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INDICATORS & DRIVERS OF VITALITY

A driving purpose for the Towers Watson research was to explore the question:

Given that congregations are the primary arenas for making disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world, is there reliable evidence about effective ways to build and sustain vital congregations that can be used to guide the investment of leadership, time and resources for increasing the number of vital churches?

We don’t believe that congregational vitality can be defined in a precise and static way. And we understand that this is a common phenomenon in social science research. A useful way to approximate finding the clues we are looking for (the difference between relative levels of vitality) is to look for identifiable, measurable indicators that point to what we want to measure.

For example: a company wants to know how engaged its employees are in the enterprise. So the executives look for indicators of engagement believing that engaged employees show up to work early/stay late, invest discretionary effort, etc.

When looking for indicators of vitality Towers Watson told us that what we select should:

· Individually be consistent with an agreed upon picture of overall vitality (a consensus view of “A church that is truly vital will  _______”)

· Be measurable on a commonly-agreed upon and replicable scale.

In the research project we came up with three facets of a vital church for which there were relevant measures (metrics) that are routinely collected for all United Methodist churches.
Facets of a Vital Church  Types of measures for that facet
Getting people to “show up”                                 Attendance      

Making a difference in the lives of people                  Engagement 
Reaching more people in the community over time             Growth                                            

Using information that is regularly collected and readily available for multiple years (we looked at a 5 year period) for nearly all UMC churches, we identified the following “Indicators of Vitality” to use in testing:

1. Worship attendance (as a percentage of membership)

2. Total membership

3. Number of children, youth, and young adults attending as a percentage of membership

4. Number of professions of faith 

5. Annual giving (per attendee)

6. Financial benevolence beyond the local church (as a percentage of the church budget)

Data from a five year period for more than 30,000 churches were used.  Towers Watson examined the data for each year and the percentage changes year-over-year. They scaled the variables to obtain metrics that were size neutral (based on overall attendance so that the study didn’t overly credit large churches).  This led to the following Vitality Index:

Factors            _________________                Measures

ATTENDANCE                     Average worship attendance as a % of membership

GROWTH                         Change in average worship attendance as % of 

                               Membership over 5 years

                                                                                          Change in membership over 5 years

                                                                                              Change in annual giving per attendee over 5 years

Change in financial benevolence beyond the local church as a % of budget over 5 years

ENGAGEMENT                    Professions of faith per member

                                                                                         Annual giving per member

Using these scores churches were ranked.  Each church was scored on each aspect of vitality based on the objective metrics identified. Churches were ranked based on their scores on all three vitality indicators (ATTENDANCE, GROWTH, ENGAGEMENT).  

This led to churches being placed in one of three groups: High  - Top 25%  Medium – Middle 50%  Low – Lowest 25%

To be included in the list of highly vital churches, a congregation must be in the top 25% in at least two of the indicators (ex. ATTENDANCE & GROWTH) and must score no lower than medium in the third indicator. 

In summary, the INDICATORS of Vitality are stand-ins or proxies for an elusive definition of congregational vitality. They are objective and measurable across all churches. 

The Call to Action Team used indicators related to  ATTENDANCE, GROWTH, ENGAGEMENT.

Now a word about DRIVERS of Vitality.

Towers Watson used regression analysis to identify the impact of over 125 variables that were identified by UMC leaders as being present in vital churches.

The statistical tools that were used measured for both:

                       DIRECTION – Does this variable have appositive or negative impact on the desired outcome?

                               &

                       MAGNITUDE – How much impact does this variable have on the desired outcome?

The results of that measurement of variables led to the identification of key DRIVERS of vitality:

· Lay leadership

· Pastor (leadership & preaching)

· Prevalence of small groups and programs for children and youth

· Character of Worship

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

More information including a discussion about the nature of the DRIVERS and which DRIVERS are associated with particular INIDCATORS can be found in reviewing the Towers Watson report found at the Call to Action page at UMC.ORG. 

I hope this is helpful in clarifying the distinction between VITALITY INDICATORS and VITALITY DRIVERS and how these were developed as a part of the research. 

The INDICATORS are proxies for the vitality we seek and based on broadly available, multi-year statistics.

The DRIVERS are behaviors and characteristics that are measurably present and prove over thousands of churches that they relate specifically to generating the desired INIDCATORS. 

It was a pleasure to be with you folks last week and if there is anything more I might do that will assist you engagement with the Call to Action research and recommendations, please do not hesitate to contact me.
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