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Beginning in September 2009 and working through May 2010, a committee of nine volunteers worked to research and make recommendations on the communication processes currently in place at Bethany Lutheran Church.

The agreed upon mission of the Task Force was to:

Assess the effectiveness of the current communication processes in place at Bethany Lutheran Church and make to recommendations for improvement.
This committee was specifically NOT a marketing committee, an editorial board nor a “market” research committee – although our recommendations include elements of these concerns.

Scope of Work

The committee elected to focus primarily on INTERNAL audiences – and not the Community at large.  This included our members, staff, and volunteer committees.

We focused on printed materials (i.e. Bulletin & Beacon), our website(s), electronic mail as well as communication issues related to our facility –the building, including signage and Hospitality Desk. 

The Research Tools included a printed survey – completed during worship services in January, and also available on the website.  More than 600 responses were submitted. 

Also, we met with various staff members to identify the methods, procedures and costs of various elements of our communication processes.

We interviewed a random sampling of committees (in a Focus Group setting) at BLC to further determine the effectiveness of our current communication processes – and learn more about improving our systems.

Summary Findings

1. Our congregation feels generally well informed. The communications survey indicated that the congregation views current communications in a positive light. On a scale of 1-10, with 10 being “well informed”, 74% of respondents ranked 8 or higher on the scale with 88% ranking 7 or higher. The weighted average response was 8.2.

2. Our communications are still very print dependant. The Beacon and Bulletin are the primary tools informing our church community. More than 75% consider them their first or second source of information for church activities.  These forms of communication are also well received and liked, but we did receive a number of specific comments in the survey for ways to improve them.

3. Email communications are very well received and preferred. A significant majority (73%) of the congregation, including most seniors, already receive emails from Bethany with 75% indicating a preference for emails over postal mail. Relative to these preference levels, the committee believes that the overall volume of  “corporate” emails sent by Bethany is relatively low and could be enhanced. 

(Most “small groups” use email as a primary communication tool for 

Managing committee business.)

4. Recorded phone messages are well received, but with some caution. A significant majority (79%) of the congregation indicated receiving a recorded phone message from Bethany with 70% indicating that it was an effective way to reach them.  However, based on write-in responses from the survey, recorded phone messages can be perceived quite negatively by some (perhaps due to the over-use of such phone call by politicians?). 

5. Improvements in communication planning could improve the effectiveness of messages. In general, we lack a cohesive communication plan for developing and sharing information within the staff, resulting in deliberate publication and announcing of information across all the various media available (Beacon, Bulletin, Web, Hospitality Desk, etc.).

Information is “caught” – not intentionally sought – and no one “owns” the responsibility for seeing that information is gathered and distributed.

Some Specific Recommendations include:

1.  The committee recommends organizing and empowering the staff to determine responsibility and accountability for assuring that information is secured and shared. 

Anticipating and planning, being proactive and intentional in seeking information to be communicated should be part of staff agendas – and a priority each week.

2. Enhance Web/Email communications. 

The survey results indicated that email was a preferred method of communication for the majority of the respondents.  As a result, we are encouraging Bethany to make greater use of the low cost email tools already in place through ConstantContact to communicate with the membership.

Bethany should begin adopting a “write once, publish many” approach in all communications with a particular emphasis on getting communications added to the web site and pushed out to our congregation more via email whenever appropriate.

3. Improvements to the Beacon and Bulletin. 

The Beacon and Bulletin are well received by the membership, but the committee recommends some changes to make the products better based on specific feedback.

Given the cost in staff time, the “stress engine” that production of these pieces            generates, combined with the assessed value the congregation places on these             publications – we can at little or no cost make important improvements immediately.

4. Continued use of automated phone messages. 

Feedback from the survey tells us that recorded messages are effective, but were considered an annoyance by a noticeable number of respondents. 

The committee recommends that Bethany limit its use of recorded phone messages to brief (60 seconds or less) messages that are deployed only around critical and/or timely church-wide event (holidays, congregational meetings, etc.) to avoid diluting its effectiveness.

Also, be sure to include clear/brief instructions in the message about how a recipient could elect to opt-out of the calls if needed.
5. Facility & Other Budget-Related Issues

In addition to improving communications through print and electronic methods, there are a number of additional recommendations we’d like to make above and beyond those channels.  We realize that most if not all of these may have budget ramifications, but we felt they were important to be included with our overall recommendations.

· Invest in an improved sound/video system for the sanctuary and maintain experienced technicians to support it all worship services. (based on survey comments and interviews, this is a recurring and frustrating problem).

· Work with professionals to develop improved interior signage throughout                   the church, especially at all entrances.

· Review the existing membership database.  Get members to update their contact information along with encouraging them to sign-up for self-managed communications via email through ConstantContact.
· Invest in electronic support for announcements and information sharing on the church property, for example, TV style monitors at the entrances and a computer/printer at the hospitality desk.

· Move Hospitality Desk to Fellowship Hall – greater capacity for “fellowship” and more room to display and distribute information.

Conclusions

· The Task Force’s main recommendation relates to coordination of communication. While the survey indicates the congregation feels generally well-informed, the fractured nature of our communication could lead to problems and affords little opportunity to improve and enhance our communication.  
· Realizing that the current fiscal situation makes the addition of a communications manager unlikely, we recommend the staff and council determine how best to coordinate communication given current resources. Some of the suggestions contained in this report related to the Beacon, the Bulletin, and the enhanced use of email provide a road map to do so. 

