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The following report represents a brief statistical overview of the interview data collected 

through the Toward Vitality Research Project, funded by the various agencies of The 

United Methodist Church. First, the data analysis methods are described, with particular 

attention to the project sample, the qualitative research and analytic methods used, and 

the conversion of these data to quantitative figures. Second, a descriptive overview is 

provided that details the frequency at which certain key themes and topics were 

highlighted in the project’s interview process. Following this descriptive overview, 

bivariate analyses detail the degree to which certain of these themes and topics appear to 

be correlated, with some tentative explanation for why these correlations appear in the 

data. 

 

Methods 

The primary methods of data collection for the Toward Vitality Research Project were 

qualitative, consisting of one-on-one interviews with church pastors and focus group 

interviews with pastors, staff, and laity. 158 interviews have been completed and 

analyzed, representing congregations from various sizes, ethnicities, and regions within 

the United States. 

 

As illustrated in table 1, the project sample represents a wide regional distribution of 

congregations across the United States, with heaviest focus in the South Central region 

and lightest focus in the Southeastern region (the last region covered in this project). 

 

Table 1. Regional Distribution of Congregations 

Jurisdiction Number of Congregations Percentage of Total 

North Central 34 21.5 

Northeastern 38 24.1 

South Central 46 29.1 

Southeastern 18 11.4 

Western 22 13.9 

Totals 158 100.0 
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 Next, as shown in table 2, there was a normal distribution of congregation sizes 

represented in our sample, with most of the congregations falling in the size category 

“Medium.” 

 

Table 2. Size Distribution of Congregations 

Size Number of Congregations Percentage of Total 

Small (<100 members) 48 30.4 

Medium (100–350 members) 69 43.7 

Large (350+ members) 40 25.3 

Totals 158 100.0 

 

 

Finally, as represented in table 3, the ethnic distribution of our sample leaned heavily 

toward congregations described primarily as Caucasian, with African American and 

multicultural congregations represented only in small numbers. This distribution may 

indicate promising avenues for extending this study into a more ethnically diverse sample 

of congregations across the United States. 

 

Table 3. Ethnic Distribution of Congregations 

Ethnicity Number of Congregations Percentage of Total 

Caucasian 149 94.3 

African American 8 5.1 

Multicultural 1 0.6 

Totals 158 100.0 

 

 

Working with the congregations represented in the distributions above, a research team of 

six members conducted in person, phone, and Skype interviews with members of each of 

the congregations. Each interview covered a range of topics related to congregation 

change, obstacles to change, resources, and leadership (as discussed in the full project 

report). Team members recorded extensive notes during each of these interviews. These 

notes were subsequently shared with interviewees to check for accuracy and allow for 

needed revisions, and were then stored in a secure online database.  

 

Regular team meetings throughout the data collection process allowed for frequent 

discussion of interview findings and common themes that were emerging across each of 

the interviews. These meetings, along with in-depth, line-by-line reading of each 

interview, resulted in a list of common and important themes and topics agreed upon 

early in the interview process that would guide the reading and analysis of subsequent 

interviews conducted over the remainder of the project.  

 

From this list of common themes and topics, a coding checklist of thirty-seven different 

items was created that allowed for the quantification of each of the 158 interviews in the 

SPSS quantitative data analysis system. Each interview was coded according to whether 

it contained explicit discussion of the items included on the coding checklist. For 

example, an interview received a positive check for the item “Finances” if interview 

participants explicitly discussed limits in or concerns over finances as an obstacle to 
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change in the congregation. This was done for each of the thirty-seven checklist items 

across each of the 158 interviews. This resulted in a set of thirty-seven “dummy” 

variables in the SPSS data analysis system that allowed for quantitative analyses of the 

interview data, as represented in the overview below. 

 

Descriptive Overview 

Table 4 provides an overview of the 37 coding items used in the interview quantification 

process, and the frequency with which they were explicitly discussed by project 

interviewees. While a richer discussion of these findings is provided in the full project 

report, space will not permit a discussion of each individual item. However, several 

highlighted items will be discussed here briefly.  

 

 

Table 4. Category Distribution 

Category Number of Congregations Percentage of Congregations 

Loss 38 24.1 

Willing Loss 10 6.3 

Member Growth 70 44.3 

Inward/Outward Focus 76 48.1 

Community Service 149 94.3 

Prayer 127 80.4 

Bible 66 41.8 

Disciple 87 55.1 

Focus on God 18 11.4 

Spiritual Gifts 37 21.5 

Evangelism 34 21.5 

Visioning Process 125 79.1 

Consulting/Coaching 47 29.7 

Empowerment 127 80.4 

Distributive Leadership 76 48.1 

Lay Leadership 129 81.6 

Pastor Influence 78 49.4 

New Pastor Influence 87 55.1 

Split Services 67 42.4 

Facilities 62 39.2 

Building Project 73 46.2 

Openness 115 72.8 

Fear 54 34.2 

Risk 16 10.1 

Change 83 52.5 

Finances 63 39.9 

Tithing 47 29.7 

Old and Young 45 28.5 

Comfort/Entrenched 88 55.7 

Everyone Included 37 23.4 

United Methodist Resources 90 57.0 

Other Resources 88 55.7 
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Small Groups 88 55.7 

Technology 36 22.8 

Multiple/Merged Churches 19 12.0 

Youth/Children Focus 73 46.2 

Committee Structure 61 38.6 

   

 

First, looking at membership trends among these congregations, it is interesting to note 

the number of congregations (44.3%) that explicitly discussed gaining members as a 

result of their recent processes of change. While a high percentage of congregations 

appeared to be growing, this number also indicates, perhaps, that “vitality” cannot be 

measured exclusively by numeric growth. The majority of congregations never discussed 

growth as an important dimension or outcome of the change process and, indeed, a 

number of congregations (24.1%) discussed losing members as a result of recent changes.    

 

The vast majority of congregations (79.1%) discussed undergoing some form of visioning 

through their recent processes of change, though “vision” was understood differently 

across our sample (e.g. formal visioning with a consultant, loosely defined vision not 

explicitly discussed within the congregation). While one of our interview questions asks 

interviewees directly if visioning was occurring in their congregation—potentially 

skewing this number higher than it otherwise would have been—interviewees did not shy 

away from admitting to having no current visioning process, or to having no existing 

vision or mission statement, suggesting the accuracy of this percentage and the high 

degree of visioning occurring within these vital congregations. 

 

One of the most common themes to emerge from our project was the role of laity in 

driving the change processes in these congregations. Beyond the influential role of the 

pastor, laypeople in leadership are working in these congregations to create new 

ministries, influence the congregations’ sense of vision and mission, and assume other 

forms of leadership. This trend is reflected in the number of congregations reporting 

practices of laity empowerment by pastors and staff (80.4%), distributive leadership in 

which pastors are actively delegating and sharing key responsibilities with others 

(48.1%), and the general sense of lay leadership occurring within these congregations 

(81.6%). This trend is also loosely reflected in the high percentage of churches reporting 

the use of small groups as a means of forming community and encouraging discipleship 

(55.7%). Many churches understood these small groups as offering additional 

opportunities for laity to become more actively involved in the life of the church. 

 

Another frequently occurring theme across congregations is what can best be described as 

a sense of “openness” congregations discovered through the processes of change 

(72.8%). For many congregations, “openness” is understood as a wider opening of the 

church’s doors to allow a greater diversity of members to spill into the church from the 

surrounding community, whether that diversity is understood in terms of socioeconomic 

background, ethnicity, theological views, or sexuality/sexual orientation. Other 

congregations discussed “openness” in a more general sense, as more inviting and 

welcoming to the surrounding community, and moving beyond an insulated approach to 

doing church. 
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When discussing the obstacles they encountered during their recent changes, most 

congregations mentioned either anxiety over change and the acknowledgment that people 

generally do not like to change (52.5%), or a sense of entrenchment or feeling 

comfortable with the status quo (55.7%), though these two concepts at times overlapped. 

Individuals in these congregations, when faced with changes in church focus or direction, 

resisted most frequently out of this general sense of wanting to remain the same and 

discomfort with difficult processes of change.  

 

Finally, when asked about specific resources that have been particularly helpful in 

guiding them through change, interviewees cited non–United Methodist resources 

(55.7%) almost as frequently as they cited United Methodist resources (57.0%). While 

widely cited resources such as the DISCIPLE Bible Study series and The Five Practices 

of Fruitful Congregations demonstrated an enduring dependence on resources provided 

by The United Methodist Church, a high number of churches are seeking help from non–

United Methodist resources such as the Purpose Driven series and resources provided 

through Willow Creek.  Both Igniting Ministries and Re-Think Church resources from 

United Methodist Communication were cited as helpful in both marketing and 

welcoming ministries. 

 

Bivariate Analysis 

In conducting bivariate analyses of the thematic categories above, several positive and 

negative correlations between categories emerged. In a positive correlation an increase in 

one category is associated with an increase in another category. The opposite is true for a 

negative correlation—an increase in one category is associated with a decrease in another 

category. These correlations should not be confused with causation, however. In other 

words, at this stage in the research process we can only speculate as to why correlations 

exist between certain categories, lacking the necessary experimental data needed to 

determine true cause-and-effect. It should also be noted that, while the correlations below 

are statistically significant, few of them are considerably strong by most standards, 

suggesting the need for further research to fully explore these relationships.   

 

Loss and Change. The statistically significant association between feelings of anxiety 

over change and the reported loss of congregation members, as supported by qualitative 

evidence from our interviews, appears to suggest that congregation members are most 

likely to leave when they feel a greater resistance to change currently taking place within 

the congregation. The only other variable significantly associated with the loss of 

members, pastor influence, may further suggest that when pastor influence is more 

pronounced, perhaps even at the expense of laity influence, church members possess less 

sense of control or influence over what they perceive as troubling changes taking place in 

the church and are therefore more likely to leave. 

 

Prayer and Fear. The fact that a focus on prayer is significantly associated with feelings 

of fear among members of the congregation could indicate that as church members feel 

more fearful in light of current circumstances or uncertain future outcomes, they are more 

prone to turn to prayer as a way of coping with that fear and uncertainty. This correlation 

is supported by our interview data, as a number of interviewees reported turning to prayer 

when they had nowhere else to turn, or when they felt anxious or uncertain about changes 

taking place within their church.  
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Openness and Facilities. When congregations discussed discovering a sense of 

“openness” through their processes of change (see the discussion above on “openness”), 

they were also more likely to discuss the use of their building or facilities as an important 

component of the change process. This connection between openness and church 

facilities was perhaps most often manifested in stories from congregations who were 

increasingly using their building as a sort of community center, a physical space to which 

they were able to invite their surrounding community to participate in meals, community 

performances, and other events that allowed for the crossing of religious boundaries and 

the building of communal relationships.  

 

Building and Fear and Finances. Congregations that had recently undertaken a new 

building project, or had undertaken significant building or remodeling projects within 

their existing building, were also more likely to encounter feelings of fear and anxiety 

over finances. This would seem to suggest building-related projects or initiatives as 

especially sensitive and conflict-ridden areas of activity for congregations, and therefore 

areas in need of considerably more attention and resources for leadership and 

management, as these projects or initiatives often entail the most risk and the most 

financial investment for congregations.  

 

Openness and Change. The significant positive association between a discovered sense of 

“openness” on the one hand and anxiety over change among congregation members on 

the other may indicate that as congregations begin to welcome greater diversity among 

their members, existing members begin to experience more anxiety about the 

demographic shifts taking place within their congregation and about the increasingly 

diverse types of people joining them in the pews.  

 

This phenomenon is perhaps best illustrated in the most statistically significant 

correlation found in our dataset: the positive association between feelings of anxiety 

over change and discussion about age differences within the congregation. As 

congregations begin to attract younger members and families from the community, 

older members begin to experience anxiety over these demographic changes, 

perhaps as a feeling of loss of control or power to new, younger members. These 

conclusions are supported by stories across many of our interviews.  

 

Fear and Change. In relation to the previous point, congregations that encounter feelings 

of anxiety over change are also more likely to experience fear. Arguably, fear and change 

are concepts that are closely related, as anxiety over change may be animated by certain 

identifiable fears. Anxiety over change among older church members, for example, may 

be animated by fear of the unknown, or fear of loss of control to younger members. 

While these two concepts should remain distinct, each may help inform us of the origins 

of the other.   

 

Vision and Change and Old/Young. To conclude our bivariate analysis, it is important to 

highlight our finding that congregations actively engaged in some form of visioning 

process are less likely to experience feelings of anxiety over change and discussion/issues 

related to age differences in the congregation. Again, conclusions we draw from these 

results are at best speculative. We might imagine, however, that congregations working 
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together to explicitly form a common identity, purpose, and direction for the future, often 

with active participation from both leadership and laity (see the full report for further 

discussion on this), would be more likely to experience greater buy in to changes from a 

larger proportion of their members, and engender in their members a greater sense of 

confidence and peace about the direction in which their congregations are heading.  

 

Report by Mark M. McCormack 
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