancement of the building for easier access 
and wider use by the community. The Statement of Significance 
(see below) is where you will particularly highlight the significance of 
those parts which are being put forward for alteration.

A Statement of Need and a Statement of Significance are now a 
requirement for any building project that involves a listed place 
of worship and all places of worship within the denominations 
covered by the Ecclesiastical Exemption. For any place of 
worship completing these two documents will help you to 
understand your place of worship, its history and previous 
changes that have taken place. They will also reveal potential  
and limits of any proposed new changes. 
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It is important to think through specific uses both in the short-term and 
the long-term. Are you hoping that use of place of worship by community 
groups will increase in which case, will a servery be sufficient after 3 years? 

You will need to look at various options on how to achieve your 
objective. Are you thinking of a specific additional use or are you seeking 
to create ‘a flexible space’? Think about accessibility and aim to ensure 
that if possible everyone comes through the same door. Look at the 
options for heating and lighting and whether you want to light and heat 
different parts of the building differently eg: for different activities? Visit 
other buildings and look at as many examples as possible. 

Don’t get fixed on one solution too early on. Listen to all ideas.  
You should always proceed by considering different options as one  
option might have less impact than another and still achieve the vision 
while another option might allow the development of something not 
thought of the first-time round. 

Some new uses will have particular needs and/or require specialised 
facilities eg: provision of children’s services necessitates additional security 
while counselling requires a private space and low-key means of people 
entering and leaving the building. Talk to your partner providers and seek 
the relevant advice. 

At the same time: Take the time to understand your building and what 
is significant about it. Any proposals for change will need to be assessed 
in relation to the significance of the building and whatever else is also 
affected within it or around or underneath it. This can range from possibly 
moving the font, creating a new doorway, to creating a kitchen area at the 
west end. It is crucial that both you and your building advisors consider 

the impact your proposals will have on the building and whether that 
impact is appropriate and if not, is there another, less intrusive way of 
achieving the same outcome. Start thinking about this as early as possible. 

For example: it may not be necessary to remove all your pews.  
Pews can be made to be moveable or you may only need to lose some. 
Remember, when adapting a heritage building, where possible any 
element of new build should be reversible.

Impact on sense of sacredness 

As well as the impact on the fabric, it is also important to work 
through in detail so that you gain a thorough understanding of the 
impact of various design solutions on the everyday use and feel 
of the place. Places of worship have unique challenges not least 
working through the tensions of homeliness (comfort for users), 
holiness (for worshippers) and hospitality (for users and visitors).

Elements to consider might include:
	• Is it still going to feel like a place of worship, a spiritual space? 

	• Do you want to separate out the chancel from the community 
space and if so, how should this be demarcated? 

	• Or do you feel that whether the space is being used for community 
use or for worship, both are part of the mission of your place of 
worship and every part of the whole building reflects this? 

	• How do you make people aware that it is still a worshipping 
space and give due respect?
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 EXAMPLE: St James Church and the Sherriff Centre,  
 West Hampstead, London 

Identifying a very practical need led to this place of worship providing a living 
community space for its neighbourhood.

When the Post Office’s West End Lane site 
in busy West Hampstead faced closure in 
2012, the then vicar at St James recognised 
this as an essential service and offered 
the church as an alternative venue. A café, 
shop and soft play area were incorporated 
into the planning process as it was soon 
clear that to ensure its long-term financial 
sustainability, the project had to have a 
wide appeal and varied income streams.

The project was designed so that each 
different activity had its own space and 
there was no permanent intervention and 
no impact on the heritage fabric. But was 
sufficient thought given to the worship 
space and the provision of a quiet space?

This project was completed several years 
ago and some now feel that due to the 
design, the different uses and the number 

of people who are coming into the building 
every day, it is sometimes difficult to see 
that it is still a functioning place of worship.

They are now looking at small ways they 
can make users aware that it is still a living 
place of worship. They currently have a 
loyal congregation who come because of 
the type of churchmanship and so many 
are not local to the area. This means 
they are not involved in what happens at 
St James during the week. The current 
incumbent is keen to build up more of a 
local congregation.

https://thesherriffcentre.co.uk/about-us

and please go to this page to find three 
films of engagement in design:

www.empoweringdesign.net/stories-of-
community-engagement-in-design.html

https://thesherriffcentre.co.uk/about-us
http://www.empoweringdesign.net/stories-of-community-engagement-in-design.html
http://www.empoweringdesign.net/stories-of-community-engagement-in-design.html
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When seeking permission, you will need to be able to explain the 
impact your proposals will have on the building and for instance, 
show that you have looked at all the options for where any new 
proposed facilities could be located and the reasons for your 
preferred option. 

How much impact is acceptable?
The Guidance provided as part of the Church of England’s Faculty 
Jurisdiction System makes it clear that it is about finding the balance 
between community benefit and impact on the heritage fabric.

Any harm that this could bring to the significance of the church or 
Conservation Area will need to be clearly and convincingly justified and 
outweighed by the delivery of public benefits (according to the terms of 
the National Planning Policy Framework paragraphs 194 and 196, and the 
‘Duffield Questions’ in ecclesiastical case law. 

www.churchofengland.org/resources/churchcare/church-buildings-
council/how-we-manage-our-buildings

This will form part of your Statement of Significance

A Statement of Significance should describe how the building 
has evolved over time. It should describe when the various parts 
of the building were constructed and when notable additions 
were made to the interior, for instance the pews, the pulpit, organ 
or stained glass. It should provide a summary of why they are 
important and the contributions they make to the character of 
the building. A good understanding of the significance of your 
building is essential for delivering a successful project. It will help 
inform decisions and identify possible areas of conflict. 

https://www.churchofengland.org/resources/churchcare/church-buildings-council/how-we-manage-our-buildings
https://www.churchofengland.org/resources/churchcare/church-buildings-council/how-we-manage-our-buildings


C. Scale and style

45

 EXAMPLE: The Church of St Peter, Peterchurch 

Good design matters
This church, recognised in 2006, as the largest available space in the 
Golden Valley has gone through a major transformation. The building 
has been completely refurbished and has developed into a community 
place where people can meet and connect with others. There is a café, 
a library, numerous weekly activities including community choir, yoga, 
pilates and the Kids’ Play Café as well as a variety of other events such 
as Moth Breakfasts, creative workshops, nature talks and live music. 

It was a grade I building, and to protect the heritage of the building, 
the architect took a design approach which focused on changing 
as little as possible of the historic fabric of the church, and creating 
something that could be removed or adapted in the future without 
having a major impact.

This included a new free-standing structure clad in oak which was 
inserted in the nave which supports and serves a huge range of uses. 
At ground floor it contains the access to the lift, a kitchen and an 
accessible toilet. A carefully crafted family of joinery details permits all 
of the doors to close up the ‘Box of Tricks’, making it fully secure and 
separated from the body of the church when the kitchen and other 
elements are not in use. The first floor, effectively the top of the box, 
is experienced as a large, open balcony that opens up the view of 
the church, from a vantage point only previously enjoyed by the Bell 
Ringers. This floor provides access to the bell tower, which was refitted 
to become a warm, usable space and now houses local library services.

Another key design priority was the wish to bring more light into 
the building. The church was a dark, cold and damp space prior to 
the reordering project and the heavy pews precluded its flexible 
use. A new oak floor was added with underfloor heating, which 
blends seamlessly with the oak used on the freestanding box, its 
stairs and storage furniture. The internal masonry walls were painted 
white. Attention was paid to detail ‘It’s the little touches: the kitchen 
counter features the same five crosses as the communion table 
because food is communion too’.

www.empoweringdesign.net/uploads/1/2/8/5/12856329/st_peters_
peterchurch.pdf

https://www.empoweringdesign.net/uploads/1/2/8/5/12856329/st_peters_peterchurch.pdf
https://www.empoweringdesign.net/uploads/1/2/8/5/12856329/st_peters_peterchurch.pdf
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There are three areas to think about which can be categorised  
as the three ‘S’s

 1. SCALE 

There are three scales of approach. The scale you choose is 
dependent on your needs. 

A. Small scale intervention
Because that is all that is needed. This might include installing a fully 
accessible toilet at the base of the tower and a small servery at the west 
end. Generally, these don’t require much or any construction work.

HOW to make changes and in WHAT way?

 EXAMPLE: St Mary Magdalene’s,  
 Woodstock, Oxfordshire 

Minimum intervention to support the basic needs  
of the congregation
At this church, they have installed a very well-designed free-
standing servery. It was designed to match the existing interior 
and can be folded away when not in use. It includes a dishwasher, 
a fridge, a sink, a socket |for a kettle and storage cupboards. 

http://woodstockandbladon.com/churches/woodstock

http://woodstockandbladon.com/churches/woodstock
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B. Medium scale intervention
These are changes that require more intrusive work. It could be 
removing pews and shifting the font, remodelling the vestry into a 
kitchen area and adding a small extension for a toilet block. 

 EXAMPLE: St John the Baptist,  
 Stadhampton,Oxfordshire 

Medium scale intervention has transformed this place of 
worship so that it is now able to be both the parish church 
and village hall
The grade II church building was basically sound, but had 
no mains water or drainage, was damp and cold and stood 
empty for six days a week. Between 2008 and 2013, at a cost of 
£380,000, the church was reordered to provide new comfortable 
and flexible seating and underfloor heating and a new lighting 
system was installed. A small extension was added to the west 
end to house the boiler and fully accessible toilets. A fully 
equipped kitchen was built in the north aisle. A new audio 
system was installed and a digital projector, screen and DVD 
player are available for use. It now serves both as the parish 
church and the village hall.

www.stadhampton.org/community/stadhampton-parish-
council-15080/village-hall

www.empoweringdesign.net/blog/the-village-hall-at-st-johns-church

http://www.stadhampton.org/community/stadhampton-parish-council-15080/village-hall
http://www.stadhampton.org/community/stadhampton-parish-council-15080/village-hall
http://www.empoweringdesign.net/blog/the-village-hall-at-st-johns-church
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C. Large scale intervention
Requires major construction for example a large extension or an 
insertion of a mezzanine floor at the west end. This will require 
research, feasibility studies/detailed business planning and massive 
fundraising efforts.

Bear in mind that you don’t necessarily have to do it all in one phase.  
It may be more cost-effective and practical to break a large project 
down into stages, but it is important to understand and maintain the 
bigger strategic picture to avoid having to redo work later on. 

You can also start by making small adjustments as a way of testing/
trying out a few options. 

 EXAMPLE: St Paul’s, Hammersmith, London 

A modern designed extension supports the church’s 
work in the community
This grade II* Anglican church in the middle of Hammersmith is a 
dramatic landmark clearly visible from the Hammersmith flyover 
which was struggling financially and there were major repair needs. 
After several years of development, in 2011 a new chapter began 
when the St Paul’s Centre modern extension was opened. Run as a 
separate charity, their aim is to ‘work alongside and support local 
charities who are working in the community to tackle areas such as 
youth employment, crime, domestic violence, poverty reduction, 
vulnerable communities and education'. Their aim from the 
beginning was to provide high quality modern and well-designed 
spaces with the latest IT whether they are being used by charity and 
voluntary groups or for conferences. The latter provides the income 
which enables the church’s community activities. Likewise, the café 
provides good quality, healthy and affordable food and a meeting 
place for the residents and working population of Hammersmith.

www.sph.org/s/History_of_SPH.pdf

https://www.sph.org/s/History_of_SPH.pdf
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�� EXAMPLE: St Michael and All Angels,  
 Wilton Gilbert, Durham 

Testing ideas
As part of thinking through the impact of their Breathing Space 
project, the congregation were keen not to lose seating space 
for their services, so high-quality foldable chairs were purchased 
to provide both seating for services, and flexible arrangement of 
seating for a range of activities in the aisle.

To get a better sense of what removing the pews would look and 
feel like, it was agreed to first remove them from the side aisle. This 
helped the group realise that they could create enough open space 
without removing all of the pews and compromising the qualities 
of the church interior or the practicalities of a church service. They 
also tested their options for flexible seating by inviting the chair 
manufacturer to bring a sample of various models to the church. 
People were invited to contribute their views on what they felt was 
the best fit, considering questions of comfort, robustness, ease of 
storage and moving around, and how they would look alongside 
the existing furniture in the building.

www.empoweringdesign.net/uploads/1/2/8/5/12856329/st_
michael___all_angels.pdf

 2. STYLE 

Overall, this is about good design. 

Key things to bear in mind:

	• Think about how the new build will appear visually alongside the 
existing fabric. There are two key ways of approaching this: 

1.	 A clear delineation between the old and the new fabric. If sensitively 
designed, new and old builds can work well together and can 
highlight the best features in each.

2.	 Carefully matching the new with the old so that you can hardly see  
the difference. 

	• Use your imagination and aim to make your building the best you can 
and one that inspires and excites.

	• Where possible aim to use skilled workmanship and good  
quality materials.

http://www.empoweringdesign.net/uploads/1/2/8/5/12856329/st_michael___all_angels.pdf
http://www.empoweringdesign.net/uploads/1/2/8/5/12856329/st_michael___all_angels.pdf
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�� EXAMPLE: All Souls Church, Bolton 

A contemporary restoration
The place of worship was established at the heart of Bolton’s 
Crompton community in 1881 and it is a unique Grade II* listed 
Gothic Revival building designed by Paley and Austin. The building 
is a nationally important piece of architecture that was very well 
preserved, however by the 1980s the building had fallen into 
disuse and disrepair. In 2007, in partnership with the Churches 
Conservation Trust, a rescue plan was developed which would 
breathe new life into the building for the benefit of the local 
community and Bolton as a whole.

Work began in August 2013 and maintaining the unique character 
and design of All Souls church was at the heart of the restoration 
process, while incorporating the very best of contemporary design. 
Originally, the inside of the church had been designed to have 
an unobstructed view for 800 people, boasting a huge space 
unobstructed by pillars or aisles. This made it very adaptable to 
becoming an events and community centre.

The insertion of two “pods” of contemporary design provided 
space for office and conference spaces. By using new and 
contrasting materials to the original building the pods have a 
sculptural quality that divides the building’s space into three 
internal areas. By lifting the pods off the ground, a new flow is 
created that guides users to the different parts of the building.  
The striking designed space provides two meeting rooms, a 
conference and activity room, a classroom, a media suite, an events 
space in the main body of the church, up to four office units, and a 

ground floor cafe. The walls in the nave are used as a backdrop for 
displays and exhibitions and still have a spiritual quality. And as the 
new layout is over different levels, users and visitors can see parts 
of the original building closer than they could do before, creating a 
new appreciation of the heritage of the building.

www.allsoulsbolton.org.uk

http://www.allsoulsbolton.org.uk
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 3. SUSTAINABILITY 

Sustainability is about the long-term future of a project. It is important that any alterations 
you make to your building continue to work for your community long into the future. 

There are four aspects of sustainability that 
you will need to consider:

	• economic – a section of your business or 
action plan needs to look at the day-to-day 
financial future

	• organisational – developing the right 
structures for managing any new activities in 
the long term

	• social – introducing a system that allows you 
to continue involving the community in making 
decisions about its future needs.

	• environmental – this the area where design 
can play a practical role is achieving the 
highest environmental standards possible. 
Discuss this aspect with your architect at the 
earliest opportunity and include in your brief.

And of course, never stop inviting and 
encouraging new volunteers to come on board. 
People will move away or suddenly have new 
responsibilities or just wish to leave so you will 
always need to ensure you have a constant influx 
of ‘new blood’ with fresh ideas and energy.

 Other aspects to think about include:

	• The life expectancy of the proposed new 
facilities. While they can be more expensive, 
it may be more cost-effective to go for longer 
lasting materials.

	• Where are you sourcing the materials for your 
project? Can they be sourced locally? 

	• Can you re-use any existing materials or 
equipment? If not, is there anywhere you can 
recycle them locally perhaps via Freecycle? 

	• Where will your contractors come from? 
Employing a team of contractors from the 
other side of the county will increase the 
carbon footprint of the work as they travel to 
and from the site every day.

	• Undertake research into the most energy 
efficient forms of heating and lighting.

Funders will expect to see evidence that 
you have thought about all aspects of 
sustainability, taken action and set in place 
appropriate mechanisms for the long term. 



C. Scale and style

52

When choosing an architect be clear 
about the role you want them to fulfil for 
you. It may be that you have a brief which 
you want to hand over to the architect 
and ask them to produce a design. 

However, if you are keen that your 
congregation and community genuinely and 
practically participate in the design process, 
then remember some architects can offer 
additional project management services and 
this may include helping you set up processes 
for helping communities to develop awareness 
of design issues and from there, the confidence 
to make suggestions and actively engage in 
the design process.

The aim would be to achieve a shared design 
leadership between community and architects 
and other professionals. In this context, being 
a ‘good client’ means not presenting your 
architect with your building problems but 
discussing your vision and ideas with them and 
seeking their advice on how to work with the 
community to reach the best solution.

Role of architect and how you can participate in the design

Other things to think about when choosing an architect
	• Architects can help you at different 
stages of the project, and it is important 
to understand what they can offer to 
your project at the various stages. Don’t 
be afraid to explore this with design 
practices and to ask them to map out 
their ideas for potential journeys for 
working with your project. 

	• Most architects will be able to help 
you with technical advice on building 
sustainably as well as working through 
costings and options appraisals.

	• You’ll want to see evidence of a working 
knowledge of places of worship. Find out 
if they have experience relevant to your 
project eg: adaptation rather than repairs. 
You need an architect who understands 
and has experience of the faculty or 
permission process of your denomination. 
Your Diocesan Advisory Committee 
(DAC) or equivalent body may be able to 

provide you with a list of appropriately 
experienced architects. 

	• You will need to understand the architect’s 
fees and costs, but don’t make this the 
sole criterion for selection. You should 
look at overall value, and shared values, 
not just cost.

	• Overall, your architect should be 
someone that listens and someone you 
can talk to. Remember, this is someone 
with whom you will be working closely 
over a long time. It is important that 
you are working with an architect who 
not only understands your building, but 
also your vision. Ensure they understand 
places of worship and historic buildings. 
Someone who has a feel for how places 
of worship work both culturally and in 
worship is likely to be able to grasp your 
vision more easily.
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�� EXAMPLE: St Peter’s Chester 

Knowing what you require from an architect and how 
to work with them
Once the building group of the church felt empowered to drive the 
design process and use basic design knowledge and terminology 
to define and communicate their vision for the building, they also 
changed their perspective about the role an architect can play 
in the process. While previously they saw the architect as the 
expert who would define a solution for them, they slowly became 
more confident in their own skills and started seeking to appoint 
someone who could co-design the space with them. They had 
already started making and testing design ideas in their place, e.g. 
they creatively used the set designed for the theatre performances 
in the space as a background for their Sunday service. This 
experience helped them build their capacity to create a brief and 
appoint an architect who would share their ethos.

www.empoweringdesign.net/longitudinal-projects.html

www.empoweringdesign.net/blog/category/chester

www.chesterstpeter.org.uk

http://www.empoweringdesign.net/longitudinal-projects.html
http://www.empoweringdesign.net/blog/category/chester
http://www.chesterstpeter.org.uk
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Although you can find help in compiling your Statements of Significance 
and Need from your existing guidebook and the listing entry for your place 
of worship, which will describe any special areas of interest structurally, 
historically, and artistically that you may need to be aware of, it is important 
that the whole Project Team fully understand for themselves the story of 
their building. This will enable them to make informed decisions.

Ensure the whole Project Team is clear why you have rejected the 
options you have. Everyone needs this information for when you 
consult your congregation and the community again, and for when you 
approach funders.

Get some expert advice and guidance early on. Seek pre-application advice 
from your denominational buildings advisory body and/or secular planning 
authority. They are experts and importantly their advice is free and could well 
save you time and energy. They can alert you to likely concerns and give you 
advice on what is likely to be approved and what is not and will be able to 
suggest other possible solutions which may help to minimize impact.

Learning points
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EDP resources
On the EDP website, you can read a set of 
stories to illustrate processes and outcomes 
and provide inspiration to anyone thinking of 
embarking on a similar journey. There are eight 
design stories and three stories of community 
engagement in design to learn from.

www.empoweringdesign.net/inspiring-design-
stories.html

www.empoweringdesign.net/stories-of-
community-engagement-in-design.html

A Design Thinking Guide: How to think about 
changes in historic places of worship
If you are thinking about initiating such 
changes in your building, this guide will 
provide a framework and a set of resources 
for developing your design thinking and 
formulating a design rationale for change.

http://design-thinking.empoweringdesign.net

Explore Design: Community Buildings website
This is a resource developed through the EDP 
Team’s work with historic places of worship, as 
well as other community projects across the 
UK. The aim is that it can help anyone new to 
design approach community buildings through 
a design lens. 

The Explore Design resource is a highly 
visual website that will help you to explore 
and understand the design of community 
buildings through ten themes: access, context, 
delight, enterprise, flexibility, identity, legibility, 
maintenance, resources and security. Under 
each theme, you can find a number of illustrated 
examples along with a set of questions to help 
you explore the theme in relation to your own 
building’s present and future.

www.empoweringdesign.net/explore-design-
community-buildings.html

Testing Ideas for your Community Building 
This booklet explores the concept of prototyping 
and testing as a vehicle for developing ideas 
for new uses and configurations of space while 
engaging and exploring connections and 
partnerships with the wider community.

www.empoweringdesign.net/designing-places-
with-people-booklets.html

Digital Media and Community-led Design
This booklet is designed to introduce some 
ways that digital media can be used to support 
a community-led design process. The booklet 
provides some practical scenarios and examples 
to help you start your media project.

www.empoweringdesign.net/digital-media-
booklet.html

Engaging Communities in Design  
Decision-Making
This film documents activities during an EDP 
workshop on community engagement and 
explores the meaning and value of engaging 
communities in design decision-making 
from the perspectives of different people: 
communities, funders and professionals.

www.empoweringdesign.net/how-to-engage-
communities-in-design.html

Other resources
Crossing the Threshold: a Step by Step 
Guide to Developing your Place of Worship 
for Wider Community Use and Managing a 
Successful Building Project
www.hereford.anglican.org/parish-support/
community-partnership/crossing-the-threshold-
toolkit/crossing-the-threshold-toolkit.php
Chapter 5: Developing your Ideas – Options 
Appraisal, Feasibility Study, Architect’s Brief 
and the Design Stages (includes choosing  
an architect)

Chapter 6: Balancing the Need for Change 
with Heritage and Liturgical Considerations 
(includes information on permission processes)

Chapter 9: Ensuring your project is sustainable

Further resources

http://www.empoweringdesign.net/inspiring-design-stories.html
http://www.empoweringdesign.net/inspiring-design-stories.html
http://www.empoweringdesign.net/stories-of-community-engagement-in-design.html
http://www.empoweringdesign.net/stories-of-community-engagement-in-design.html
http://design-thinking.empoweringdesign.net/
http://www.empoweringdesign.net/explore-design-community-buildings.html
http://www.empoweringdesign.net/explore-design-community-buildings.html
http://www.empoweringdesign.net/designing-places-with-people-booklets.html
http://www.empoweringdesign.net/designing-places-with-people-booklets.html
http://www.empoweringdesign.net/digital-media-booklet.html
http://www.empoweringdesign.net/digital-media-booklet.html
http://www.empoweringdesign.net/how-to-engage-communities-in-design.html
http://www.empoweringdesign.net/how-to-engage-communities-in-design.html
https://www.hereford.anglican.org/parish-support/community-partnership/crossing-the-threshold-toolkit/crossing-the-threshold-toolkit.php
https://www.hereford.anglican.org/parish-support/community-partnership/crossing-the-threshold-toolkit/crossing-the-threshold-toolkit.php
https://www.hereford.anglican.org/parish-support/community-partnership/crossing-the-threshold-toolkit/crossing-the-threshold-toolkit.php
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D. Capacity
Building skills and resources within your team

56
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Undertaking a large project requires major effort and lack of congregational capacity  
can be a significant issue. A lack of financial resources is not the only factor influencing  
the ability of a group to develop their place of worship. Capacity within a group is also 
down to the skills, knowledge and confidence they have to take the project forward.

There can be a wide range of volunteer 
constituencies, from the congregation, 
the surrounding community or passionate 
outsiders that are willing to contribute. At one 
extreme there are the capable congregations 
with the resources, people and skills already in 
place or easily available for them to find. Often 
(not always) these are in larger or more affluent 
communities. At the other end of the spectrum, 
some places of worship will find it a struggle, 
as they lack professional people or those with 
relevant skills and importantly confidence 
within their congregation or local community. 
This includes (but certainly not limited to) those 
in very isolated (rural) or deprived urban areas. 
This can result in these groups feeling a lack of 
confidence when dealing with bureaucracy and 
external organisations including funders.

This can mean the onus falls entirely on the 
faith leadership to cover the mission and the 
pastoral needs of the area, alongside the 
funding and the project management for the 
redevelopment of their place of worship. 

One solution can be to see if you can identify 
people from the wider community who 
have the right skills (and time) and would be 
interested in helping. Or you may decide 
thayou need to bring in a paid professional.

However, do not start by expecting 
to bring someone else in to solve 
your problem. If you take the time 
to understand your challenges and 
opportunities first, then you will feel 
and have more control of how your 
project develops. Do not over-rely on 
injected expertise (that from community 
engagement officers, architects etc) 
especially at the initial stages. That 
said, you will need to identify fairly early 
on which elements of the project will 
require external specialist expertise 
whether from paid professionals or 
experienced volunteers and which can 
be done by your group.
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A suggested skills audit1

(you may not need all of these)

 Financial 
Writing a business plan, keeping control 

of the budget – Treasurer 

 Design/building knowledge 
An understanding of the design process 

and building issues so as to be able 
to work effectively with professional 

advisers. This could be combined with 
the project manager role.

 Project Management 
Co-ordinating the PCC/Trustees side of 
the project to keep everyone on track 

and managing communications between 
architect, contractors and PCC 

 Leadership 
Bringing people together; achieving 

consensus to reach decisions – Chair (see 
Section A which explain the leadership role)  Communications 

Writing, newsletters, social media (publicity). 
Someone who knows how to write press 

release, someone who understands social 
media platforms eg: Instagram

 IT 
Completing online forms, designing 
spreadsheets and creating a website

 Administrative 
Organisational, keeping records,  

writing minutes 

 Local knowledge 
Knows the community, local groups and 

people and community leaders well 

 History 
Knowledge of local history,  

research sources and methods 

 Fundraising 
Knowledge and experience of 

fundraising and writing applications

 Practical 
Other volunteers to help with events, 

moving furniture, clearing up! 

Specialised knowledge, for example:

	• Education – understanding learning 
environments e.g. schools, adult learning 

	• Tourism – how the tourism sector 
works, marketing

 Creative/social: 
Organising events and activities  

some of which may be fundraising

1 Taken from the Ambassadors’ Training Notes supported and delivered by Historic England and the Diocese of Norwich.
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Where do you find what you need?
 1. Enough volunteers with the right skills 

Having a team with the right skills and capacity and enough discretionary 
time, energy and ideas makes a major difference. They can come from 
within the congregation or from outside the congregation.

A good idea is to start by undertaking a skills audit (see above) within your own 
congregation and reflect on the skills and capabilities that already exist. List 
the roles and ask for volunteers and you may be surprised at the hidden talents 
that will be revealed. People may have other skills that have nothing to do with 
buildings or community hubs. Those who have had managerial jobs will have 
transferable skills such as leading on complex projects and managing change. 
Newly retired people may be itching to find a project to get involved in.

Most big projects will need and will benefit from ‘fresh blood’ and energy. If you have 
a small congregation and/or your church is already involved in community outreach, 
your current volunteers may be tired and unwilling to take on more responsibility. 

Seeking volunteers from the local community is a good way to bring in new skills and 
share the workload. Ask people if they would like to be involved. They may not be 
aware of your project and people always liked to be asked. 

Be aware that not being members of the church, they may need time to 
understand how you work and your values. Likewise, be open to new ways of 
working and different approaches.

A good way to attract new volunteers is to make the recruiting of new people part 
of the consultation activities. Talking to people about your vision and inspiring 
them by explaining what you are hoping to achieve will hopefully bring active 
supporters on board, keen to help.

�� EXAMPLE: Cemetery Road  
 Baptist Church 

Using new networks for knowledge sharing
When a group from Cemetery Road Baptist Church, 
a grade II* listed church, came on an Empowering 
Design Practices workshop called Design Training, they 
struck up conversations with the attending groups from 
other places of worship on the course. Discussing their 
shared experiences of applying for funding to remodel 
their individual projects, Cemetery Road asked if they 
could see the funding application of the attendees 
from Graylingwell Chapel, that they had brought along. 
Graylingwell had just applied for heritage lottery funding 
and had been successful. Viewing the documentation 
Cemetery Road were impressed by the quality and 
realised they could do with assistance to getting their 
own application to the next level. Cemetery Road 
applied for a grant from the National Churches Trust 
and were successful. It gave them the opportunity to 
hire the project officer from Graylingwell Chapel to 
consult and support them in how they should write 
their own application and understand what supporting 
documentation they required for funding applications.

www.crbchurch.org.uk

http://www.crbchurch.org.uk
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Once you have your team in place:
	• Ensure everyone feels they have a role, while at the same time, don’t 
overburden anyone by giving them a job without ensuring they feel 
confident to take it on, and make sure you offer support in whatever 
form suits them. 

	• Ensure that every member of the team especially those with particular 
responsibility is aware of the importance of communication and the 
need to keep the whole team up to date with what is happening in 
their area and to consult with the whole team at important stages.

	• You may also want to consider paying for your volunteers to undertake 
training. A Resources Plan will help you work out what training 
requirements you may need. 

	• During the development of your project, this might include attending 
workshops run by funders or attending fundraising courses run by your 
denominations or independent organisations.

	• Think about training needs after the building work is completed. 
For example, a project running a lunch club with food prepared 
in your new kitchen will need volunteers trained in food hygiene 
and preparation skills. Do any volunteers need First Aid training? 
Volunteers should be as qualified as a paid person.

	• Some people may be happy to complete an online course, while 
others will want to attend training in person. Ensure that they share 
their new knowledge so that the whole group can benefit.

�� EXAMPLE: St Matthews and St James,  
 Mossley Hill Church 

Mossley Hill Church wanted to reorder their place of worship, 
with their key motivation being that they wanted to stay open and 
increase their reach in the neighbourhood. It took five years, until 
2016, before building works could start. 

During this period, they did ‘1001 presentations’ for the congregation, 
faculty and the wider community, to help engage and involve all 
the possible stakeholders in the design and development process. 
It was hard to work with sub-groups in the steering group to get all 
the engagement, design meetings and additional meetings done, 
especially as some were still in full employment. 

Also, they realised that volunteers’ time was inconsistent, 
people didn’t always come to meetings or do the tasks they 
were asked to do or investigate. It therefore fell to the steering 
group of eight to cover most of the workload. Consistency 
and communication within the steering group was key, as was 
leadership. Having a team that was in it together gave them 
the strength and support to carry on during the five year of 
preparation, and one and a half of construction. If one person 
felt fatigued or desolate, as most did at some point, the others 
would gather round, make sure they were okay and listened to. 
Most of the time that was enough to recoup and carry on as they 
learnt projects like these are never done quickly. 

www.empoweringdesign.net/blog/archives/03-2019

http://www.empoweringdesign.net/blog/archives/03-2019
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 2. Advice and information 

Advice and information A key resource is knowing where to get 
advice, help and at the right time. Many places of worship may 
feel quite isolated and there can be a worrying lack of knowledge 
about general sources of advice and support. There may also be 
a particular worry about approaching funders, even from within 
their own denomination because of the fear that they will all 
automatically say ‘No’.

Most faith groups have information on their websites about adapting their 
places of worship. The ChurchCare website is maintained by the Church 
of England’s Cathedral and Church Buildings Division and is the most 
comprehensive resource for anyone managing a place of worship. (Crossing 
the Threshold, below, signposts to where you can find guidance for the 
other denominations including Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland). 

As advised in Section C, it is important to seek pre-application advice 
from your denominational buildings advisory body and/or secular 
planning authority. They will be able to explain the process of applying 
for permissions. They can alert you to likely concerns and give you 
advice on what is likely to be approved and what is not and will be able 
to suggest other possible solutions which may help to minimize impact. 

Equally useful, if sometimes more so, is talking to those who have 
‘been there and done it’. Remember that there will be many places of 
worship in your area that will have already gone down a similar path of 
developing and managing a community building project. Ask them if 
they would be willing to mentor you or at the very least, invite you for a 
tour of their completed project and share the lessons learnt and top tips 
that they would like to pass on.

 3. Employing a professional 

There will be roles and tasks where you will have to employ 
a professional who has the legally required knowledge and 
qualifications. This will definitely include an architect and where 
relevant other building professionals.

Section C provides more guidance on employing an architect and some 
of the criteria you should consider.

For a larger project, the other role you may be considering is that 
of a professional fundraiser to help you meet your funding target. 
However, as professional consultant’s charge for their services (often 
on a percentage of the funds raised, which can be as high as 10%), it 
is important to make sure you research this option thoroughly and are 
confident that the expenditure is justified. Remember that employing a 
fundraising consultant most emphatically does NOT guarantee that your 
application will be successful and that a fundraising consultant will rely 
on you having a clear narrative and vision for your building, and good 
evidence of a well-organised project to support the application. 
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Visit other places of worship. There are plenty 
of good examples which are the result of 
imagination and good design. Go and look at 
other places of worship that are undertaking 
similar projects and others that have already 
completed projects and talk to them about 
how they did it and the lessons they learnt. 
Ask them who and which organisations they 
went to for help and guidance. Contact your 
local Diocesan Advisory Committee Secretary/ 
Denomination Property Adviser or your faith 
group’s Property Adviser to find out about 
other projects in your local area that you could 
go and visit. 

Whenever you visit any public building have 
a look at its facilities, access and energy 
efficiency arrangements. Look at what has been 
achieved and how. Look at what is not working!

Learning points
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EDP resources
Preparing to Work with Architects: a beginner’s 
guide for community clients

This booklet is for community groups seeking 
to appoint an architect and to understand the 
various ways this can be done. It provides some 
basic information on what to look for in the 
person and practice you commission, as well as 
what you can do to prepare as a community-
based commissioning client. Using a real-life 
example and some imagined scenarios, the 
booklet illustrates how an architect can bring 
different kinds of support and direction at 
different stages within a project. 

www.empoweringdesign.net/preparing-to-
work-with-architects.html 

Bow Study Tour: Reinventing Places of Worship

This blog captures a Study Tour organised by the 
EDP team to three very different places of worship 
in Bow, East London, to explore the impact of 
design on the quality of the spaces, and to talk to 
people who had been involved in adapting the 
buildings. This was a space to learn from and be 
inspired by other historic places of worship, and by 
the people who have helped reimagine them.

www.empoweringdesign.net/blog/bow-study-
tour-reinventing-places-of-worship 

Design Training: Empowering Communities to 
Unlock Place Potential

In September 2018, Empowering Design 
Practices and partners hosted a two-day 
Design Training workshop for participants 
in Sheffield. This hands-on course based on 
Buildings by Design, the longstanding course 
developed by The Glass-House, brought 
together four community groups at the early 
stages of re-thinking the use and physical 
elements of their buildings to develop their 
design skills, knowledge and confidence.

Participants explored the challenges and 
opportunities of their buildings, and how design 
can help unlock their potential, be it through 
small or complex changes. This short film, 
produced by Picture Story Productions aims 
to share the experience of participants, and 
the benefits of this approach to empowering 
community groups to commission and lead 
design projects to improve their community 
buildings and spaces.
www.empoweringdesign.net/design-training-
film.html 

Mosley Hill Church Hosted Study Tour

This blog describes a visit organised by the 
EDP research team to Mosley Hill Church in 
Liverpool. During the visit, our host shared their 
experience of transforming their church with 
others embarking on similar journeys. It was a 
space for both inspiration and practical advice. 

www.empoweringdesign.net/blog/archives/03-2019 

Other resources
Crossing the Threshold: a Step by Step Guide 
to Developing your Place of Worship for Wider 
Community Use and Managing a Successful 
Building Project 

www.hereford.anglican.org/parish-support/
community-partnership/crossing-the-threshold-
toolkit/crossing-the-threshold-toolkit.php

Chapter 3: Developing a Team and Assessing 
your Skills and Abilities

Chapter 10: Raising the Funds includes advice 
on employing a fundraiser

Chapter 16: Further Information. Sign-posting to 
where you can find more advice and guidance 
on all aspects of developing a community 
project and managing a building project.

Further resources

http://www.empoweringdesign.net/preparing-to-work-with-architects.html
http://www.empoweringdesign.net/preparing-to-work-with-architects.html
http://www.empoweringdesign.net/blog/bow-study-tour-reinventing-places-of-worship
http://www.empoweringdesign.net/blog/bow-study-tour-reinventing-places-of-worship
https://www.empoweringdesign.net/design-training-film.html
www.empoweringdesign.net/blog/archives/03-2019
https://www.hereford.anglican.org/parish-support/community-partnership/crossing-the-threshold-toolkit/crossing-the-threshold-toolkit.php
https://www.hereford.anglican.org/parish-support/community-partnership/crossing-the-threshold-toolkit/crossing-the-threshold-toolkit.php
https://www.hereford.anglican.org/parish-support/community-partnership/crossing-the-threshold-toolkit/crossing-the-threshold-toolkit.php
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As mentioned in the introduction, no two projects will 
ever be exactly the same and developing and managing 
a community and building project is not an exact science. 
Every project will raise its own challenges which have to be 
faced thoughtfully and worked through.

The aim of this resource has been to help you, at the 
beginning of your project, to gain an idea of the issues you 
will need to consider and an understanding of the choices 
you may have to make and be able to apply this to your own 
particular project.

 1 	 Engaging with others early in the process is key; this includes 
your congregation, your wider community and other 
organisations in your community. 

 3 	 Prioritise aesthetics and high-quality design. Spend time 
thinking about the design of any changes to the building and 
how they will impact on the existing fabric, the existing space 
and how they may impact on the building as a place of worship. 
Think about how it will make people feel when they enter  
the building.

 5 	 Think about starting small and trying things out before 
embarking on a major re-ordering. Remember that small 
changes can achieve a lot.

 2 	 Developing a clear vision of what you want to achieve and 
why, is one of the most important aspects of any project. 
Every building differs in size, the materials it is constructed 
from, its history and the size of its worshipping community. 
Every community is different and so are its needs. Your project 
should fit your particular set of circumstances. 

 4 	 Bear in mind that often only minor changes will enable a faith 
building to continue serving its worshipping community while 
also being able to offer new services to the wider community.  
It is not always necessary to undertake a major reordering. 

 6 	 Build a strong team of people with diverse skills (or the 
confidence to learn new ones) who work together well, 
provide mutual support and make sure you celebrate the 
achievements along the way. 
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 7 	 Time spent researching and planning before the project starts 
is never wasted. Applying for grants can be onerous and time 
consuming, however, if you have fully developed your vision and 
objectives and worked out an implementation plan, a budget, 
developed strong relationships with your partners and set out how 
your project will be sustainable in the future, it will be a lot easier.

 9 	 A major building and reordering project can take anything 
between 3 and 10 years from start to finish. In general, 
whatever length of time you first think a project will take,  
in reality you may need to double it. 

 8 	 Be professional and business-like in every aspect whether 
designing a poster or organising a fund-raising event. Potential 
funders and supporters, including your local community, will 
want to see that you are a professionally run group capable of 
managing a project from development through to completion 
and beyond. 

 10 	Be realistic about what is achievable. 
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development of places that connect and serve their communities. 

Empowering Design Practices (2014-2021) is a collaboration between The Open University,  
The Glass-House Community Led Design, Historic England, National Lottery Heritage Fund and 
the Historic Religious Buildings Alliance, working with consultants Stephen Smith (Wright & Wright 
Architects), Leo Care (Live Works) and Becky Payne (independent consultant). 

The project is funded by the Arts and Humanities Research Council, under the Connected Communities 
and Design highlight notice.
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