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Looking forward: What should we focus on given our church statistics and international research? 

Margaret Galt, 26 October 2015.1 

 

“Let's work the problem people. Let's not make things worse by guessing.” 

As the Apollo 13 astronauts were being flung about by explosions and bombarded by warning 

alarms, the team at mission control sprang into action, immediately making different suggestions 

for solving what was clearly a catastrophe. Rather than grasp any of these options Gene Kranz asked 

people to “work the problem”. When the mission was reviewed, it was clear that many of the 

immediate suggestions would have been fatal. That sentence saved the crew. 

Recent research on how people think shows why it is important to “work the problem”. People 

have some built-in blind-spots. We see things we want to see and miss things that don’t fit our prior 

assumptions; we over-generalise, taking what is happening to us and assume it is happening 

everywhere; and we are subject to “group think” – where a group of people tell each other “the 

story” and no-one actually checks it is correct.  

So what do we know about our problems. 

Our Two Critical Problems   

We face a number of challenges as a church, so what would “working the problem” look like for us? 

I believe there are two critical issues that we need to understand: why we as a church are declining, 

and what our parishes really look like in terms of their future potential. 

1. We need to understand why we have declined – and what we can do about it 

We have seen fewer people in our churches. But was this because fewer New Zealanders went to 

church? Or was it because fewer Christians were Presbyterian? Or was it because fewer 

Presbyterians went to church? 

It turns out that there were two dominant reasons. The most important was that fewer New 

Zealanders were followers of Jesus Christ. It wasn’t because fewer Christians were Presbyterians. 

Until quite recently we held our “market share” of those who said they were Christian remarkably 

well.  

Looking forward, the good news is that national surveys show the number of people who attend 

church stopped declining in the late 1990s and regular church attendance has been rising amongst 

18 to 25 year olds. That may be why over the 2000s the rate of decline in our parishes has slowed. 

However, there is bad news as well. The number never attending church is also growing. The group 

that has declined is those who attended once or twice a year – the Christmas and Easter Christians 

– and as a traditional church it is likely that we have more of these. 

                                                           
1 Margaret Galt is an elder at St Johns, Wellington. While she is a Church Property Trustee, this note has been written in 
a personal capacity as someone who cares about our church and is interested in statistics.  
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The second reason is that our church members are coming to church far less frequently. In 1961 

the average adult member attended church 5.3 times each month; by 1981 they attended 3.2 

times; and by 2014 they attended 1.8 times. If the people currently on our church roll attended at 

the same rate as in 1961, we would have 

84,000 in our June attendance instead of 

just under 29,000. Even if they attended at 

the 1981 rate we would have almost 

double the number in the pews on any 

Sunday. 

The story we have told ourselves has 

focused on the decline in Christian belief, 

yet it was only one of two key 

explanations. More importantly, the 

number of times our members come to 

worship is probably something we can 

work on more easily than changing New 

Zealanders attitudes to religion.  

The decline in the frequency of attendance is not something we have done to ourselves.  Both 

internationally and in New Zealand most mainline churches have found that what people regard as 

“regular” attendance has changed. While they used to expect to be in church every Sunday, they 

now they feel that it is OK to attend every second or third Sunday. But we also know larger parishes 

are better at getting their members out to worship, possibly because they can offer a wider range 

of options (more service times or different types of services).  

Larger congregations can also offer a much wider range of activities and options for their people. If 

you look at what parishes of different 

sizes are able to do with their paid and 

voluntary labour, there is a pattern that 

small churches primarily focus on 

ministry and administration, but as the 

church size grows so does the amount of 

resources available for youth, then 

children, and finally pastoral care. In 

other words, the higher attendance in 

larger churches may be because the 

parish has the workers to do activities 

that attract a higher proportion of the 

congregation to attend.  

This all means our choice to not reduce the number of parishes proportionately with our fall in 

attendance has probably added further to our decline. They also suggest we should be changing the 

discussion about why we close small parishes. We should be less focused on the fact that these 

parishes can no longer afford to function and more focused on the fact that we want the strengths 

that come with larger parishes. 
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2. What is our “parish potential”? We are a church of thirds  

Does this mean we should only have large churches? While larger churches on average have an 

advantage, this does not mean that all large churches are doing well, or that all small parishes are 

not. In fact the statistics suggest as a rough rule of thumb that we are a church of thirds when it 

comes to the health of our congregations: 

 One third of our parishes are not doing well and some of these are shrinking 

 One third of our parishes are going nowhere - neither up nor down 

 One third of our parishes are healthy – and one sign of this is that they are often growing. 

 

The “canaries in the coal mine” around the health of the congregation 

There are four key resources for strong parishes: good leadership, the commitment of the people in 

the congregation, the resources available, and the expectations and knowledge of the people 

making decisions2. Based on overseas research and our own statistics, there are three pointers that 

suggest when a congregation has these resources and is using them to meet the spiritual needs of 

its community. These markers are not things that give health – rather they are signs that happen 

when a congregation is doing well. They are like the canaries in the coal mine that signalled a 

dangerous gas build-up. The canary didn’t cause the build-up, they just were a sign that it was 

happening. 

The signs are (in order of importance): 

 More than 20% of the attendance is under the age of 13 

 The attendance at worship is more than 40% of the roll 

 The average giving of around $1,250 per adult attending per year. (Much larger or much 

smaller is both a problem – larger because it suggests that the congregation may be 

stressed; smaller because it suggests it lacks commitment.) 

Why are these important markers? The attendance of children is a marker of church reach into the 

population. If there are no children at worship, it is unlikely that there will be youth or the children’s 

parents (25-40 year olds). The proportion of the roll attending and the giving both are markers 

commitment. Committed people come to worship and give their money and time and talents3.  

This is also why the old debate about “quality” versus “quantity” is a false dichotomy. 

Overwhelmingly research has shown where people say they are growing in their faith, there is good 

reach into the community and people are willing to use their time and talents. Together these tend 

to lead to the number at worship is also growing. Unless there are unusual circumstances 

“quantity” is the visible sign that “quality” is happening. 

                                                           
2 It is really important to consider that vast majority of the people in leadership positions in our church care deeply 
about it. They want to do the right thing and when they make decisions they think they are. If we do not think they are 
making the right choices then we need to consider why it is that they cannot see that we do and what they see that we 
don’t. 
3 Money is just the easiest one to count but there is good evidence from overseas that the giving of time and talents is 
tightly associated with giving money. 
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On the basis of the “canaries” we have healthy and unhealthy congregations of all sizes 

The “canary analysis” shows we have a breakdown of thirds – one third healthy; one third not; and 

one third that could at best be described as “going nowhere”. It also shows that we have healthy 

congregations of all sizes and also unhealthy ones of all sizes.  

This is not story that we tell ourselves. In 

fact in probably the clearest example of 

group-think, we have had is the “small = 

shrinking and big = OK” story. But the 

statistics show that while it is more likely 

that small parishes will shrink, we have a 

lot of small parishes that are healthy and 

are either stable or growing. And while it is 

more likely that large parishes will grow, 

we also have large parishes that are 

showing no signs of health and some which 

have been shrinking.  

Our prevailing story about small parishes has led us to miss a much bigger and more important issue 

– the underperformance of many of our medium and larger parishes. For instance, look at the 

proportion of our mid-sized parishes that do 

not meet the 20% of children at worship 

criteria.  

 

If you look critically at our parishes and take 

into account where the community where 

they are situated, we have a lot of parishes 

of 100 which should be 200; and a lot of 200 

that should be 400. Because they have the 

resources to keep going, we have not 

challenged their underperformance. They 

have been allowed to drift along. But these 

are the parishes that will need to change if we are going to really serve the faith needs of New 

Zealanders. We cannot afford to continue to let them underperform. Collectively we need to raise 

our expectations of them while they have the people and resources to change. 

 

There are a number of ways to identify these parishes: 

 The quickest way is to look at neighbouring parishes. We attract similar people to the Anglican 

and Baptist churches. If these neighbouring churches are booming and we are not, it should 

raise questions 

 The Presbyterian Church attracts some groups more than others. If a congregation is in a 

suburban setting, particularly one with a lot of people with school qualifications or higher or 

Asian or Pacific migrants, then it should be challenged if it is not attracting a good proportion of 

the population (including a good proportion of the subgroups).  
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 And research can suggest what a “good proportion of the population” would be. There is a 

consistent pattern from countries like us (Australia, Britain and the USA) that city people are 

prepared to drive about 10-15 minutes to go to a mainline church and country people about 20-

30 minutes. This information could be used to assess what the target population for a particular 

congregation is, and to reach the current average attendance a congregation should be getting 

0.003 of this catchment in Northland and West Coast; 0.015 in Otago and Southland; and 0.007 

in the rest of New Zealand. Many of our mid-sized parishes are not even close to this4. 

 

Conclusions 

 

This note has focused on “working on the problem”. It has outlined two critical issues that face our 

church where the prevailing discussion doesn’t seem to fully reflect the patterns shown by the 

evidence.  

 The decline in church attendance was caused primarily by the decline in churchgoing by New 

Zealanders, but it also reflects the decline in frequency of attendance by people who think of 

themselves are committed churchgoers. We have talked about the first but we really need a 

focus on the second, and in particular, what we know about the parishes that do have higher 

attendance rates. 

 We have told ourselves that “small = shrinking and big = OK” but the evidence is that there are 

some small parishes that are OK and quite a horrifying number of medium and large parishes 

that are not. We have focused on the issues around small parishes, but the more critical issue 

that we need to focus on is the underperformance of those medium and large parishes. We 

have ignored or tolerated underperformance but we really cannot afford to do this any longer 

However just “working the problem” is never the solution. Without action to address the issue, 

working the problem merely becomes the equivalent of taking pictures while jumping off the cliff. 

Working the problem is an important beginning, as it stops us from making it worse by guessing. 

But it certainly is not the end. Decision-makers at every level of our church community – parish, 

Presbytery, and at a national level – need to be working on what action they need to take to 

address the problem. As the Apollo 13 team found, finding the solutions is the harder part of the 

mission. 

 

                                                           
4 In other words these ratios does not try to take into account at all that we currently have a lot of underperforming 
parishes. The latest church statistical overview gives instructions on where to find this information and how to use it. 
http://www.presbyterian.org.nz/sites/public_files/for_parishes/statistics/2014_Statistical_Update.pdf  

http://www.presbyterian.org.nz/sites/public_files/for_parishes/statistics/2014_Statistical_Update.pdf

