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WELS Commission on Congregational Counseling 

DEMOGRAPHIC STUDY – PRELIMINARY REPORT 

Background 

As has been reported previously, at the request of the CCC, all 
WELS congregations were asked to include demographic 
information when they submitted statistics for the 2015 
statistical report.   The CCC requested this information for two 
reason.    

The first reason was to better quantify how many of our 
congregations are facing what we call the “60/50 challenge,” 
where the average age of members is 60 or older and the 
average Sunday attendance is 50 or less.   The CCC receives one 
to two requests per month for guidance/assistance in dealing 
with this challenge; i.e. the congregation believes it is “aging” 
out of existence.  Occasionally, the request comes from 
multiple congregations that are considering merging.    

The second reason was to fulfill a broad request made by the 
Conference of Presidents to look at the millennial generation 
within WELS.     

Process 

As part of the 2015 statistical report congregations were asked 
to share, as accurately as possible, how many members they 
had in each of the following categories.    

0 to 5 (birth through kindergarten) 
6 to 11 (elementary school) 
12 to 17 (middle & high-school) 
18 to 24 (college & graduate school) 
25 to 34 (young adults) 
35 to 44 (adults) 
45 to 54 (middle-aged adults) 
55 to 64 (senior adults) 
65 to 74 (retirement-aged adults) 
75 to 84 (elderly adults) 
85+ (aged adults) 

Congregations were informed that if they did not keep records 
like that, and if conducting a survey was not feasible, they were 
allowed to provide estimates.    

Compliance  

There are 1271 congregations listed in the 2015 statistical 
report.   907 (71.4%) supplied the requested demographic 
data.   (Thank you!)   When we began to dig down into the 364 
congregations that didn’t submit data, we found that most of 
them were older congregations in rural areas, i.e. 
congregations that would probably be more likely to fit the 
“60/50 challenge.”  Therefore, the CCC offices attempted to 
contact congregations that had not submitted data, asking 

them to give a rough estimate of their average age.   They were 
not asked to break down their membership into the categories 
above, but simply to estimate the average age.   We received 
that estimated average age from another 121 congregations.    

Therefore, we have at least an estimate of average age from 
1,028 congregations, (80.3%).   (Note:  In some cases, 
statistical/demographic data for multiple congregations is 
reported under one congregation, e.g. dual parish settings, 
multi-site settings.   Also, the statistical report contains some 
satellite preaching stations.   When you factor that in, it means 
we have data for 84.6% of congregational entities.)     

Groupings 

Thus, when analyzing data, we have three different groupings.  
Note that Grouping B consist of the congregations in Grouping 
A, and Grouping C consists of the congregations in both 
Groupings A and B    

Grouping A  

This consists of the 907 congregations that submitted broken-
down demographic information with the statistical report.    
We consider this the best source of data.   

Grouping B 

This consists of the 907 congregations that submitted broken-
down demographic information with the statistical report and 
the 121 congregations that provided an estimated average 
age.   

Grouping C 

This consists of all WELS congregations.   For congregations 
that did not supply any demographic information, an average 
age was estimated using comparative projections.  The 
comparison was to congregations from Group A.   One 
example: when you look at Group A and focus in on the 
churches that have an average age of 60 or higher, you find 
that they consist on average of 116.8 souls and 100.4 
communicants.   In other words, on average 14% of their 
members are souls and the rest are communicants.   (By 
comparison, for the congregations in Group A that have an 
average age in the 30’s, 25.2% of their membership consisting 
of souls and the rest are communicants.)   Therefore, if a 
congregation that didn’t submit demographic information had 
less than 14% of its membership consisting of souls, that would 
be one indication that congregation that congregation likely 
skews older.   

Therefore, the analysis of this group must be taken with a grain 
of salt.   The average age projections are largely speculative.    
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RESULTS  

Congregations facing the “60/50 Challenge”  

In Grouping A, there are 33 congregations that have an 
average age of 60 or more.   28 of those have an average 
worship attendance of 50 or less. 

Our belief that the congregations which didn’t submit 
demographic data as part of the statistical report was proven 
to be correct, as the number jumps with subsequent groups. 

In Grouping B, there are 119 congregations that have an 
average age of 60 or more.  90 of those have an average 
worship attendance of 50 or less.   

In Grouping C, there are 128 congregations that have an 
average age of 60 or more.  107 of them have an average 
attendance of 50 or less.      

In summary, in congregation that provided some sort of data 
for us (Groupings A&B), there are 90 congregations facing the 
60/50 challenge.   When you use comparative projections of 
churches that didn’t provide data, relying on data from 
Grouping A, a conservative estimate is that 107 WELS 
congregations are facing the 60/50 challenge.     

Millennials in WELS 

The Millennial generation is not consistently defined.   Most 
studies use 1980 through 1982 as the beginning of the 
Millennial generation, and 1996 to 1998 as the end.   Thus, the 
Millennial generation would consist of those who are currently 
18 to 34 years old approximately.   That spans two categories 
in our survey: college & graduate school (18 to 24) and young 
adults (25 to 34).   

Grouping A accounts for 283,234 WELS members.   Of those, 
25,377 were listed as being 18 to 24 (8.96%) and 34,385 were 
listed as being 25 to 34 (12.14%).   Thus, in Grouping A, 
Millennials would account for 21.1% of the population.   
While we do not have generational breakdowns for Groupings 
B and C, due to the fact that they skew older than Grouping A, 
using comparative projections we estimate that the 
Millennials constitute closer to approximately 19% of total 
WELS membership.     

While not that many church bodies have congregations fill out 
demographic info, based on their estimates, that percentage 
would indicate WELS is approximately the same or slightly 
better than most Protestant denominations, who typically 
estimate Millennials to comprise about 17 to 18% of their total 
membership.i  It would place WELS slightly behind Catholicism, 
which estimates that Millennials make up about 23% of their 
population.ii    

 

Synod wide totals 

Grouping A – Age Breakdowns 

The age breakdowns of Grouping A are as follows. 

Age Group Group Count % of Total 

00 to 05 18565 6.55 

06 to 11 24220 8.55 

12 to 17 23206 8.19 

18 to 24 25377 8.96 

25 to 34 34385 12.14 

35 to 44 31714 11.20 

45 to 54 34650 12.23 

55 to 64 35275 12.45 

65 to 74 28016 9.89 

75 to 84 18289 6.46 

85 plus 9537 3.3 

Grouping A – Average & Median Age 

The average age for Grouping A is 40.9.   Average age is 
calculated using the number in each age range multiplied by 
the age at the midpoint of that range. The sum of those values 
is divided by the total count of all age ranges. 

The median age for Grouping A is estimated to be 40.7.   
Estimates were made assuming an equal number of people at 
each age throughout an age group.  By comparison, according 
to the last census the median age for the United States is 36.8. 

Grouping B – Average Age 

The estimated average age of Grouping B is 46.1.  For Grouping 
B, the average age for the 907 congregations in Group A was 
calculated the same way described above.  For the 121 
congregations that submitted only an estimated average age, 
that number was multiplied by the congregation’s total 
members.  “Total years” added together for all congregations, 
and then those total years were divided by the total number 
of members.  

We felt it would be too speculative to provide an estimated 
median age. 

Grouping C – Average Age 

The average age of Grouping C is estimated to be 47.9.   The 
average age for the group was calculated just as it was for 
Grouping B.  However, estimated average ages based on 
comparative projections were used for congregations that did 
not fill out the demographic report nor provide an estimated 
average age of their own. 
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We felt it would be too speculative to provide an estimate 
median age. 

Comparison to other church bodies 

The Pew Forum tracks median age for church bodies.   
Grouping A (WELS congregations that provided demographic 
information) tend to skew much younger.   Grouping A had a 
median age of 40.7.   The Per Forum’s 2014 Religious 
Landscape Studyiii lists the median age of Evangelical churches 
to be 50, of Mainline Protestant churches to be 52, and of 
Catholic Churches to be 49.   Again, we felt it would be too 
speculative to estimate a median age for Groupings B or C. 

What about compared to other Lutheran church bodies?   A 
2008 study conducted by ELCA found the median age of 
“churchgoers” to be around 58.  In an April 2016 paper 
delivered by Pastor Lawrence Rast, he wrote, “In the LCMS, 
while one hears wildly diverging estimates, the average age 
appears to be somewhere around 59 or 60.”     

We don’t want to draw too strong of conclusions from this, as 
we don’t have a median age estimate for Groupings B or C.   
However, it would seem that WELS skews younger than other 
Christian church bodies.     

 

THOUGHTS 

A balanced view 

Let us have a balanced view of this preliminary study.    

On the one hand, let us not conclude that because the 
demographics in WELS seem to skew a bit younger than other 
Christian church bodies we are the church triumphant.   We 
face some large challenges moving forward, as do all Christian 
denominations, as America continues to become a post-
Christian nation.   On top of that, we looked at average age of 
total membership.  We didn’t look at the average age of active 
members.     

On the other hand, when we look at the challenges our 
congregations are facing, we sometimes tend to think that 
perhaps we are doing something wrong.   While the CCC 
stresses the need for ongoing ministry assessment (i.e. gauging 
what seems to be going well and what we would like to do 
better), we need to understand that the decline in Christianity 
in America is something challenging all Christian traditions and 
denominations. We take no comfort or pride in the fact that 
“we aren’t hurting as bad as some other churches.”  We simply 
note that any declines we are facing is not necessarily a sign of 
poor ministry practice, but rather a sign of the times. 

 

 

 

Purpose 

One might ask, “What is the purpose of all this?”   There are 
multiple objectives: 

 We would like to provide congregations facing the “60/50 
challenge” (or any congregation that believes it is facing 
aging challenges) with resources, both spiritual and 
practical, to help them think through their options.  This 
includes sharing what other congregations facing the 
aging challenge have done.    

 We would like to work with WELS Board for Home 
Missions in thinking through ways that aging 
congregations might work together to continue gospel 
efforts in a way that serves WELS members and also 
reaches out to the community.  For example, say there are 
four aging congregations all located within 15 miles of one 
another, and say that some of them are located in highly 
rural areas where there isn’t much of a population density.  
Might it be possible for some/all of those congregations 
to merge in an area close enough to serve current WELS 
members, and yet that also has a population density that 
makes mission work more viable?    

Again, there are many practical considerations. For 
example, how does a rural congregation with a cemetery 
merge with another congregation?  What about the 
emotions involved in leaving behind a church building 
where one’s parents and grandparents attended?   These 
are practical questions, but they have a spiritual element.   
How do we put love for Christ and his Kingdom ahead of 
personal interests in these situations?     

 We want to work with other divisions within WELS to 
strategize how to reach out to what is a growing American 
mission field, the Millennials.   On the one hand, studies 
show that more than any other generation, they are 
reluctant to formally “join” a congregation.   On the other 
hand, studies have also shown that Millennials are more 
open minded to “spirituality” and the concept of miracles.   
Moreover, studies suggest that church bodies are making 
inroads into the Millennial generation are ones that would 
be comparable to WELS in practice (though certainly not 
doctrine).  Therefore, over this past year, the CCC began 
studying not only Millennial mindset, but also some “best 
practices” among WELS congregations whose efforts into 
this demographic seem to be bearing fruit.     

 This data has implications for synodical planning.   Some 
of the congregations facing the 60/50 challenge are 
located in areas where there is a very low population 
density.   That means there is not much of a mission field.  
Such congregations may not be able to stay open for long.    
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What next? 

 CCC director, Jonathan Hein, will meet with the 
Conference of Presidents in September to discuss this 
study further.   

 CCC members will discuss demographic trends with other 
Lutheran church bodies.   

 The demographic study will be conducted again this year.   
Originally it was reported we would ask for demographic 
information only once every five years.   That still is the 
plan.  But our hope is that this year we can get a 
compliance rate with the demographic report that is close 
to what it is for the statistical report.  That would add 
about 300 congregations into Grouping A, which is 
obviously the most reliable source of data. 

 Resources for congregations that feel they are facing an 
aging challenge have begun to be produced.   They will be 
completed, God-willing, by Spring 2017.     

 Resources for congregations that want to increase 
ministry efforts among Millennials have begun to be 
produced. They will be completed, God-willing, by Spring 
2017. 

 A final demographic report, based on the updated data 
gathered with the 2016 statistical report, as well as the 
resources, will be made available to the synod in 
convention, summer 2017. 

 

 

 

Jeremiah 29:11 

“For I know the plans I have for you," declares the LORD, 
"plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you 
hope and a future.” 

We do not know exactly what God’s plans for our church body 
are.  We do know that God’s love for us has been proven 
beyond all doubt at the cross.   We have seen his grace to us in 
the way he’s provided for our church body for over a century 
in a half.   We trust that whatever God has planned for us in 
the future, it is rooted in that eternal love.   It is in his love and 
his plans, not ours, that we rest secure. 

We gather data and make plans simply so that we might give 
him our best ministry efforts, our way of thanking him for his 
grace.   

Respectfully submitted, 

Jonathan Hein 

 

CCC members 
Rev. Norman Burger 
Prof. Richard Gurgel 

Rev. Jonathan Hein, director 
Rev. James Huebner, advisory 

Rev. Adam Mueller 
Prof. David Scharf, chairman 

Rev. Douglas Tomhave 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

i Data from www.pewforum.org and www.barna.org. 
ii Data from ncronline.org. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

iii Conducted June 4 through September 30, 2014.    
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