
(1) (There are 864 delegates, however email addresses were not available for some.) 
 

History & Methods 
Since 2008, the General Council on Finance and Administration (GCFA) has administered the General 

Conference Delegate Survey on behalf of the Commission on General Conference (CGC). In consultation 

with staff across multiple general agencies and oversight from the CGC, GCFA staff created the survey, 

developed an online survey tool, collected responses and analyzed the results. The goal of the Delegate 

Survey has traditionally been to learn about the perspectives of the delegates who will shape the future 

of The United Methodist Church. The 2016 General Conference serves as a crucial time for decision-

making within the UMC.  

GCFA and CGC staff met several times starting in 2015 to design and further define the scope of the 

current delegate survey. GCFA then consulted with research staff across the denomination to obtain 

suggestions for questions and design. After receiving this input and final approval from CGC, the survey 

was translated into French and Portuguese and distributed to 822 delegates(1)  via email in January, 

2016. GCFA staff compiled, formatted, and analyzed the survey’s results in March and April, 2016.  

The Survey and Participants 
The survey was organized into seven themes: organization of delegates, demographics, clergy/laity, 

religious background and participation, the Connection, faith practices, and General Conference. A total 

of 405 delegates completed the survey over a four-week period. The survey respondents closely reflect 

the actual makeup of General Conference with 42% of delegates coming from a central conference and 

40% of survey respondents coming from a Central Conference. Similarly, 38% of survey respondents 

identified as female, as do 36% of delegates. Furthermore, 49% of survey respondents are clergy as are 

50% of delegates.  

Below are specific points of interest from the survey results. Should you have any questions, please 

contact research@gcfa.org.  

Demographics 

Gender  

 58% male 

 38% female 

 4% did not respond or marked other 

Education 

 86% have at least a bachelor’s degree 

 39% have a master’s degree 

 22% have an advanced degree (MD, DMin, JD, PhD) 

Disability 

 4% indicated that they some form of a disability affecting vision, hearing, and/or mobility  

Age 

 Average age: 54 
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 Oldest person born in 1934 

 Youngest person born in 1997 

 Only one Central Conference delegate is under the age of 25. 

 21% are 65 or older; 52% are between the ages of 45 and 64; 19% are between the ages of 25 

and 44; and 11 delegates are younger than 25.  

Community / Involvement 

 55% live in urban areas of 50,000 people or more, including 33% in large cities of 250,000 

people or more 

 11% of Central Conference delegates live in rural areas 

 59% of all delegates are involved in some form of social service or charity groups 

Family 

 56% have at least one child 

 70% are in their first marriage; 8% in a second marriage 

 11% are single, never married 

Employment and Experience 

 74% are employed 

 53% view attending General Conference as part of their job 

 Overall, 49% delegates are clergy (49% of Central Conference delegates and 44% of 

Jurisdictional Conference delegates) 

 42% of clergy who responded are elders 

 48% will be attending their first General Conference in 2016  

 48% attended General Conference in 2012.  

 United Methodism and Faith Practices 

 71% report they regularly give 10% or more of their income to their local church 

 70% responded that they have always been Methodist; 82% have been Methodists for more 

than 20 years 

 The top three valued United Methodist practices were 

o  Sermons/preaching  

o Wider community care or social justice emphasis  

o Teaching those who do not attend church.  

 111 delegates are currently a member or board member of a general agency or UMC committee 

Faith & The Bible 

 69% report that they spend time in private devotional activities such as prayer, meditation, or 

reading the Bible alone on a daily basis 

 48% reported a belief that, “not everything in the Bible should be taken literally.”  

 25% reported that they believe the Bible is “the Word of God and should be taken literally word-

for-word.”  

 18% believe that the Bible “is not the Word of God, but reveals the Word of God to us.” 

 89% responded that they “understand what it means to be ‘Wesleyan.’” 



General Conference 

 70% feel positively that they sufficiently understand the legislative process of General 

Conference 

 75% said that they are looking forward to attending General Conference (10% were unsure, and 

7% responded negatively) 

 41% responded “unsure” when asked whether they thought the 2016 General Conference, “will 

make the right decisions for the UMC.” 25% strongly agreed that the right decisions will be 

made, and 47% responded positively in general to the question (the majority of these 

respondents were Central Conference delegates). Of the Jurisdictional delegates, 61% felt 

unsure and 27% responded positively.  

Current Issues and Preparation 

Information Sources 

Of the provided resources, the most popular among delegates for their deliberations were UMC.org, UM 

News Service, annual conference publications, and general agency publications. Many listed discussions 

with colleagues/other delegates and general conversation as resource for deliberations, as well as social 

media, the Book of Discipline, and prayer as “other” sources. 

Current Issues 

There are a number of worldwide, local, and denomination-specific issues that are anticipated to be 

discussed at General Conference. Survey participants were asked their thoughts on the importance of 

each issue, and the following shows the rankings of social and denominational issues.  

Ranking of Social Issues (Most Important to Least Important) 

1. Refugees and Ethnic Discrimination 

2. Conflict Around the World 

3. Educational Opportunities for Youth 

4. Access to Higher Education 

5. Environmental Sustainability 

6. Income Inequality 

7. Sexual Orientation 

8. Climate Change 

9. Same Sex Marriage 

10. Reproductive Rights 

 

Ranking of Denominational Issues (Most Important to Least Important) 

1. Being a Global Church 

2. Four Areas of Focus 

3. Financial Stability 

4. Church Growth/Planting 

5. Vital Congregations 

6. Declining Membership and Adhering to Biblical/Wesleyan Tradition 

7. Youth/Young Adult Membership 



8. Roles of General Agencies 

9. Diversity 

10. Guaranteed Appointments 

11. Restructuring 

 

Thoughts on the Future of the UMC 
On a scale of 1-10 with 10 being Most Hopeful, respondents felt an average of 7.1 regarding the future 

of the UMC.  

Survey participants were asked to rate their excitement about the future of their local church, annual 

conference, and the denomination in general, as well as their thoughts on the likelihood of seeing new 

ideas on the horizon. Of the respondents, 81% said they feel a sense of excitement about their local 

church’s future (42% agree most enthusiastically). In contrast, 56% marked “unsure” in response to the 

question about their annual conference, and 27% related being excited about the future of the UMC 

(just as many respondents indicated they were unsure or not excited).  

Regarding their local church’s willingness to try something new, 65% agreed in general (20% strongly 

agreed that this was true); 64% felt the same about their annual conference. In contrast, 44% of 

respondents were unsure or disagreed in general with this statement regarding the UMC as a 

denomination.  

When asked if the delegates’ annual conferences have a clear vision, goals, strategic plan, or direction 

for its ministry and mission, 56% said yes, and that they were strongly committed to upholding this; 34% 

were unaware of any goals or aware, but not fully committed to voting in regard to them. When asked 

about the UMC in general, 54% were either unsure of any specific goals or were not committed to them, 

if aware. 

Conclusion 
The 2016 General Conference of the United Methodist Church will be a stirring, engaging, and 

thoughtful time for the Church. We want to thank the delegates that completed the survey. We now 

have important insight into the minds and lives of the people that will help carry the UMC into the 

future. 

 

 

 


