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ABOUT THE RESEARCH BRIEF

Since the Whole Life Inventory was introduced in March 2016, it has reached 24 churches of varying 
sizes and denominations, and over 11,000 church members. The Whole Life Inventory is a survey 
instrument for churches to assess the health of their congregation and understand the needs 
of their families in the 5 Pillars — Faith, Identity, Relationships, Sexuality and Values. We are now 
forming a more in-depth understanding of how the family and the local Church complement each 
other in discipleship.
 
The Whole Life Research Brief 2018 is a snapshot review of the data collected in 2016 and 2017. 
This brief focuses on the profile and behaviours of teenagers in church, providing insight on 
how to effect positive change and enrich the spiritual lives of the young generation of believers.  

We thank and deeply appreciate our church partners for collaborating with us on the Whole Life 
Inventory and making these insights possible. We would also like to thank our volunteer, Dr Hanley 
Ho, for offering his time and expertise in statistical analysis.

This booklet is provided as an informational resource only. Use of this booklet by any person, 
group or organisation is not an endorsement of that person, group or organisation by Whole Life. 

This booklet may not be abridged or edited in any way, unless prior written permission is given 
from Whole Life (contact@wholelife.sg).
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STATE OF RELATIONSHIPS:
FAMILY AND CHURCH

Parents and churches play significant roles in the lives of teenagers. The majority of the 1,211 youths 
surveyed experienced positive healthy relationships within the family and church community. About 
two-thirds of youths said that they have a close relationship with their fathers, and more than 4 in 
5 are close to their mothers. Most youths also felt that their church is like a family and that they are 
able to talk to someone in church about their personal concerns or family problems.

* THE SUM OF PERCENTAGES MAY BE DIFFERENT DUE TO ROUNDING.

NOT AT ALL TRUE/SOMEWHAT NOT TRUE NEITHER SOMEWHAT TRUE/VERY TRUE

11% 14% 74%YOUTH

9% 13% 78%YOUNG
ADULTS

11% 16% 73%ADULTS

I FEEL THAT MY CHURCH IS LIKE A FAMILY

YOUTH 8% 85%7%

YOUNG
ADULTS 11% 78%10%

ADULTS 15% 71%14%

I HAVE A CLOSE RELATIONSHIP WITH MY MOTHER

YOUTH 13% 66%21%

YOUNG
ADULTS 19% 53%29%

ADULTS 23% 45%32%

I HAVE A CLOSE RELATIONSHIP WITH MY FATHER

YOUTH

79%9%12%YOUNG
ADULTS

19% 15% 66%ADULTS

12% 71%17%

I CAN TALK TO SOMEONE IN CHURCH ABOUT 
MY PERSONAL CONCERNS OR FAMILY PROBLEMS
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I SEE MY PARENTS’ RELATIONSHIP WITH GOD AS A 
ROLE MODEL FOR MY OWN RELATIONSHIP WITH GOD 

YOUTHS WITH CHRISTIAN PARENT(S)

Furthermore, among youths with Christian parents, many considered their father and mother to be 
their spiritual role models for their own relationship with God. These family and church ties form a 
healthy foundation on which to build a strong and vibrant faith in our next generation.

NEITHER

SOMEWHAT TRUE/VERY TRUE

MY MOTHER AS A ROLE MODELMY FATHER AS A ROLE MODEL

NEITHER

SOMEWHAT TRUE/VERY TRUE

NOT AT ALL TRUE/SOMEWHAT NOT TRUE

70%60% 15% 15%23% 17%

NOT AT ALL TRUE/SOMEWHAT NOT TRUE

Currently, 63% of youths surveyed said that they are being discipled in church, while only 38% of 
parents with young children or teenagers said the same. This suggests that there is room for the 
church to deepen relational discipleship with its members, especially parents.

CURRENTLY BEING DISCIPLED IN CHURCH
YOUTH

YOUNG ADULTS

ADULTS

PARENTS WITH YOUNG CHILDREN OR TEENAGERS

63% BEING DISCIPLED 
IN CHURCH 24% ARE NOT BUT

WANT TO BE

54% BEING DISCIPLED 
IN CHURCH 36% ARE NOT BUT

WANT TO BE

37% BEING DISCIPLED 
IN CHURCH 34% ARE NOT BUT

WANT TO BE

38% BEING DISCIPLED 
IN CHURCH 39% ARE NOT BUT

WANT TO BE

11%

13%

28%

23% DON’T WANT TO 
BE DISCIPLED

DON’T WANT TO 
BE DISCIPLED
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Although youths feel close to their parents, there is little mutual commitment to family faith practices 
in Christian homes. Youths and parents seldom read the Bible, and pray or worship together at 
home.

STRONG FOUNDATIONS,
WEAK PRACTICES

Parents, church leaders, and spiritual mentors contribute to strengthening teenagers’ faith when 
they actively and vulnerably share their faith experiences and challenges. The family and trusted 
members of the faith community also provide a safe environment for youths to express doubts 
and questions about faith and biblical values. However, it appears that we are currently are not 
maximising this opportunity to disciple youths at home. 

YOUTHS WITH CHRISTIAN PARENT(S)
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Parents and youths today also seem to have reservations about engaging in open and frank 
discussions on ‘hot button’ issues.

ONLY 3 IN 10 YOUTHS WILL TURN TO THEIR PARENTS
FOR HELP WHEN THEY’RE FACING A SEXUAL ISSUE.

 ONLY 1 IN 10 YOUTHS HAVE OPEN CONVERSATIONS 
ABOUT SEX AND SEXUALITY WITH THEIR FATHERS, 

AND ABOUT 1 IN 5 WITH THEIR MOTHERS.

AS A PARENT, I NEED SUPPORT FROM 
MY CHURCH IN THESE AREAS NOW:

PARENTS WITH 
YOUNG CHILDREN 

OR TEENAGERS (%)

DISCIPLINE AND BOUNDARIES 46

HELPING MY CHILD HANDLE STRESS AND EMOTIONS 41

TEACHING MY CHILD ABOUT SEX AND RELATIONSHIPS 36

MEDIA DISCERNMENT AND CONSUMPTION 35

PARENT-CHILD OR FAMILY BONDING 33

PREPARING MY CHILD FOR ADOLESCENCE 26

PREPARING MY TEENAGER FOR ADULTHOOD 25

HELPING MY CHILD HANDLE SELF-ESTEEM ISSUES 
AND BULLYING

25

*NOTE: SURVEY INCLUDED OTHER OPTIONS NOT LISTED, INCLUDING HELPING CHILDREN TRANSITION IN 

SCHOOL, FIRST-TIME PARENTING, CHILD LEARNING AND DEVELOPMENTAL DISABILITIES, AND OTHERS.

From the parents’ perspective, almost all parents with young children or teenagers said that they 
have a close relationship with their children. But over 80% of them also acknowledged that they 
need support from the church in one or more areas of parenting. Although many parents know 
how to bond with their children, they may feel less equipped to initiate conversations on life issues.
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LIFE IMPLICATIONS: HABITS AMONG 
TEENAGERS IN CHURCH

ADDICTIVE BEHAVIOURS TEENAGERS (%)

INTERNET OR GAMING ADDICTION 20

OVERSPENDING 17

SMOKING 2

EXCESSIVE DRINKING 1

AT LEAST ONE ISSUE 41

* NOTE: SURVEY INCLUDED OPTIONS NOT LISTED, INCLUDING DRUG ABUSE 
AND OTHERS.

The issue of negative habits among teenagers in church further illustrates the importance of 
intentional family and church discipleship.

WERE DEALING WITH ONE OR MORE NEGATIVE 
HABITS, FROM EXCESSIVE DRINKING TO 

INTERNET OR GAMING ADDICTION.

IN 2016 AND 2017, TWO IN FIVE 
TEENAGERS SURVEYED
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IMPORTANCE OF FAMILY AND FAITH AT HOME

There is evidence to support what parents and church leaders intuitively know: apart from personal 
faith practices, building strong parent-child relationships and regularly practising faith at home 
as a family serve to instil biblical values in children and equip them to guard against negative 
worldly influences.

Teenagers who were not facing negative habits in their life were more likely to be female and also 

PERSONAL, FAMILY, 
AND CHURCH FACTORS

AMONG TEENAGERS WHO ARE:

FACING 
NEGATIVE 
HABITS (%)

NOT FACING 
NEGATIVE 
HABITS (%)

IS MALE 49 42

READS THE BIBLE* 54 61

PRAYS OR WORSHIPS* 81 86

READS THE BIBLE WITH PARENTS* 10 15

PRAYS OR WORSHIPS WITH PARENTS* 18 28

FEELS CLOSE AND SATISFIED IN RELATIONSHIP WITH DAD 52 63

FEELS CLOSE AND SATISFIED IN RELATIONSHIP WITH MUM 69 77

CURRENTLY BEING DISCIPLED IN CHURCH 59 66

FEELS THAT THE CHURCH HAS HELPED TO PREPARE THEM 

FOR ENTERING TEENAGE LIFE
62 72

*AT LEAST ONCE A WEEK, APART FROM CHURCH
NOTE: DIFFERENCES BETWEEN THE TWO GROUPS FOR EVERY FACTOR IN THIS TABLE WERE FOUND TO BE 
STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT AT THE P<.05 LEVEL.

FEEL CLOSE AND SATISFIED IN THEIR RELATIONSHIPS WITH 

BOTH DAD AND MUM

PRAY OR WORSHIP WITH THEIR PARENTS AT LEAST ONCE 

A WEEK

READ OR STUDY THE BIBLE WITH THEIR PARENTS AT LEAST 

ONCE A WEEK
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IMPORTANCE OF RELATIONAL DISCIPLESHIP

At the same time, the church is the strategic partner of the family in the work of raising godly 
children. Discipleship remains the cornerstone to biblical living — teenagers who were being 
discipled in church and who were prepared by their church for entering teenage life were less likely 
to fall into negative lifestyle habits that are becoming increasingly common among youths today.

LIFE-TRANSFORMING DISCIPLESHIP MUST GO 
BEYOND MAINTAINING CHURCH ROUTINES AND 

SUPERFICIAL RELATIONSHIPS. 

Almost all teenagers surveyed attended worship services and most took part in small Bible study 
or prayer groups at least once a month. Many of them also felt that church is like a family and that 
they could talk to someone in church about their personal and family concerns. But teenagers who 
faced negative habits in their lives were no different in their church practices from those not dealing 
with negative habits, unlike in personal and family faith factors.

This suggests that many Christians can settle into a routine of church practices and attending 
programmes without actually being impacted by them. They can form social relationships in church 
that remain superficial rather than build them spiritually. There is a need to cultivate transparent 
and trusting relationships within the church that serve as a foundation for individuals to challenge 
and spur one another on to greater spiritual maturity.
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WHAT’S NEXT FOR FAMILY AND CHURCH

We went a step further to consider the impact of family relationships, personal and family faith 
practices, and church discipleship to determine which factors might be of greater importance for 
an individual’s spiritual well-being. The research shows that three aspects of family and church are 
especially significant for teenagers: 

So, while there is room for growth in other aspects of family and church, these are key areas of 
discipleship that should be prioritised by parents and church leaders. 

• Parents should pray more often with their young children and teenagers. Churches can 
help to encourage family discipleship and equip parents.

• Families and churches can devote more effort to build stronger family bonds, especially 
between fathers and children. 

• Church ministry should take a targeted approach in preparing older children and 
teenagers to understand and handle issues specific to teenage life.

PRAYING WITH THEIR 
PARENTS AT LEAST 

ONCE A WEEK

HAVING A CLOSE 
RELATIONSHIP 

WITH THEIR DAD

THE CHURCH 
PREPARING THEM 

FOR ADOLESCENCE
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ABOUT WHOLE LIFE

Whole Life was launched in 2015 as an approach to family discipleship in the 5 Pillars of Faith, 
Identity, Relationships, Sexuality and Values. Whole Life is designed using family research and 
expertise in working with families, while keeping in view local and global trends involving family 
and culture.
 

METHODOLOGY

Data was collected using an online survey platform, made available to participating churches with 
unique church access codes.

DEFINITION OF TERMS

GROUP
AGE RANGE 

(YEARS)
SAMPLE SIZE

YOUTHS 13 – 19 1,211

YOUTHS WITH CHRISTIAN PARENT(S) 13 – 19 1,028

TEENAGERS WITH NEGATIVE HABITS 13 – 19 1,166

PARENTS WITH YOUNG CHILDREN OR TEENAGERS 22 – 77 3,397

YOUNG ADULTS 20 – 35 4,109

ADULTS 36 – 89 5,924

HABITS AMONG TEENAGERS

A.  ANALYSIS

To present the findings in a manner that is easy to interpret, all personal, family and church factors 
were coded as binary variables. Responses to attitudinal items were initially collected on a five-
point scale (ranging from 1=Not at all true, to 5=Very true). Responses of 4 or 5 were subsequently 
recoded as 1, and those of 3 or lower were recoded as 0. The parent-child relationship item (i.e., 
“has a close relationship with dad (or mum)”) is a composite of two items on relationship closeness 
and satisfaction.

To identify factors associated with teenage habits, each factor was first analysed individually (i.e., 
univariate analysis), and differences in proportions between the habitual group and the non-
habitual group were compared. Statistical tests were used to determine if identified differences 
were statistically significant. Significant factors were further analysed simultaneously in a single 
statistical model (i.e., multivariate analysis) to determine their association with teenage habits, 
independent of one another.
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B.  STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS

As this is a cross-sectional survey, we can only identify factors associated with teenage habits, 
but we cannot conclude that these factors are causative in nature. For example, it may be that 
teenagers developed a habit first, which resulted in a poorer relationship with their dad, instead of 
them having a poor relationship with their dad that led to them picking up a habit. Nevertheless, 
the findings are supported by expert knowledge and evidence in other settings, and suggest that 
certain personal, family and church factors can be targeted to holistically manage the problem of 
teenage habits.

The responses may also be affected by selection bias (e.g., more enthusiastic or engaged church 
members might be more likely to take part in the survey, and be over-represented in the sample) 
or response bias (e.g., respondents providing what they feel are more “appropriate” answers for a 
churchgoing Christian).

Nevertheless, this study has strengths that lend weight to its conclusions. Questions were answered 
in a standardised format using the online Whole Life Inventory, hence eliminating any potential bias 
in answers from the interviewer process. The study also has a fairly large sample size of over 1,000 
responses from multiple churches of different denominations and traditions, hence increasing the 
generalisability of the results.

ABOUT WHOLE LIFE INVENTORY

The Whole Life Inventory is a multi-dimensional instrument designed for churches to assess and 
understand the health of their congregation in the 5 pillars — Faith, Identity, Relationships, Sexuality, 
and Values — that contribute toward thriving families in the Church.

HOW DOES THE INVENTORY WORK?

The online survey platform makes it easily accessible to your congregation. Members of participating  
churches are given a unique access code that allows them to take the inventory in their own time. 
A report  will be generated on key findings to be presented to your church. 

Contact us at inventory@wholelife.sg for more information. 

mailto:inventory@wholelife.sg

