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One Key Reason Most Churches
Do Not Exceed 350 in Average
Attendance
March 25, 2015

Nine out of ten.

That’s a lot.

Nine out of ten churches in America have an average worship attendance of
less than 350. And that percentage has not changed significantly for many
years. Yet the unchurched pool of persons is increasing in most communities.
There are people yet to be reached.

But most churches will never exceed 350 in attendance. Why?

A Few Caveats

Allow me to preface my analysis. First, big is not necessarily better. A church
with more people in attendance is not necessarily more faithful than a smaller



church. Second, some churches are in very sparsely populated areas. There
may not be 350 people in a five-mile radius (though every community still
has people who need to be reached).

My third caveat is key. I believe leadership is indeed a biblical and theological
issue. It’s really a matter of healthy stewardship. I offer this third caveat
because I will be addressing the issue of leadership in this post.

Attendance Levels of Churches in America

We are a nation and continent of smaller churches. And though we have far
more small churches than large churches, there is a big migration of people
from smaller to larger churches. In other words, many of the smaller
churches are getting smaller, and many of the larger churches are getting
larger.

Here is a simple depiction of the number of churches at three different levels:

50% of all churches in America average less than 100 in worship
attendance.
40% of all churches in America average between 100 and 350 in
attendance.
10% of all churches in America average more than 350 in attendance.

Keep in mind that the upper 10% tend to include more of the growing
churches, while the lower 90% tend to include more of the declining
churches.

One of the Key Reasons

There is no single reason to explain the apparent ceiling of 350 in attendance
of most churches. I do believe, however, that there is a major reason for this
barrier. Such is the thesis of this post:

One of the key reasons most churches do not move beyond 350 in



average worship attendance is they do not have sufficient
leadership and structures in place.

Many smart people have provided analyses of what is commonly known as
the 200 barrier. I believe that the 200 barrier is highly elastic. In other words,
the barrier is really somewhere between 150 and 350, depending on a number
of circumstances. Again, I believe that the key reason stated above is among
the greatest inhibitors of growth.

Increasing Organizational Complexity

Moses was an unintended victim of organizational complexity. He was trying
the Lone Ranger approach to the leadership of Israel. The nation would
implode and he would lose his leadership authority if he kept doing what he
was doing.

His father-in-law, Jethro, saw the flaws of his leadership and said:

“What you’re doing is not good . . . You will certainly wear out
both yourself and these people who are with you, because the
task is too heavy for you. You can’t do it alone” (Exodus 18:17-
18, HCSB).

So, following Jethro’s advice and wisdom, Moses became a different kind of
leader with a different kind of organization.

Here are the five major levels of organizational complexity in churches
according to average worship attendance:

1. Under 100: Family and friends
2. 100 to 250: Basic
3. 251 to 350: Challenging
4. 351 to 750: Complex
5. Above 750: Highly complex



Most churches cannot or are not willing to make the types of changes that are
necessary in complex organizations. In future resources, I will share what
many leaders and churches are doing to move beyond the 100, 250, and 350
ceilings. In the meantime, let me hear from you.

Subscribe today and receive your copy of
The Ultimate Tool Kit for Church Leaders

Get posts delivered to your inbox daily!



Worship Attendance.xls

Current JAN FEB MARCH APRIL MAY JUNE JULY AUG. SEPT. OCT. NOV. DEC. Annual % of
Membership Wkly. Avg. Membership

2008 263 166.75 183.50 233.40 162.00 160.75 140.60 138.00 124.40 163.00 160.75 182.17 189.00 167 63%
2009 256 164.25 153.50 160.60 223.25 176.60 150.75 112.25 125.60 144.50 170.25 172.80 171.33 160 62%
2010 237 163.00 151.75 169.25 228.00 148.20 133.50 130.75 126.60 134.00 151.20 148.25 183.75 159 67%
2011 237 158.00 144.00 152.00 195.00 133.00 124.00 112.00 120.00 124.00 134.00 132.00 143.00 140 59%
2012 188 130.00 127.00 119.00 161.00 119.00 117.00 117.00 96.00 116.00 114.00 122.00 158.00 125 66%
2013 177 126.00 127.00 143.00 124.00 115.00 109.00 97.00 85.00 106.00 104.00 114.00 128.00 115 62%
2014 182 101.00 111.00 100.00 131.00 93.00 81.00 85.00 87.00 95.00 97.00 96.00 123.00 100 55%
2015 174 99.00 90.00 100.00 138.00 92.00 95.00 76.00 76.00 86.00 86.00 96.00 116.00 95 55%
2016 177 91.00 93.00 101.00 92.00 84.00 82.00 79.00 71.00 78.00 84.00 81.00 96.00 86 49%
2017 161 80.00 82.00 82.00 93.00 86.00 80.00 65.00 74.00 64.00 76.00 73.00 92.00 79 49%

2018 138 JAN FEB MARCH APRIL MAY JUNE JULY AUG. SEPT. OCT. NOV. DEC.
1st 63 68 71 131 59 73
2nd 78 57 61 67 83 64
3rd 68 49 62 63 86 62
4th 74 64 77 62 64 51
5th 62
Maundy Th.
Easter 7:00
Easter 10:30
CE  (5:30)
CE (11:00)
Total 283 238 271 385 292 250 0 0 0 0 0 0
Average 71 60 68 77 73.00 62.5
% Change 17 vs. 18 -11% -27% -17% -17% -15% -21%
% of Membership 51 43 49 56 53 46

Special Holiday Services 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018
Womens Retreat 42 42 28 30 29 0 22
Pinebrook 29 24 23 0 0 0
Ash Weds. 37 32 75 39 52 13
Maundy 43.00 73 47 42 35 33 44 30 30 31 30
Easter 7:00 27 30.00 20 44 35 29 35 24 15 32 27 15
Easter 10:30 374 319.00 375 338 305 259 203 195 248 161 144 131
Total Easter 401 349.00 395 382 340 288 238 219 263 195 202 146
Thanksgiving (Prayer Service) 25
Thanksgiving (Ecumenical) 104
CE  (5:30) 177 144.00 171 185 140 160 143 127 166 142 N/A
CE (7:00) 149 120.00 141 109 111 79 65 67 N/A N/A 77
CE (11:00) 57 39.00 47 56 44 51 53 65 94 66 N/A
Total Christmas Eve 383 303.00 359 350 295 290 261 259 260 208 77
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