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U.S. Congregational Life Survey

 Wave 1:  April 2001

 Wave 2:  Fall 2008 and Spring 2009

 Funded by Lilly Endowment, Louisville 

Institute, PC(USA)

 Based on prior research in Australia and 

New Zealand



What Makes the US CLS Unique?

 Includes random sample of congregations

 All worshipers complete survey

 Survey distributed in worship

 Provides resources for congregations

 Provides benchmarks for comparison



Four Surveys

 Attendee Survey

 Congregational Profile

 Leader Survey

 Associate Leader Survey (new in Wave 2)



Declining Worship Attendance

Are worshipers attending 

less often?



GSS Trends: U.S. population
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Gallup Trends: U.S. population
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Declining Worship Attendance

 Wave 1 vs. Wave 2

 Worshiper level analyses

 Excluding visitors

 Q: How often do you go to worship services 

at this congregation?

 Weekly: “Usually every week” or “more than 

once a week”
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Caveats

 Bias of self-reported attendance—upward 

inflation

 Bias of an in-worship survey—frequent 

attendees are more likely to have 

participated

 Large sample sizes make every difference 

statistically significant



Who Worships Weekly?

 How do weekly worshipers compare to those 

who attend less often?

 Demographics

 Participation in the congregation

 Experiences in the congregation

 Miscellaneous factors



Demographics
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Participation in the Congregation
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Experiences at Church
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Other Factors
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Predicting Attendance Declines

 Congregational level analyses

 Congregations that participated in Wave 1 

and Wave 2 (n=107)

 What types of congregations experienced 

increases or decreases in the percent of 

worshipers attending weekly or more often?



Dependent Variable

 DV: % attending weekly 2008 - % attending 

weekly 2001

 Negative values indicate declines in % 

attending worship weekly

 Positive values indicate increases in % 

attending worship weekly



Dependent Variable

 107 congregations participating both times

Change in % of worshipers attending on a 

weekly basis:

Decline of 3% pts. or more 43%

Relatively stable 30%

Increase of 3% pts. or more 27%



Beta Sign.

% female .090

% 45 years of age or older .152

% employed .171

% college educated .097

% married .548 **

% attend with spouse -.333

% with children at home -.007

Faith Group (Catholic) -.120

Size (attendance in 2000) -.292 *

2001 Demographics:  Adjusted R2 = .206***



2001 Participation:  Adjusted R2 = .422***

Beta Sign.

% holding leadership positions -.438 **

% involved in small groups -.202

% involved in decision making .404 *

% give 5% or more -.165

% attending more than 5 years .267 **

% involved in community service -.441 ***

% member of congregation -.046

Faith Group (Catholic) -.267 *

Size (attendance in 2000) -.390 **



2001 Experiences:  Adjusted R2 = .126**

Beta Sign.

% worship helps with everyday life .270

% grew in faith through church .050

% spiritual needs being met here -.356 **

% strong sense of belonging -.140

% experience God in worship -.299

% experience joy in worship .189

% experience boredom in worship .179

Faith Group (Catholic) -.006

Size (attendance in 2000) -.255



Congregational Strengths

 Growing Spiritually

 Meaningful Worship

 Participating in the Congregation

 Sense of Belonging

 Caring for Children and Youth

 Focusing on the Community

 Sharing Faith

 Welcoming New People

 Empowering Leadership

 Looking to the Future



2001 Strengths:  Adjusted R2 = .403***
Beta Sign.

Growing Spiritually .211

Meaningful Worship -.483

Participating in the Congregation -.933 ***

Sense of Belonging -.091

Caring for Children and Youth -.091

Sharing Faith .391

Welcoming New People -.148

Focusing on the Community -.415 **

Empowering Leadership .284

Looking to the Future -.039

Faith Group (Catholic) -.416 **

Size (attendance in 2000) -.362 **

Church growth 1997 to 2001 .162



2001-2008 Strength Changes
Median 

Change

Mean 

Change
Sign.

Growing Spiritually -.55 .15

Meaningful Worship .41 .37

Participating in the Congregation .91 1.40

Sense of Belonging -5.48 -4.39 ***

Caring for Children and Youth 2.95 2.62

Sharing Faith 2.68 2.90 ***

Welcoming New People -1.22 -1.98

Focusing on the Community 3.59 4.57 ***

Empowering Leadership -5.54 -6.47 ***

Looking to the Future -1.50 -2.81 *



2001-2008 Strength Change:  Adjusted R2 = .366***
Beta Sign.

Growing Spiritually .187

Meaningful Worship .150

Participating in the Congregation .317 **

Sense of Belonging -.178

Caring for Children and Youth .060

Sharing Faith .319 **

Welcoming New People .281 **

Focusing on the Community .071

Empowering Leadership -.386 **

Looking to the Future .150

Faith Group (Catholic) -.045

Size (attendance in 2000) -.294 *

Attendance growth 1997 to 2001 -.051



Overview of Regressions

Adjusted

R2
Sign.

Demographic variables (7) .206 ***

Participation variables (7) .422 ***

Experience variables (7) .126 **

2001 Strengths (10) .403 ***

2001-2008 Strength Change (10) .366 ***

Dependent variable: 

% attending weekly 2008 - % attending 

weekly 2001
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