“Churches are like Snowflakes”

The quote above comes from a gathering at General Assembly and comments from researchers Cynthia Woolever and Deborah Bruce, in their talking about their survey study with congregation tendencies.

A comment from a colleague that has haunted me since the General Assembly in Birmingham was if “we all” meaning “Presbyterian congregations” got on board with just using a single overall ad campaign it would be better for the PCUSA.  It would be!  Is it realistic?

The complexity is in the fact that we are not like a franchise having the same cheeseburger in every place, the headline above supports this notion.  So what is lifted up in one campaign is typically limited to a certain segment of congregations because for whatever reason they don’t see themselves in the content.  If themes work like “Stop In and Find Out”, “Here and Now”, and “Come in Out of the Cold” for a certain percentage of congregations, underscoring the use of the materials are taken seriously, there will be a response to their use.  Is this to say that we should stop working on a variety of campaigns?  No.  It says that we need to be flexible in offering enough different options to assist congregations with wherever they “churches/congregations” maybe at in serving Christ in reaching out to others.

“Many churches have a tendency to focus on weakness, and want to fix things that are wrong instead of focusing on what's strong and building on that,” Woolever said.  Working from a congregation’s strengths is an underlying principal for assisting churches in having a healthy way to use “Invite-A-Friend” / “Open House” as an approach to grow their worship attendance and eventually membership over a set period of time.  This is outlined in PMM’s Blueprints/Media Designs materials and is offered strongly in the consultation.

“Vital churches usually exhibited three to five of the 10 strengths identified in the research,” Woolever said, “but they are not necessarily the same strengths . . .  churches are like snowflakes. I thought we'd see patterns, but churches were all over the map.”  This is why a customized approach in a process that allows a congregation to discern God’s plan in being visible and inviting is important.  This gives good reasons for using advertising.  Advertising for the sake of saying “Hey, Look at Us” doesn’t capture 
enough folk’s imaginations to be supported in a congregation’s visibility plan to have it get results.  The Blueprints/Media Designs materials are for those churches/congregations who really want to engage in making a difference in their community and congregation.  This isn’t dependent on a congregation’s size or theology!

“Congregational vitality does not depend on size,” Bruce said. “Small congregations excel in many of these areas.” She said small churches are especially good at helping people “grow spiritually, participate in congregational life, and encourage a sense of belonging.” The congregations included in the survey had an average worship attendance of 90. 

“Mega-churches (those with worship attendance above 2,000) get a huge amount of press,” Bruce said, “but there are 350,000 churches in the United States, and only 800 are mega-churches.” 

Despite the Presbyterian chorus of “We're losing members!” the authors said, lots of churches in all denominations are growing — and not for the reasons you might expect.  One of the keys is relationship marketing when there is so much that can be impersonal in this world a church/congregation willing to stamp a personalized identity on a community  about who and whose it is in terms of mission and ministry tends to be an attractive offering to a variety of folks.

“The three factors that do predict growth in almost every case are the percentage of new people in the congregation … caring for children and young people … and participation in the life and leadership of the congregation,” Bruce said. “Growing churches are places where lots of people are involved in lots of activity; where lots of people lead different aspects of the church.” 

What is the most important strength? 

“There's not one magic answer that if you knew it you could fix it,” Bruce said. “Congregations need multiple strengths, and each needs to ask what their unique strengths are and what is God calling them to be and do.” 

Blueprints/Media Designs is far from being a fix it all approach to marketing and church growth.  It is one more offering or tool for the Church to use in helping to connect with congregations/churches who based on their corporate personality can use these materials to be a vital growing church.  
Will it work in every situation?  It really depends on how much the congregation is willing to own the program.  “Own the program” meaning are they willing to be part of it and support it in multiple ways (i.e. sharing their spiritual gifts, inviting someone, being welcoming).

This is a tried and true methodology of an Invite-A-Friend process re-designed for a new day that combines visibility with invitation and hospitality that leads to a custom approach for relationship marketing.

This in many ways speaks to the complexity of “lifestyle evangelism!”
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