
Leadership Network and Hartford Institute for Religion Research/  
Megachurches 2015 Report/presented by The Beck Group

1

Leadership Network & Hartford Institute

Recent Shifts in America’s Largest 
Protestant Churches:  
Megachurches 2015 Report
Brought to you by The Beck Group

by Scott Thumma, Ph.D. and Warren Bird, Ph.D.

Amid reports from America’s 
largest Protestant churches of 
scandals or decline after pastoral 
transitions, many have speculat-
ed about their health and future 
vitality. Our 2015 survey of mega-
churches,1 the fifth such survey 
since 2000 that our two organi-
zations2 have created and fielded, 
directly addresses this topic of 
vitality and related trends that are 
shaping these largest churches, 
and indirectly influencing all other 
congregations as well.  

This executive summary highlights 
the noteworthy trends and also 
the troubling challenges evident 
in the 2015 megachurch survey 
results. Much of this report ad-
dresses the issues that survey 
participants stated they hoped to 
learn from the survey. For greater 
detail of these and other results of 
individual questions see the survey 
frequencies.3 Additionally, smaller 
focused reports about multisite 
churches, outreach efforts to 
young adults, measures of vitality 
and growth and succession will 
be released individually over the 
coming months.4

	

comparison of megachurches 
to all other churches on the 
question: do you strongly agree 
that your congregation has a 
clear mission and purpose?

For more  
information 
about  
The Beck Group, 
see pages 17-18. This report, including the infographic above as stand-alone document, is available for 

free download at leadnet.org/megachurch and hartfordinstitute.org.

http://leadnet.org/megachurch/
http://hartfordinstitute.org/
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General Profile of 2015 
Megachurches

The very largest U.S. churches 
draw more than 30,000 to worship 
each weekend, and the smallest 
megachurch, by widely accepted 
definition, attracts 2,000 adults and 
children (all physical campuses 
combined). The median5 weekly 
attendance in 2014 for our sample 
was 2,696; a figure quite similar 
to the median attendance size of 
megachurches in 2010, with a me-
dian of 3,800 persons for the larger 
group of those who regularly partici-
pate in the life of these churches.  

Rapid growth remains a hallmark of 
very large congregations (see Figure 
1). The median growth rate was 26% 
over five years – so over 5% a year 
on average. Nearly three-quarters 
(70%) of them increased by 10% or 
more in the past five years. For 23% 
of the attendance varied only slight-
ly (between -9% and +9% change) 
over the past five years, and 6% of 
surveyed churches declined by 10% 
or more in those five years.   

Megachurches offer on average five 
services a weekend, with about half 
the churches (45%) reporting that the 
style of these services varied con-
siderably. Additionally, many of the 
megachurches (62%) are distributed 
across multiple locations (multisite) 
and some even host an online 
campus (30%). Overall, the worship 
at these very large churches contin-
ues to be contemporary (including 
electric guitars, bass, keyboard and 
praise band), highly technological 
(having projection, large screens, 
sound boards, and wifi) and is 
self-described as inspirational, joyful, 
nurturing of faith, thought-provoking, 
and filled with sense of God’s pres-
ence (see Figure 2). These churches 

Most Megachurches Are  
Growing,  Often at Fast Rates

Average attendance change  
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Figure 1Source: 2015 Megachurch Survey by Hartford Institute 
for Religion Research and Leadership Network

Megachurch Worship Services Rank 
Highest as Being Inspirational

Figure 2Source: 2015 Megachurch Survey by Hartford Institute 
for Religion Research and Leadership Network

 MEGACHURCHES  OTHER  
  CONGREGATIONS 

Inspirational 54%  36% 
Nurturing of people’s faith 46%  38%
Joyful 46%  37%
Thought-provoking 42% 35%
Filled with a sense of God’s presence 40%  41%
Innovative 23%  12%

These words describe your  
weekend worship service 

very well.{ {
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continue to offer a wide array of 
programs for members and have 
significant outreach to the larger 
community. 

Compared to a majority of smaller 
congregations6, the contrast is both 
dramatic and significant. As Figure 3 
indicates, megachurches are almost 
twice as likely to say they have a 
clear mission and purpose (41% 
vs 79%), be seen as different from 
other churches in their area (41% vs 
21%) and say they are spiritually vital 
and alive (51% vs 29%). They strongly 
emphasize evangelism, personal 
spiritual practices and living out their 
faith in everyday life. The member-
ship of megachurches is significant-
ly younger and more racially diverse 
than smaller congregations as well. 

A majority of these largest churches 
are still connected to a denomina-
tion, but the ties to these denom-
inations are often weak, seen as 
unimportant to their members and 
seldom replied upon for resourc-
es or assistance. Most very large 
churches also affiliate with informal 
networks of churches in additional 
to their denominational ties. 

Noteworthy Continuing Trends

•  Congregations are continuing 
to reach megachurch status. Over 
the past five years the median 
founding date increased from 1972 
to 1977; thus the megachurch 
phenomenon hasn’t waned; newer 
and younger churches are regularly 
growing to megachurch size. 
The overall list of megachurches 
in the U.S., privately compiled 
by Leadership Network and the 
Hartford Institute for Religion 
Research, has seen a net increase 
of 39 in the last half decade.

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

41%
21%

79%
41%

51%
29%

37%
17%

Megachurches All Congregations

Megachurches Rate Very High in 
Clarity of Mission and Purpose

Survey takers “strongly agree” that this describes their congregation

Has a clear mission and purpose

Is spiritually vital and alive

Is quite different from other congregations in our community

Is willing to change to meet new challenges

Figure 3Source: 2015 Megachurch Survey by Hartford Institute 
for Religion Research and Leadership Network

Younger Churches Have Advantages  
but also Drawbacks

Figure 4Source: 2015 Megachurch Survey by Hartford Institute 
for Religion Research and Leadership Network
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Likewise, the churches that 
were founded since 1990 look 
considerably different than the 
megachurches founded earlier 
(see Figure 4). These younger 
churches are growing at a far more 
rapid rate in terms of percentage 
and numerically (91% vs 39%), 
are led by younger pastors with 
shorter tenures, are described 
as being more spiritually vital, 
use technology more effectively 
and have a greater percentage 
of young adults than the older 
megachurches. On the other hand, 
those churches founded in 1990 or 
prior are larger, claim to have more 
member involvement and greater 
giving per capita by $500/person. 

•  Increasing numbers of churches 
are adopting a multisite strategy.  
In 2010, 46% of megachurches 
were multisite, and now five years 
later that has grown to 62% of very 
large churches, with another 10% 
contemplating about this approach 
(see Figure 5). Additionally, the aver-
age number of locations a multisite 
church has increased from 2.5 to 
3.5 per church. This has had the 
effect of increasing the number of 
worship services held per church. 
This phenomenon has, however, 
reduced the size of the main sanc-
tuary from 1,500 seats to a median 
of 1,200. Multisite churches have 
smaller sanctuaries on average, but 
nearly double the attendance of sin-
gle-site churches. As such, a church 
can maintain a smaller physical size, 
grow larger and, as evidenced by 
the survey findings, grow faster than 
single-site megachurches.  

•  Small groups remain critical to 
success. Megachurches continue to 
have a very high level of intentional 
use of small groups. Seventy-nine 
percent say it is central (slightly less 
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The Number of Multisite Megachurches 
Continues to Grow Dramatically

Figure 5Source: 2015 Megachurch Survey by Hartford Institute 
for Religion Research and Leadership Network

DISAGREE

Note: percent of people who “disagree” and have high spiritual vitality, 
percent who are “unsure” and have high spiritual vitality, etc.

We are intentional about maximizing the number and variety of small groups

UNSURE AGREE STRONGLY AGREE

27%

37%

47%

77%
% high spiritual vitality

The More Intentional Megachurches 
Are about Small Groups, the Greater 

the Spiritual Vitality

Figure 6Source: 2015 Megachurch Survey by Hartford Institute 
for Religion Research and Leadership Network
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than in the 2010 survey) and that 
they are intentional about maximiz-
ing the number and variety of small 
groups they offer. A median of 40% 
of the adults in these congregation 
are involved in small groups. Having 
such groups is highly beneficial; those 
which are intentional about the prac-
tice are much more likely to report 
being spiritual vital (see Figure 6).

It is also important to realize that 
small groups alone are not the only 
strategy used to connect and ma-
ture their members. Half the mega-
churches also use Sunday School 
(with a median of 34% of members 
participating), three-quarters (79%) 
of them offer age-graded children 
and youth worship services concur-
rent with adult services, and a siz-
able majority (70%) use their build-
ing’s informal spaces during service 
to reach those who might linger 
on the margins rather than actively 
participate in the services.  

•  Traditional worship features con-
tinue to decline. The use of organ 
used often or always in worship 
services fell from 28% to just 18% 
of all megachurches (see Figure 7).  
Likewise, having choirs perform in 
services often or always declined 
from 43% to 35% of congregations 
(Figure 7 again). On the other hand, 
an increasing percentage of church-
es say that Communion is always or 
often a part of worship, rising from 
51% in 2010 to 57% presently.

•  Use of online campuses is rising.  
Currently 30% of megachurches 
offer an online campus experi-
ence—described as more than 
video streaming of the service, 
including interactive features, staff 
involvement and online attender 
accountability—and 18% more are 
considering this approach. Half of 
these began their online campus 

Figure 7Source: 2015 Megachurch Survey by Hartford Institute 
for Religion Research and Leadership Network

Both Organs and Choirs Are  
Falling in Popularity

Churches with Innovative Worship 
Also Have Online Campuses

% that say the word “innovative” describes their 
worship quite well or very well

Figure 8

0

NO ONLINE CAMPUS

HAVE ONLINE CAMPUS

NOT YET, THINKING ABOUT IT

69%

61%

50%
8020 40 60

Source: 2015 Megachurch Survey by Hartford Institute 
for Religion Research and Leadership Network
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in 2012 or later. Roughly one in three (36%) of them have at least one full-time staff person dedicated to this 
“campus” which on average serves a median of 300 persons weekly. This effort goes hand in hand with other 
significant uses of technology. While this tech use is already very high to begin with, megachurches are now 
employing more interactive uses of technology in worship. Image magnification and video clips in service are 
shared by three-quarters of megachurches, with the interactive use of social media during sermons illustrat-
ing the growing edge of technology for roughly 20% of the very large congregations. Likewise innovative 
worship and online campuses are related, as Figure 8 shows.

•  Significant involvement in missions, world missions, and social outreach. Global mission programs are a 
major emphasis or a specialty of the congregation for 81% of megachurches. Likewise, giving to all missions 
has increased by 4% in the budget to median of 14% as compared to the 2010 and 2008 studies where the 
median was 10% both years. Additionally, having a major emphasis on engagement in community service 
programs has grown by 7% to 81% 
of megachurches in 2015 compared 
to 74% of them in 2010. See Figure 9 
for additional financial comparisons.

•  Many megachurches are signifi-
cantly multiracial. In 2015, 10% of 
megachurches claimed to have no 
racial majority; this is up slightly from 
2010 but nearly identical to what we 
found ten years ago in 2005. Addi-
tionally, 37% of churches surveyed 
had between 20% and 49% minority 
presence in what was often, in our 
survey, a majority Caucasian con-
gregation. Interestingly, multisite 
megachurches are more multiracial 
than single-site churches (see Figure 
10); however, it is impossible to tell 
from the data whether this diversity 
is within the sites or separates out 
across the different locations. 

•  Mentoring and leadership devel-
opment seen as key. Three-quarters 
of churches (72%) have an internship 
or mentoring program, whereas in 
2008 only 69% did. The approximate 
length of the average internship 
program is 12 months and 25% of 
these are done in conjunction with a 
recognized seminary.  

• Finances have rebounded signifi-
cantly following the Great Reces-
sion. The median income of mega-
churches in 2014 was $4.7 million, 
a figure greater than the reported 
median income in 2009 even if it 

Churches with Greater Emphasis on 
Missions See Higher Financial Giving

per capita giving dollars

Figure 9
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global mission 
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$1,000

$1,500
$1,700

$1,960

$1,249

Source: 2015 Megachurch Survey by Hartford Institute 
for Religion Research and Leadership Network

Multisite Megachurches Are More  
Multiracial than Single-Site Megachurches

Figure 10Source: 2015 Megachurch Survey by Hartford Institute 
for Religion Research and Leadership Network
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were adjusted for inflation. How-
ever, this median income amount 
hasn’t dramatically changed since 
1999 when we first began collect-
ing financial data. Thus, if inflation 
were factored in, megachurches 
are actually bringing in less in-
come in real dollars over the past 
15 years. Had they kept pace, they 
would currently be reporting a 
median of $6.5 million to maintain 
a commensurate giving level plus 
inflation. On the other hand, 43% 
of churches report their financial 
health is excellent now; whereas 
only 30% reported that in 2010. 
The historical perspective shows 
this to be a significant increase 
over the past 10 years, and quite a 
rebound from the Great Recession 
that peaked in 2008. See Figure 11 
for more details.

Ongoing Challenges

Often megachurches are per-
ceived as having a world of 
advantages over smaller congre-
gations. Their relative numerical 
success often masks other dy-
namics that pose real challenges 
for a large church’s leadership 
team. The previous discussion of 
stagnant income levels for the 
past 15 years is one indication 
that significant member growth 
does not eliminate all difficulties 
within congregational dynamics. 
Findings from the current survey 
highlight a number of the more 
serious megachurch challenges. 
It is critical, however, to remem-
ber that these ongoing challeng-
es are not just felt by very large 
churches but plague all congre-
gations alike whether big or small.  

A Perception of Financial Health Has Increased

But Actual Income Has Remained 
Relatively Flat

Figure 11Source: 2015 Megachurch Survey by Hartford Institute 
for Religion Research and Leadership Network
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• Promoting the active engagement of participants. It is a known fact that the larger the group, the more 
difficult it is to engage those participants in the active life of the congregation. Based on the 2015 survey, the 
median attendance declined very slightly since 2010, but the median number of what church leaders de-
scribe as regular participants grew by nearly 600. It is impossible to know from this survey exactly the cause 
of this finding, but it does follow a pattern observed in congregations of all sizes that regular members are 
attending less frequently – those who once came every week are now as likely to attend 2-3 times a month 
as they are every week. This “less frequent” attendance pattern might account for a larger number of regular 
participants but not a corresponding increase in median weekly attendance.

In an effort to explore this further, we created a variable examining the percentage of weekly attenders to 
total participants, what we label as the average active/engaged ratio (expressed as a percent). For the mega-
churches in the 2015 survey this average active/engaged percent was 82%. This percentage has changed 
somewhat over the five national surveys we conducted, declining slightly for the last two, as the earlier regu-
lar participant and weekly attendance comparison might imply (see Figure 12).

The connection between attendance and involvement is a crucial issue for any church, and especially for 
these very large congregations. Having a high percentage of robust actively engaged members enhances 
many congregational dynamics. The greater this percentage of total participants as active attendees, the 
larger the per capita giving amount. Likewise, there is a positive correlation between the percentage of active 
persons and the percent of members in small groups. Additionally, churches that implement intentional sys-
tems of member accountability show significantly higher levels of participation (see Figure 13).

With More Accountability  
Comes More Engagement

No  emphasis

Not formal but happens

Important and regular practice

Which of the following best describes your congregation’s approach to how 
members hold each other accountable for active participation and faithful living?

Emphasis on accountability

% active/engaged 

participants

Figure 13Source: 2015 Megachurch Survey by Hartford Institute 
for Religion Research and Leadership Network
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Megachurches Decline Slightly in Reaching 
Young Adults over Past 5 Years

The More Intentional about Young Adults, 
the Bigger Percentage in Your Church

Figure 14Source: 2015 Megachurch Survey by Hartford Institute 
for Religion Research and Leadership Network
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• Continuing to attract, maintain and minister to young adults. Megachurches are leaders in attracting 
young adults compared to smaller congregations, yet even they garner a smaller percentage of 18-34 year 
olds (19%) than is found in the general U.S. population (23%). There has also been a very slight decrease in the 
percentage of this age group and more so those in the 35-49 year old category since the 2010 survey (see 
Figure 14).  

Nevertheless, 64% of megachurches report an increase in young adults in the past three years. This might 
imply that holding onto their young adults challenges very large churches, as much as it does other congre-
gations. Half of megachurches say they emphasize young adult programs, although 86% of these churches 
emphasize programs for 13-17 year olds. Of these churches, sixty-eight percent of megachurch leaders say 
their programs for 18-34 year olds are a top or a main ministry priority. Giving young adult ministry a priority 
status makes a difference; the more a church is intentional about young adult ministry, the larger percentage 
of them it will have in the congregation (see Figure 14 again). 

Interestingly, there is significantly more church support of young adult programs focused on engagement, 
pre-marital and marriage efforts than for singles programming. This may show that the desire of church lead-
ership is to recruit married couples or promote young-adult marriages. Yet the latest data on young adults in 
America shows they are waiting longer to marry and even longer to have children7. The demographic reality 
is that two-thirds of 18-34 year olds in the US population are single. Yet among the young adult population of 
the megachurches surveyed, only one third (33%) are estimated to be single.

•  Denominational and congregational connections matter less  
The percentage of nondenominational megachurches has remained consistent at about 40%. For the de-
nominationally-affiliated megachurches, however, a new battery of survey questions reveals that their ties 
with denominations are relatively insignificant. Two-thirds reported their denominational identity and affilia-
tion was not very or not at all important to their congregation. Likewise, denominational assistance was not 
used or was rated as not at all helpful in their efforts to change and adapt for a vast majority of churches 
(85%). Thirteen percent considered leaving their denomination in the past 10 years and half of those actually 

Megachurches Are Engaging  
Less Frequently with Other Churches

Figure 15Source: 2015 Megachurch Survey by Hartford Institute 
for Religion Research and Leadership Network

	 WITH	OTHER		 WITH	OTHER		
	 CHRISTIAN	GROUPS	 FAITH	TRADITIONS

	 2010	 2015	 2010	 2015

	 38%		 22%	 5%		 2%			

	 46%		 30%	 7%		 3%

	 61%		 46%	 15%		 11%	

During	the	past	12	months,	has	your	congregation	
been	involved	in	any	of	the	following	ecumenical	or	

interfaith	activities?

Worship	services

Educational	or	fellowship	activities

Community	service	activities

{ {
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did. This move away from denominational connections is not worrisome in itself, unless you happen to be a 
denominational executive.  

However, this shift toward independence can also be seen in their involvement with other congregations 
(see Figure 15). A smaller percentage, as compared to 2010, reported being involved with other Christian 
groups and with congregations of other faith traditions, in past 12 months for worship, education, fellowship 
or community service.  

•  Sustaining innovation and the willingness to change 
Innovation and willingness to change are strongly correlated to growth and health. Both these characteris-
tics are always strong components of megachurches, as compared to smaller churches. Yet figures from the 
2015 megachurch study show dips in scores related to both these characteristics. Ten percent fewer respon-
dents indicated that describing their worship as innovative fit them very well compared to five years ago. 
Barely a third (37%) of churches in 2015 strongly agreed they were willing to change to meet new challenges 
whereas 54% did so in 2010 (see Figure 16).  
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49%

54%

54%

37%2015
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Megachurches Decline in Level  
of Willingness to Change to  

Meet New Challenges

% of churches that strongly agree they’re willing to change  
to meet new challenges

Figure 16Source: 2015 Megachurch Survey by Hartford Institute 
for Religion Research and Leadership Network
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•  Maintaining vitality as pastoral 
age and tenure increase. A major-
ity of megachurches continue to 
strongly agree that their congrega-
tions are spiritually vital and alive, al-
though this percentage has declined 
somewhat over the past 10 years 
(see Figure 17). 

On the other hand, their sense of 
purpose and having a clear mission 
has remained strong and even in-
creased (see Figure 18).

Yet an interesting correlation arises 
as these characteristics are exam-
ined taking into account the senior 
leader’s age and length of time at 
the megachurch. The increasing 
tenure of the senior pastor is nega-
tively related to spiritual vitality and 
a clear mission and purpose of the 
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Megachurch Clarity of Mission  
and Purpose Remains High

Figure 18Source: 2015 Megachurch Survey by Hartford Institute 
for Religion Research and Leadership Network
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church (see Figure 19). Likewise, the older the senior leader the less likely they are to identify their worship as 
innovative or to see the church as constantly changing to improve and adapt (see Figure 20). In other words, 
the older the senior pastor is and the longer at the church, the greater likelihood that the church will routin-
ize and become less flexibility within an ever-changing cultural context.

The 2015 survey was the first time we asked extensive questions about the level of conflict in megachurches 
(see Figure 21). And indeed there is some, not to the level of all congregations in certain cases but in terms of 
members withholding money or a pastor or staff person leaving megachurches have a great percentage of 
conflict.      
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•  Planning for a smooth succession. Much like previous large church surveys, 80% of current megachurch 
senior pastors are the pastors under which the greatest numerical growth occurred. Many of these senior 
clergy are nearing retirement age: 20% are over the age of 60, and 5% of that group are 65 or older. But this 
is more significant when examining the percentage of oldest senior pastors who are also the person respon-
sible for the growth; fully 95% of those over 60 are also the person who led the church through tremendous 
growth (see Figure 22).

It is clear from this data that succession should be a significant issue for these churches. While more than 
half (57%) rate the succession planning efforts as good or better, a sizable group (43%) indicate concern that 
succession planning is only poor or fair (see Figure 23). 
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Figure 22Source: 2015 Megachurch Survey by Hartford Institute 
for Religion Research and Leadership Network
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Megachurches Experience Less Conflict 
but Are More Likely to Lose Money and 

Staff When They Do Have Conflicts

Figure 21Source: 2015 Megachurch Survey by Hartford Institute 
for Religion Research and Leadership Network

During the past 5 years, has your 
congregation experienced any 
disagreements or conflicts?{ {

 Megachurches Other Congregations

 43% 38% No

 27% 30% Yes, but it/they were not serious

 24% 29%  Yes, and in at least one instance, some 
people left 

 9% 6%  Yes, and in at least one instance, some 
people withheld donations

 12% 5%  Yes, and in at least one instance, a pastor 
or staff member left
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A percentage of churches begin to 
plan early but the need becomes 
greater as the senior pastor pro-
gresses toward retirement age. And 
the older the pastor, the higher the 
percent of churches that rate their 
planning as very good or outstand-
ing (see Figure 24).

What’s Next

The largest-attendance Protes-
tant churches in the United States 
remain strong and vital in how 
they self-assess themselves on 
a number of issues. At the same 
time, these very large churches 
face many of the same challenges 
as congregations of other sizes. 
Additionally, their large size makes 
aspects of their religious work 
that much more difficult, such as 
creating commitment, communi-
ty, and member engagement. This 
report hints at a number of patterns 
evident in the findings that provide 
possible paths for strengthening 
many of these critical facets of 
ministry.  

Much more remains to be learned 
from the survey findings about 
these and other dynamics. Fur-
ther reports will be released in the 
coming months to explore several 
of these challenging issues in depth 
and offer possible approaches to 
addressing them that are not just 
crucial to megachurches but to 
churches of all sizes.  

Forthcoming topics will include 
deeper analysis of: 
•  What the survey shows about methods of increasing young adult participation. 
•  What the survey shows in terms of increasing member engagement. 
•  How various measures of vitality correspond to congregational growth rates. 
•  The apparent differences between church that are being led by the first pastor of growth and subsequent 
senior pastors. 
•  How multisite and single-site churches are similar and different.
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The Older the Megachurch Pastor,  
the More Prepared for Transition

Figure 24Source: 2015 Megachurch Survey by Hartford Institute 
for Religion Research and Leadership Network
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57% of Megachurch Pastors Rate 
Succession Planning as Good or Better

Figure 23Source: 2015 Megachurch Survey by Hartford Institute 
for Religion Research and Leadership Network
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BUILDINGS THAT
SHAPE THE WORLD.

THINK.  Community, connection, transformation, what does the culture need?  Missional, 

multisite, millennial, what does the vision imagine? For 20 years Beck has helped 

megachurches think about and create the building strategies that have challenged convention 

and shaped the world. And Beck continues to lead the discussion about the future church.

DESIGN.  A church of 14,000 in 14 locations, a church of 40,000 in one of most densely 

populated cities on earth, an exploding new congregation with no permanent home but with 

a huge faith. Whatever the challenges, Beck has designed revolutionary and award-winning 

concepts that enable churches to achieve their unique calling.

BUILD.  Successful building visions take the collective talents of a team from inception 

to completion. Beck believes in the power of collaboration and provides churches with 

integrated delivery of architecture and construction within a single team - a single source of 

trusted experience to deliver a building that can shape the world. 

WWW.BECKGROUP.COM | 214 303 6200 | CHURCHES@BECKGROUP.COM 

http://www.beckgroup.com/
mailto:Churches%40BeckGroup.com?subject=
http://www.beckgroup.com
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BECK THINK / FAITH

GLOBAL 
MEGACHURCHES 
LIKE SARANG 
GROW 
The Washington Post recently 
examined the global growth of 
megachurches. While there are still 
more... read more »

BECK THINK / FAITH

WHY STRATEGIC 
PLANNING 
MATTERS FOR 
CHURCHES
Church facilities have changed 
dramatically from the days of 
denomination-driven programs 
that... read more »

BECK THINK / FAITH

FUTURE CHURCH: 
THE URBAN 
CHURCH 
The Challenge. Many churches left 
the urban areas in the 1980s and 
1990s to build green field... read 
more »

Joyful Church

Gateway Church 
Southlake

CrossRoads 
Fellowship 

First Baptist Church
Dallas

BECK THINK / FAITH

SATELLITE 
CAMPUS DESIGN 
Church Designer magazine 
examines how Beck’s team 
helped a Texas church create an 
intimate... read more »

01
INTEGRATION

UNIFIED VISION

ABOUT BECK PORTFOLIO BECKTHINK CONTACT

http://www.beckgroup.com/beck-think/faith/global-megachurches-like-sarang-grow/
http://www.beckgroup.com/beck-think/faith/strategic-planning-matters-churches/
http://www.beckgroup.com/beck-think/faith/future-church-urban-church/
http://www.beckgroup.com/projects/joyful-church/
http://www.beckgroup.com/projects/gateway-southlake/
http://www.beckgroup.com/projects/crossroads-fellowship-ph2/
http://www.beckgroup.com/projects/first-baptist-church/
http://www.beckgroup.com/beck-think/faith/satellite-campus-design/
http://www.beckgroup.com/about-beck/services/
http://www.beckgroup.com/about-beck/
http://www.beckgroup.com/portfolio/faith/
http://www.beckgroup.com/category/beck-think/faith/
http://www.beckgroup.com/team/tom-greenwood/?cat=discipline-leaders
http://www.beckgroup.com
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About Leadership Network

Leadership Network’s role is to foster innovation movements that activate the church to greater impact for 
the glory of God’s name. The nonprofit founded in 1984 now serves over 200,000 leaders all over the world. 
See leadnet.org.

About Hartford Institute for Religion Research

Hartford Seminary’s Hartford Institute for Religion Research, founded in 1981, has an international reputation 
as an important bridge between the scholarly community and the practice of faith. Its work is guided by a 
disciplined understanding of the interrelationship between the life and resources of American religious insti-
tutions and the possibilities and limits placed on those institutions by the social and cultural context in which 
they work.

About the Authors

Scott Thumma, Ph.D., is Professor of Sociology of Religion at Hartford Seminary and 
leads its D.Min. program. He is director of Hartford Institute for Religion Research and co-
leads the Faith Communities Today research project. Scott has published many articles 
and chapters in addition to co-authoring three books, The Other 80 Percent, Beyond 
Megachurch Myths and Gay Religion. His research focuses on megachurches, the rise of 
nondenominationalism and the impact of the Internet on congregational dynamics. 

Warren Bird, Ph.D., is Research Director at Leadership Network. With background as 
a pastor and seminary professor, he is author or co-author of 28 books for ministry 
leaders including Teams that Thrive: Five Disciplines of Collaborative Church Leadership 
with Ryan Hartwig, and Next: Pastoral Succession that Works with William Vanderbloe-
men. Follow him on Twitter @warrenbird.

Additional Resources from Leadership Network
Want to find more resources like this one? For the most current listing of free and purchasable resources, 
including books, papers, videos, and podcasts, go to leadnet.org/downloads/. Also for a free subscription to 
Leadership Network Advance, our free email digest of ideas, trends and resources from growing, often larger 
churches, go to leadnet.org/advance/.

Additional Resources from Hartford Institute for Religion Research

Find a variety of research about megachurches and the changing congregational landscape at  
www.hartfordinstitute.org. Additionally, the site, and its affiliate www.faithcommunitiestoday.org, have a  
wide assortment of resources for clergy, students and journalists. See www.hartfordinstitute.org

© 2015 Leadership Network www.leadnet.org

http://leadnet.org/
http://www.hartsem.edu/
http://www.hartfordinstitute.org/
http://www.amazon.com/Other-80-Percent-Spectators-Participants/dp/0470891297/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1448291610&sr=8-1&keywords=the+other+80+percent
http://www.amazon.com/Beyond-Megachurch-Myths-Americas-Churches/dp/0787994677/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1448291646&sr=1-1&keywords=beyond+megachurch+myths
http://www.amazon.com/Beyond-Megachurch-Myths-Americas-Churches/dp/0787994677/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1448291646&sr=1-1&keywords=beyond+megachurch+myths
http://www.amazon.com/Gay-Religion-Scott-Thumma/dp/0759103267/ref=asap_bc?ie=UTF8
http://leadnet.org/
http://www.amazon.com/Teams-That-Thrive-Disciplines-Collaborative/dp/0830841199/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1435000788&sr=8-1&keywords=teams+that+thrive
http://www.amazon.com/Next-Pastoral-Succession-That-Works/dp/0801016479/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1443112947&sr=8-1&keywords=next+pastoral+succession+that+works
https://twitter.com/@warrenbird
http://leadnet.org/downloads/
http://leadnet.org/ln-advance/
http://www.hartfordinstitute.org
http://www.hartfordinstitute.org
http://www.leadnet.org
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Endnotes

1	 A megachurch, by widely accepted definition, is a Protestant church that regularly draws a weekly wor-
ship attendance of 2,000 or more (adults and children). If the church is multisite, this involves all physical 
campuses combined.

2	 Scott Thumma is associated with the Hartford Institute for Religion Research, Hartford Seminary, www.
hartfordinstitute.org. Warren Bird is associated with Leadership Network, www.leadnet.org.

3  	 For a copy of the 2015 Survey of Largest U.S. Churches with response frequencies, see  
www.hartfordinstitute.org.

4	 The Survey of Largest U.S. Churches received 209 usable responses (a 13% rate) which was then weight-
ed by region and size against the full census of megachurches in the US based on the comprehensive 
listing of Hartford Institute and Leadership Network. This report includes churches of 1,800 or above in 
weekly worship attendance, rather than the typical 2,000 cutoff to maintain consistence with previous 
reports and because weekly attendance in these churches can vary by several hundred.  

	 The survey was launched 4/15/15 and closed 7/14/15. It was conducted by email only, with a different 
reminder sent every two to three weeks to those who had not responded, later in the process to a sec-
ond or third person in the non-responding church if additional contact information was available. The 
first point of contact was the executive pastor or equivalent, if an email address could be obtained, and 
the second contact, if needed, was the senior pastor or his/her assistant, if an email address could be 
obtained. 

	 The 2015 survey effort included an additional 158 congregations between 500 and 1,800 weekly at-
tenders in size. This sample of Protestant churches suspected to have weekly worship attendances of 
1,000 and higher was drawn from Leadership Network’s database augmented by specific denominational 
records. These findings will be covered in a separate report at www.hartfordinstitute.org and later the two 
size groupings will be compared and contrasted in a separate report.  

	 All figures used, unless otherwise noted, are self-reported from the churches. They were not inde-
pendently corroborated. The various tables and graphics may not total 100% due to rounding.

5  	 All averages in this report are medians, not means, unless noted.

6	 All comparison research for smaller churches is 2015 data from a parallel survey sponsored by Faith Com-
munities Today (FACT), a series of ongoing research surveys and practical reports about congregational 
life, conducted and published by the Cooperative Congregations Studies Partnership, a multi-faith group 
of 35 religious researchers and faith leaders. The research partnership includes members from more 
than different faith groups, working in conjunction with Hartford Institute for Religion Research, Hartford 
Seminary. FACT’s first national benchmark study was issued in 2000. Reports since then include national 
studies in 2005, 2008 and 2010. The latest research from 2015 is currently being analyzed and will be 
released in themed reports throughout 2015 and 2016 at www.faithcommunitiestoday.org.

7	 American Community Survey: 2009-2013 http://www.census.gov/newsroom/press-releases/2014/cb14-
219.html.

	 Note: Leadership Network conducted this research without any input from The Beck Group. Upon seeing 
the work, The Beck Group agreed it should be shared widely and joined the project to help see that hap-
pen. All opinions expressed are from Leadership Network and its team, not the sponsor. Our research has 
its own biases but were not influenced by The Beck Group. Having said that, we have known this sponsor 
organization for many years and find them to be persons of high integrity and love for God’s Kingdom 
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