
Jim’s Tool Box

Insights into Congregational Growth

This fall I have become aware of a free resource offered by the Alban Institute called the 
Congregational Resource Guide (CRG).   The CRG is fully funded through the Lilly 
Endowment.  According to their website, the CRG seeks to sift through the great amount 
of resources that area available to congregations.   The website describes their task this 
way:

The CRG is constantly sifting and mining these materials for those that 
demonstrate a high likelihood for usefulness in congregational life. With the 
assistance of our affiliate organization, the Indianapolis Center for Congregations 
in Indiana, the staff of the Alban Institute, and our board of advisors, we strive to 
point leaders to those materials that can assist them in aiding their congregation's 
efforts to become healthy bodies of worship and agents of transformation in the 
communities they exist.

You can find out more by going to the Congregational Resource Guide website by 
clicking HERE.  As the name implies, you will find ample resources listed there under 
several ministry topics.  Among the resources, I found a study FACTs on Growth.  This 
study is based on a sample based national survey of churches, synagogues, parishes, 
temples and mosques.  The study was conducted by the Hartford SeminaryÕs Institute for 
Religion Research.  You can download a copy of this seventeen-page study by clicking 
HERE.

However, for the purposes of this Tool Box article, I found a shorter article that highlights 
some of the finding in the 2000 study and the 2005 update of the study called Insights 
into: Congregational Growth.   Here are few highlights:

1. Congregations grow in locations where they find like-minded people.!
Not surprisingly, new suburban 
communities are especially favorable to 
growth of faith communities. Overall 
according to the study, location is less 
important today than it was 20 years ago.

2.Congregations that are growing have 
a clear sense of mission and a crisp 
organizational style that has a 
powerful, positive influence on the 
capacity of these congregations to 
attract and sustain new members.

3.Uplifting joyful worship and 
spiritual nurture make a genuine 
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contribution to congregational growth.
Protestant groups that have emphasized contemporary worship, rather than 
traditional forms, show a dramatic increase in their appeal to new members.

4. Congregations with a strong commitment to social justice and direct 
participation in community outreach ministries are more likely to be 
growing.

5. The more weekend worship services a congregation has, the more likely it is 
be a growing congregation.

6. The more a congregation has a plan for growth, the more participants are 
involved in recruiting new members, and the more ways of contacting 
visitors a congregation employs the greater the growth.

7.Having a congregational website is strongly 
related to growth.

8.Even though congregations can grow in every 
type of location, congregations in new suburbs 
are more likely to be growing than congregations 
in other locations.  Perhaps surprisingly, 
ÒdowntownÓ locations were the next most 
promising.

The summary of the study does point out that there 
are external factors (location, demographics, 
ethnicity, language, economic conditions, receptivity 
to religion, and so on) that do have a bearing on the 
situation of the congregation. In addition there are 
internal institutional factors that make a difference 

in the congregationÕs ability to attract new persons.  Factors such as the theological 
tradition, facilities, age and ageing of the congregation, the readiness of leadership to set 
and pursue vision, and purpose, a willingness to live with change, the capacity to start 
new activities, and openness to new people all have an impact on the congregationÕs 
ability to grow.

As the Insight document concludes, there is no Òmagic bulletÓ that will apply to all 
situations and circumstances for every congregation when it comes to growth.  No one 
formula fits all.  

However, here are some factors to keep in mind:

! Learn to ask hard questions.  Many congregational leaders find themselves in 
ÒpromotionalÓ mode.  It is important to adopt a diagnostic attitude that is not 



afraid to ask questions about participation attrition, effective programming, 
spiritual vitality and similar areas.

! Be purposeful.  Congregations rarely grow unless there is vision and purpose that 
is held only by the leadership, but also by the membership.

! New groups for new people.  Instead of expecting new persons to join with 
existing groups, start new groups that meet peopleÕs needs.

! Take a hard look at your weekend worship.  Such elements as a warm 
welcome, joyfulness, laughter, informality, and contemporary music can help 
many visitors to return for subsequent visits.  However, remember that folks are 
not likely to come back if the message does not engage them and capture their 
attention.

! Your members are your best promoters.  The single best and most effective 
way to bring in new people is to have your participants invite them and bring 
them.

There are not many surprises in these findings.  I think most of us have heard most of 
these things before.  However, it does reinforce the truth that if your congregation is 
going to grow, it depends on a number of factors.  Some you do not control (your 
location) but others you do (the hospitality offered, the quality and style of the worship 
service and the message).

What is your congregation doing to address these issues?   As a pastor how are you 
casting a vision and seeking to lead the folks in your congregation around these matters?  
If you are a lay person in your church, how are you engaged in a ministry area that 
focuses on some of these issues?

The kinds of qualities and factors described in this study do not happen by chance or on 
their own.  Hard work and effort are required by local church leaders Ð both lay and 
clergy to make these things happen so that the stage can be set for a congregation to 
experience numerical growth.

Click HERE to download a copy of the Insights Into: Congregation Growth paper.  
There are suggestions in the paper for ways to use the Insights document in your 
congregation.
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