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Saint Sebastian Parish Survey Results 
September 2019 

Dear Parishioners,  
In the fall of 2018 St. Sebastian leadership worked with CARA (Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate) to 
develop questions for a parish survey.  CARA is the leading national organization for the confidential appraisal of 
Catholic parishes.  The purpose of conducting a survey is to fully understand the needs and experiences of 
parishioners and to measure how the St. Sebastian parish is fulfilling its mission.  464 parishioners completed 
the survey in January and the input was sent to CARA.  This represents about 37% of parishioners that attend 
mass on the weekends. The results have been received and recently reviewed by Msgr, parish staff and the 
Pastoral Council.  The survey results are available in their entirety on the parish website.   
 

With sixty pages of survey data, compiled in different ways, CARA’s report is not an easy read.  CARA also 
provided an executive summary of the data which is included below with additional comments by parish 
leadership.  The parish community is invited to review the survey results and the comments of parish leadership 
underlined below and see how they relate to the survey, our parish strategies, and future plans.   
 
CARA Executive Summary 
Please refer to the CARA Executive Summary document for more specific details.  When reviewing the executive 
summary and raw survey data, keep in mind that the survey was only offered to parishioners over the age of 16.  
 

The summary describes the key findings in these major categories: 
 

Demographics of the parish 
86% of parishioners surveyed are married or remarried.  The most common generation of survey 
respondents at St Sebastian is the “Vatican II generation”. The average age of surveyed parishioners is 
56, but 35% have at least one child or stepchild under 18 living with them.  The parish has a strong 
foundation of age and a wealth of children and young families.  The number of children of the surveyed 
parishioners alone is over 160.  54% of parishioners reported being employed while 39% were retired or 
semi-retired.   
While all who were surveyed showed a higher average age, the reality of the Mass attendance and 
ministry involvement shows a significant percentage of younger families and children. Keep in mind, 
2/3rds of the parish did not take the survey. 
 

Religious characteristics of the respondents 
Average attendance at St Sebastian is 15 years with over half having attended 10 years or more.  95% of 
surveyed parishioners say St Sebastian is their primary place of worship and they are registered.  3% said 
they attend regularly but are not registered. 
People that come to church regularly are registered.  People that come less frequently are not.  Based 
on observed attendance for weekend masses, about 20% of attendees are not registered. 

 
CARA measures seven elements of parish life including: community, worship, leadership, faith formation, 
stewardship, social justice, and evangelization.  The following survey results relate to these topics. 
 

Assessment of parish life and needs 
The St Sebastian mission: “St Sebastian celebrates our Roman Catholic faith and its traditions through 
worship, fellowship, and ministries.  We will reach out and welcome all, so that they may see the light of 
Christ in us.”   99.8% of respondents gave a “good” or “excellent” rating for St Sebastian parish life 
overall, while 99% believe the parish at least “somewhat” accomplishes its mission.  80% strongly 
believe the parish accomplishes its mission.  Parishioners are most attracted to the parish because of: 
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sense of community (96%), quality of the homilies (93%), liturgy experience (88%), open welcoming 
spirit (80%), and sense of belonging (77%).   A reasonable conclusion: people attending Mass feel 
welcomed and at ease with those around them and also receive what they are seeking from the liturgy.   
Slightly less effective are the ways in which parishioners are asked to participate and the communication 
methods used.  56% gave an “excellent” rating to being invited to participate in parish life.  While the 
Sunday bulletin is considered “very effective” by 82% of parishioners, only 46% say the parish website 
and myParish phone app are as effective.  With the combination of technical advancement, immediate 
desire for information and younger tech savvy generations in the parish, the need for improving the 
access to parish information is evident.  Overall, the assessment of parish life is outstanding! 

 
Leadership of the parish 

The pastor’s leadership was rated as “excellent” by 93% of parishioners.  87% said they “strongly agree” 
with being comfortable talking with the pastor.  94% rate the vision provided by parish leaders as 
positive with 56% saying it is “excellent”.   83% said the parish office staff are friendly and 64% strongly 
agree that the staff (both paid and volunteer) is qualified and sufficient to meet parish needs. 75% rated 
financial management of the parish as “excellent”.  50% said consultation with parishioners before 
making important decisions was “excellent”. 49% “strongly agreed” that parishioners are encouraged to 
become involved in decision making.  Monsignor Duncan and the leadership of the parish are recognized 
as a key strength.  It is also recognized that attracting more parishioners to involvement in planning, 
decisions and leadership is critical to securing the future of the parish. 
 

Worship 
78 % of parishioners surveyed attend Mass at least once a week with 19% attending almost every week. 
Of those attending, 95% of the oldest generation attends once a week, while 56% of the youngest 
generation attends once a week.  The Mass and liturgical experiences are positive for 99 of respondents 
with 86% rating them “excellent”.  77% said the feeling of hospitality and welcoming was “excellent”. 
83% “strongly agree” they felt closer to God after Mass. 77% said the music was “excellent” with 71% 
for choirs and 64% for cantors.   
 

When most parishioners come to Mass they said they connected with the pastor, the liturgy, and the 
music. As mentioned earlier, they also feel the resident hospitality and ease at which they can enter the 
parish and participate.  The welcoming worship experience of the parish Mass is another strength that 
must be sustained.  The challenge is to take this welcoming attraction and apply it to other ministries, 
activities, and needs within the parish. 

 
Formation 

96% surveyed gave a positive rating to educating parishioners in the faith, with 66% saying it is 
“excellent”. Fostering spiritual growth received an “excellent” rating by 56%.  Religious education for 
children rated “excellent” by 72% and 65% “excellent” for youth ministry.  28% of adults have attended 
faith formation at the parish.  Adult faith formation was rated “excellent” by 57% of parishioners. 
 

Time constraints in today’s world can leave little time for faith formation.  Once involved in this ministry, 
parishioners find the experience effective.  The challenge becomes, how to offer ways to be involved 
while balancing other priorities and personal choices. 
 

Stewardship 
95% of surveyed parishioners agree “somewhat” that they understand the concept of stewardship, with 
72% “agreeing strongly” that they understand.  94% say they are positively encouraged to share their 
time and talent and treasure with the parish.  61% say the efforts to encourage stewardship are 
“excellent”.  Conversely the survey asked what parishioners face that impede their ability “very much” 
to offer stewardship gifts.  53% said “I don’t have time”.  37% said “I already volunteer as much as I 
would like”.  67% said they “somewhat” or “strongly agree” to want to volunteer more for the parish.  
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71% said their current financial status or debts “strongly” or “very much” keeps them from contributing 
more financially to the parish. 
 

The survey shows that a good understanding of stewardship exists in the parish.  It also shows there are 
many things wrestling for parishioners’ time, finances and involvement.  Widespread stewardship in a 
successful and growing parish is paramount to its longevity.  The parish life section of the survey shows 
the appreciation parishioners have for the environment that has been created at St Sebastian.  In order 
to sustain this environment during this blessing of growth, we need the commitment of stewardship by 
many more of our parishioners.  The survey shows parishioners have recognized the enjoyment of our 
parish life.  Now we must challenge each other to step up and support the work of the parish through  
new or re-committed stewardship! 

 
Evangelization and parish outreach 

Outreach to all is stated in the mission of St Sebastian.  There are those that need our help and those 
who may be suffering or lost and are reluctant to seek or ask for help.  88% of parishioners gave a 
“positive” rating for efforts to spread the Gospel and evangelize.  44% said these efforts were 
“excellent”.  Outreach and support for those in need was seen as positive by 93%, with 55% rating it 
“excellent”.  Parishioners were asked to evaluate parish outreach to various groups and responded 
“excellent” as follows: 
Outreach to the grieving 66% 
To children   63% 
To families   62% 
To teens   58% 
To the unchurched  27% 
To inactive Catholics  26% 
 

The survey shows that the St Sebastian family understands the need for this ministry and desires to fulfil 
it faithfully.  The reality is also shown in the results above.  As the various other ministries are 
prioritized, we must decide how to best address this important part of our mission.  

 
 

The survey confirms many very positive feelings about parish life and the many ministries offered at St. 
Sebastian.  It also points out opportunities for improvement, and those items will be the focus of the coming 
year as described below.  To read the CARA Executive Summary and other survey raw data, please go to the 
parish website and click on the tab for the Parish Survey. 
 
 

Comparing our parish to other parishes across the nation 
Before moving on to discussing next steps and how the parish family can participate, the table below compares 
the St Sebastian survey results to the CARA National Database of Parish Life.  Ratings shown indicate “good” and 
“excellent” combined responses.  Differences of 10 percentage points are considered meaningful. 
   

           Favorable/Unfavorable 
Categories                  St. Sebastian      National Average           to National Ave 
Masses and liturgies in general    99%      94%   favorable  
Efforts to educate parishioners in the faith  96      91   favorable  
Sense of community within the parish   96      87   favorable  
Encouragement to share time, talent & treasure  94      91   favorable  
Vision provided by parish leaders   94      90   favorable  
Spreading the Gospel/evangelizing   88      88      same  
Social activities      92      72   favorable  
Hospitality and sense of welcome   97      85   favorable 
  

The survey data shows St Sebastian is above the national average of parishes in almost all categories. 
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Comparing St Sebastian survey findings to Strategic Plan focus items 
The St Sebastian strategic plan was updated in early 2018. One of the planning tools used was the SWOT analysis 
(strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats).  The SWOT identified the same strengths found in the 
survey results.  The SWOT process also acknowledged weaknesses, some of which have been addressed.  The 
summary below shows a good correlation between the plans of the parish and the results of the survey.   
 
Survey Results    St Sebastian Strategic Plan SWOT items  
Strong parish community  A welcoming parish, diverse ages, little ethnic diversity, great youth  

programs, nice facilities, many parishioners not registered, very mobile, 
rapid growth of parish and area. 

      
Strong worship & liturgy  Msgr Duncan, strong liturgical experience, priest succession a concern. 
 
Confidence in Leadership  Added staff, aging staff, ongoing need for more volunteers, strong  

financial leadership, suggested the parish survey, pursue better 
communication methods, more transparency of programs and 
decisions. 

 
Established Faith Formation   Counteract the decline of structured worship, use media to enhance  

program reach and offset time constraints, could be an even stronger 
ministry for our parish given the welcoming community.  

 
Stewardship is challenging 34% of parishioners donate financially to the parish, about 20% of 

parishioners volunteer for ministries, need a strong push for time and 
especially treasure stewardship considering the growth of the parish.  

 
Social Justice actions   Communicate fundamental Catholic beliefs, take part in support for 

Catholic initiatives and causes. Some social activism. 
 
Evangelization in need   Need stronger outreach to adult/single and young families, suggest  

current parishioners recruit others-inactive Catholics and unchurched. 
Have a formal welcome lunch event, collaborate with other parishes to  
combine outreach ministries. 

 
With a strong correlation between the strategic plan elements and the results of the survey, we can now move 
forward with parishioners to develop priorities and action plans to address the identified needs. 
 
Next Steps  
Two important elements of a successful parish are transparency and involvement.  If everyone knows what the 
challenges are and the plans to address them, and then all participate, we will achieve our objectives.  After 
reviewing all of the “need to improve” items above from the survey and the strategic plan, parish leadership has 
selected these three top priorities: 
 
 

1. STEWARDSHIP  More volunteers for more activities. Greater participation in financial giving,  
aligning stewardship participation with parish growth. 

 

2. COMMUNITY/FELLOWSHIP  Invite friends to church, anchoring parishioners to St Sebastian, creating shared  
          experiences, building on what we have. 

 

3. EVANGELIZATION  Reaching out to inactive Catholics, the unchurched, underserved groups,  
develop new communication methods. 
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With the top priorities from the survey and the Strategic Plan identified, it is evident that many more 
parishioners will have to be engaged in some way.  We welcome everyone’s input and ideas for our next steps.  
Gathering input, such as with the survey, is time consuming and difficult.   We believe a face to face “town hall” 
style meeting is the best way to talk about these issues and gather input from parishioners. 
 

Three meetings will be held, one for each of the three topics above.  All parishioners are invited to attend. 
 

Tentative town hall meeting dates: 

STEWARDSHIP    October 17 

COMMUNITY/FELLOWSHIP  November 21 

EVANGELIZATION  January 23 
 

Parishioners may also be invited by one of the staff members or Monsignor in an effort to achieve broad input 
as to the best ways to achieve our mission and goals. 
 

Please watch the bulletin, website, myParish app, tweets and emails from staff members for more information.  
If you participated in the survey – THANK YOU for helping to achieve the mission of St Sebastian Catholic Church.  
 

 


