Report on the available statistics on St Johns

1. I offered to pull together the statistics I have available on the trends in the average Sunday attendance (ASA) at St Johns using the official statistics collected by the national church. As always, the bare statistics need to be placed in context for them to be understood, and where possible I have tried to provide the relevant context.

2. The trend of attendance at St Johns since 1949 is shown in this graph. Basically the pattern is like a game of two halves. Up to the mid-1970s attendance rises and falls around a level of about 500 ASA. After the mid-1970s the effect of the “walkout” is clear, and it takes about a decade for attendance to stabilise around the 175 mark from about 1992 onwards. There is little sign of any trend since that date though there may be a rising trend towards growth in the most recent few years.
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Note: The national church did not collect ASA in the two missing years, and the 1975 and 1999 attendances seems unduly high and probably reflects some special services in June of those two years.

3. There are two main factors behind the trends. First, St Johns follows the general national trend away from church attendance. Over time St Johns has closely followed the overall Presbyterian trend with the exception of  between 1969 to 1975. Its rapid decline in the period the late 1970s could be seen as a readjustment back to the overall trend. The increase of the period since 2000 is also moving against the national trend.[image: image2.emf]Trend of adult attendance at St Johns compared to the national church
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Note: To make the comparison easy, 1960 has been set to 100 for both sets of numbers and then the other years scaled to be comparable to this.

Perhaps a clearer way to see this is to take the proportion of the overall New Zealand Presbyterian attendance that happens at St Johns. Over the period since 1949 St Johns has tended to be at about 0.5 percent of the Presbyterian ASA. However, in the early 1970s and again now our contribution has increased significantly.
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Note: The graph shows that in 1949 St Johns was 0.5% of all Presbyterians in church and we peaked at 0.94% in 1975.

4. The second factor of significance, and the one that explains the apparent levels shift in the mid-1970s, is the number of children and young people attending worship. As is clear from the light parts of the first graph, while the church stabilised its numbers after the split of the mid-1970s, it has never regained the level of young people that it had before that time.
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Note: This shows the average number of children and youth in church in June of each year. The 1999 statistics are high for all agegroups (perhaps we had some special event). The 2005 youth statistics seem to be a data error. 

National trends and their implications

5.  An analysis of trends across all the parishes in the Presbyterian Church suggests that St Johns actually has been unusual in its pattern of stability since the early 1990s. The earlier pre-1975 pattern of rises and falls is a far more typical, though such a pattern can be around a rising or falling trend. (Often the rises and falls can be associated with vacancies, but this is not clear in St Johns case.) What is clear from the national statistics is that a congregations’ growth over one decade is no guarantee of continued growth, and neither is loss a guarantee of continued loss. The following graph was prepared for different report, but it illustrates what actually happened to parishes over the two periods 1981/95 and 1995/2004. It grouped all the parishes into groups by their attendance record over the first period (1991-1995) where declining meant falling by more than 30%, and increasing meant growing by more than 30%, and then looked at what happened in the next decade (1995-2004). If you look at the parishes that had been growing, almost 60% of them declined in the second period. Less than 10% continued on their path of growth. On the other hand, nearly 20% of the previously declining parishes grew in the second period, and only about 42% continued to shrink. This suggests that the most likely outcome is for a growing parish in the early period is decline, and parish most likely to grow is the one that has previously declined.

6. The significance of this pattern is that growth has to be an ongoing focus for any parish. The upturn that we have seen in recent years (particularly against the continued decline nationally) does not guarantee we will continue to experience growth.   
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Note: Declining = a drop of 30% or more. Increasing = a rise of 30% or more

Calculated from a dataset of 389 parishes for which attendance figures were available for 1981, 1995 and 2004. Where parishes have amalgamated since 1997 the combined figures were used for 1997. Where they have ceased to exist the congregational attendance was recorded as zero. Amalgamation was defined by whether services continued to be held in the parish church. “Amalgamations” where services ceased were treated as closures.

7. Neither does our current size predispose us to growth. As is clear from the chart below, the fortunes of churches of all sizes have been very mixed in recent years, and if anything, it has been the smallest parishes that have shown the most propensity to grow significantly, and the largest parishes that have shown the greatest propensity to have serious losses. We fall in the 150-200 category, and about a quarter of the parishes in this group have more than halved their congregational attendance in the last ten years, though about a quarter have also experienced some or significant growth.
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Source: As above

8. What this effectively means is that churches that are currently of similar size may or may not be of a similar size in a decades time. If you look at the 40 churches that were closest in size to St Johns in 1995 (the middle of the data set period) and see where they were in 1981 and in 2004 the very different tracks can be shown graphically below (St Johns is the heavy black line – and we could be described as being always in the middle of the group)
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St Johns is the black line

9. One factor that will work in St John’s favour is our very even and consistent age profile compared to most churches. This means that the widely predicted decline in many churches because of the predominance of elderly people is unlikely to be a major factor for our congregation in the next decade. In fact, comparing our profiles from the 2000 survey with that in the 2005 statistics (the most recent available) shows that our profile has grown younger over the last few years, and we now almost match the census in our proportion of those aged over the age of 65.
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Sources: 2000 survey; 2005 church statistics and 2006 census

10. Finally, when thinking about growth, the church often concentrates on how to get new people. Overseas research suggests that the successful churches often spend as much time and effort in seeking to stop people drifting away. This could be a significant factor in a church like St Johns that has a high turnover in its congregation. A count of the people in the two telephone list booklets suggests that about 25% of the people listed in the first were not in the second. Obviously this covers many reasons (including death and moving from Wellington as well as choosing to not go into the second) but it does illustrate that the “exit” is very active. The survey in 2000 suggested that about 40% of people who were part of the congregation (ie not visitors) had been in the church for less than 6 years, and the active integration of these people, including noticing and acting if they look like drifting could well pay significant dividends.

Congregational giving

11. The long-term trend in average giving per person at services over the last few years is given below. Most of the very significant increase in giving per attendee is due to inflation, but even allowing for that there has been a steady, though not spectacular increase in giving in real terms, which in total has nearly doubled since the low point in 1993.
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Note; The lighter line is in dollars of the day; the heavier line is adjusted for inflation by using 1990 dollar values.  The 1999 figure is distorted by the very high attendance figures noted previously.

12. The 2007 statistics suggest St Johns is in the middle of the range of giving per person across the Presbyterian Church network as a whole. There is no discernable pattern for giving: it varies widely by both church size and by other easily measured characteristics of the church. Research on church giving overseas (both in the United States and in Australia) suggests that the level of giving is strongly associated with the frequency of attendance. People who are in church every week give more than those there once a fortnight, who in turn give more than those who are there once a month, and they give more than those who are there once or twice a year. (An interesting and irrelevant aside; the same research has shown that giving to non-church charities is also strongly related to the frequency of church attendance, in fact more closely associated with that than with either political views, or views on the worthiness of giving to charities. I have not seen any similar research for New Zealand, but it seems unlikely we are different to Australia.)
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13. St Johns also appears to be average when compared to the level of giving in congregations of our size.

[image: image11.emf]Giving at Churches of St Johns size

$-

$200

$400

$600

$800

$1,000

$1,200

$1,400

0 50 100 150 200 250 300 350

Average Attendance

Giving per attender









St Johns
14.  We do, however, seem to be somewhat on the low side when compared to other congregations in Wellington Presbytery (I have omitted Hutt city uniting, as their 2007 figures appear very unusual). 
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15. In round terms, if St Johns was able to raise its giving per attender to nearer the top of the level achieve within the Presbytery and by churches of similar sizes, the extra revenue available to the parish would be about $100,000 per annum. It would, however, take a significant change in the level of giving as this is a level of giving not achieved in the last three decades, including in the period prior to the “air space” money when the pressure on the congregation to give was significantly greater. This suggests that the level of behavioural change that would be required would be difficult to achieve without a sustained programme to change the underlying beliefs within the congregation about their giving patterns.
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