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This issue of the Journal of Lutheran Mission 
is dynamite. I, for one, have gotten very tired of 
hearing clichés, hunches and myths about the 

decline of the membership in the LCMS over the past 
nearly half-century. If we are to use our God-given gifts 
and resources to work against this decline, the first thing 
we need to know is what exactly has been happening 
and why. 

I’ve been noting information from two very fascinat-
ing studies we commissioned on the demographics of the 
LCMS. I’ve also been promising to share these studies in 
toto with the church.

Here you have them. Prepare to have your myths 
exploded. Some have complained that this information is 
merely an excuse for the decline or an excuse not to get 
serious about outreach. Ridiculous! It’s just the opposite. 
“Everyone His Witness” is rolling out as we go to press, a 
wonderful Synod-wide evangelism program to train all of 
us, people and pastors, on how to share the Gospel with 
our friends and neighbors and invite them to church. 

Here are some interesting points you’ll glean along 
with a host of other information. I pray these studies 
encourage, clarify and help generate fresh evangelistic 
and retention activities among us. The Gospel is ours. 
Lord, help us to share it far and wide, reach the unreached 
and raise faithful children. Give us the wisdom, determi-
nation and faith to act boldly at this very time! 

President Matthew C. Harrison
President of the LCMS
Advent 1, 2016

•  This demographic decline is not only an LCMS 
problem. It is a problem for all the historic American 
denominational groups. The LCMS decline has actu-
ally been far less than the declines experienced by the 
ELCA, Episcopal Church, Presbyterian Church–USA 
and the like.

•  In fact, all denominations gain the overwhelming 
majority of their membership from natural growth: 
from children of adult members raised in the faith. 
Thus, the retention of baptized and confirmed youth 
is a key area on which to focus.

•  The LCMS’s persistent, long-term decline manifests itself 
both in a massive decrease in child baptisms (down 70 
percent since their peak in the late 1950s) and a smaller 
but still significant decrease in adult converts (down 47 
percent since their peak, again in the late 1950s).

•  Indeed, the number of child baptisms and adult 
converts have decreased together in a remarkably 
similar pattern.

•  Thus there is no wedge that can be driven between 
openness to life (family size) and sharing life (evange-
lism). They are two sides of the same coin. Even down 
to the congregational level, churches with lots of grow-
ing families have lots of adult converts. The two simply 
go together; they either increase or decline together as 
these data demonstrate.

•  These reports don't only share difficult data; they 
also point out what the Synod does well and what 
strengths we can build on. Our retention rates are 
pretty good, and we know how to do better because we 
have done better in the past. The key here is to build a 
strong Lutheran self-identity among the membership. 
Indeed, the religious groups with the strongest reten-
tion rates are also those with the strongest self-identity 
(Hindus, Jews, Mormons, Catholics, then Lutherans. 
This datum is from the Pew study, not specifically listed 
in the Hawley report).

From the President 



Aquiet crisis has been brewing in American 
Christianity for decades. Simply put: Christians 

make up a much smaller percentage of the population 
than they did a generation or two ago. This phenomenon 
affects Christian denominations across the board in 
one way or another. In my work as coordinator for 
Stewardship in the Synod’s Office of National Mission, 
I hear stories about this demographic phenomenon all 
the time, and as a parish pastor in rural America, I live 
it everyday. 

“Pastor, I remember when we used to fill the church 
for two services on Sunday, and now we’re a dual parish.”

“We’re making ends meet with the budget for now, 
but it’s mostly gray hair in the pews, with as many funer-
als as baptisms. What’s going to happen a decade from 
now?”

The more I worked with districts and congregations, 
the more of these stories I heard — in cities, towns and 
rural areas, in larger congregations and in multiple point 
parishes, from coast to coast. What was going on? How 
long would the decline last? What were the causes?

These are vital questions for faithfully planning for 
the future under the Lord’s providence. Whether your 
calling in our Synod is to serve and work at a local con-
gregation, in higher education or in another institution 
of our church, you need answers to these questions and 
accurate data about the demographic state of the Synod. 

With this in mind, my office contracted with two 
scholars to provide detailed reports not only analyzing 
the Synod’s demographic statistics over the past 40 years, 
but also placing this data in the context of contemporary 
America. 
The results are bracing. 

•  The Synod has lost more than 1 in 5 baptized mem-
bers since the peak membership in the 1970s.

•  Every single district has lost membership over the 
past decade.

•  Half of that decline has happened just since the year 
2000.

•  We closed 1 in 10 of our elementary schools in just 
5 years (2008–2013).

•  We baptize only about one-fourth of the children we 
baptized in the 1960s.

•  In fact, we now have more adult confirmations than 
infant baptisms.

•  The Synod is only growing in counties where the 
overall population is growing—and even there, 
it is growing more slowly than the county’s rate 
of growth.

The reports go into great detail explaining how these 
statistics came to be and where we are headed. And while 
these numbers are indeed bracing, if not shocking, there 
is some comfort in knowing the lay of the land. For exam-
ple, it helps to be able to place your own ministry in the 
appropriate context. Flat or slightly declining member-
ship can be discouraging. But what is the wider context 
of your district? Is it down as well? Then at the very least 
you are not alone and may even be a bright spot consid-
ering that some districts have lost even 30 percent of their 
membership in the past decade.

And there is more hope, and more help, in these 
pages. First of all, we worship and know the Lord of his-
tory. The gates of hell will not prevail against His Church. 
The Church (and our Synod) has seen dark days in its 
past, yet the Lord’s promise to “be with you always, to the 
very end of the age” still holds. To plan effectively for the 
future under the Lord’s care, we should understand the 
challenges facing us and respond with faithfulness, confi-
dence, and trust in the Lord. 

I’d be happy to come to your district pastors’ 
conference, circuit meeting, institution or congregation 
and make a presentation of this data that take a 
forthright look at our present while focusing on the 
hope we have in the Lord for the future. Contact me at 
stewardship@lcms.org.

In Christ,
Rev. Heath R. Curtis
Coordinator for Stewardship 
Office of National Mission – LCMS

mailto:stewardship%40lcms.org?subject=
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Introduction

This short paper examines the demographic 
trends within the individual LCMS districts in 
the United States and discerns which of these 

predictors apparently play a role in the denomination’s 
membership trends. This paper was created with the 
expectation that family formation patterns within these 
various districts are predictors of the denomination’s 
health — that is, in places with high rates of marriage and 
childbirth, the LCMS is suffering a less severe decline. 
The forthcoming results provide confirmation of this 
suspicion, with some caveats. 

As is always the case when performing and examin-
ing studies of this kind, caution must be exercised when 
drawing inferences from these results. Strong correlations 
do not necessarily imply a causal relationship. The rela-
tively small number of total districts precludes the use of 
a highly sophisticated regression analysis; when the total 
units of observation within a study are small, a regression 
analysis will quickly run out of degrees of freedom, lim-
iting the ability to test relationships while holding a large 
number of additional covariates constant. That said, the 
fact that these results are congruent with expectations is 
highly suggestive that the relationship between aggregate 
trends in the family and trends within the LCMS are con-
nected and the apparent relationship is not spurious.

For more information regarding the theories that 
motivate this brief study, please see the much larger 
report I submitted to the LMCS leadership.

A Note on Data
This study primarily differs from its predecessor in 

that it uses membership data provided by the LCMS. In 
my previous study, I relied primarily on data provided 
by the Association of Religious Data Archives (ARDA). 
The particular data sets I examined for that previous 
report were based on surveys conducted by researchers 

unaffiliated with the LCMS. These surveys examined 
church membership at the county level, and included all 
major denominations in the United States. These sur-
veys’ units of analysis were highly advantageous. Because 
they were organized at the state and county level, it was 
straightforward to merge them with demographic data 
from the United States Census Bureau and the many sur-
veys it conducts (especially the American Community 
Survey).

Unfortunately, relying exclusively on these studies may 
be problematic. A brief comparison of the ARDA data 
and internal data compiled by the LCMS showed that the 
two were not always congruent. Thus an additional study 
that looked at similar data using LCMS numbers is a 
useful addendum to the earlier analysis. 

Also unfortunately, the LCMS internal data lacked the 
key advantage of the ARDA data. The LCMS districts do 
always conform to state boundaries. Looking at the inter-
nal LCMS district maps, it also appeared that they did not 
even always conform to county boundaries.

Before conducting any empirical analysis of the demo-
graphic attributes of the various LCMS districts, it was 
first necessary to generate a new file in which every U.S. 
county was categorized according to its LCMS district. In 
the few cases where it looked like the LCMS boundaries 
did not perfectly align with county boundaries, I used my 
best judgment. I have provided the LCMS with this file, 
which may be useful for future studies.

Following the creation of this new data set, it was pos-
sible to merge census level data with LCMS districts.

It is worth noting that, even with the creation of this 
new file, there were limits to the amount of data available. 
Specifically, the United States Census Bureau does not 
provide detailed county-level information for a particu-
larly long period of time. For many of the most important 

A District-Level Examination of 
Demographic Trends and Membership 
Trends within LCMS Districts
by George Hawley 
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variables in this study, our results go no further than the 
year 2000.

That being said, this should be sufficient for our 
purposes. During the 1980s and 1990s, the LCMS expe-
rienced a period of general stability when it comes to 
total numbers (though on other measures, such as 
changes in the median age, there may have been some 
important developments). Our primary interest should 
be in the cause of the most recent steady decline, which 
really began in the late 1990s.

One thing that must be remembered when conduct-
ing or examining a study such as this is that the Census 
data refer to the aggregate population, which includes 
both LCMS adherents and everyone else. In all states, 
counties, and LCMS districts, LCMS adherents are only 
a small fraction of the total population, even in places 
where the LCMS is comparatively strong. Thus, we 
cannot know with any certainty whether the dynamics 
within the LCMS population are generally similar to what 
we see in the aggregate data. When performing studies 
such as this, we must keep in mind what social scien-
tists call the ecological inference problem, which arises 
when we use aggregate numbers to reach conclusions 
about a smaller subset of the population or of individuals. 
Although the forthcoming results are generally congruent 
with our expectations, we must acknowledge the limits of 
what we can definitively conclude.

Comparing ARDA and LCMS Numbers
As much of the earlier study’s conclusions were based 

on numbers from the ARDA data, it will be useful to see 
the degree to which these data are congruent with LCMS’s 
own numbers. I should begin by noting that we should 
not expect perfect congruence, as the two surveys mea-
sure different things. The LCMS internal numbers include 
baptized and confirmed members. The ARDA surveys 
asked congregations to estimate their total number of 
adherents, both the baptized and confirmed members, as 
well as the frequent visitors who may not officially belong 
to the church.

As expected, these numbers were not the same, but 
they were highly correlated. In 2000, the Pearson’s R cor-
relation coefficient for the ARDA data and the LCMS 
internal data was an extraordinary 0.99. This statistic, 
which ranges between negative and one, indicates the 
degree to which two variables are related. A value of 
negative one indicates a perfect negative correlation, 
zero indicates no correlation, and one indicates a perfect 

positive correlation. We can see the degree to which these 
data are congruent in the following figure:

We see that the relationship is similarly congruent 
when we compare the 2010 ARDA data with the 2010 
LCMS data. Once again, the correlation was 0.99. That 
relationship can also be demonstrated visually.

Given the congruence between these figures, we 
should not be surprised to see a similar congruence 
when we look at how the two data sets compare when we 
consider the percentage change for the LCMS. On this 
measure, the correlation was slightly less strong (0.94), 
but still indicative that the two sources of data are in 
agreement. The relationship between these two sources of 
data when it comes to the percentage change in the LCMS 
between 2000 and 2010 can also be demonstrated visually.
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The lesson from this is that, although the numbers 

from ARDA and the LCMS internal numbers are not 
identical (again this is to be expected, as the two sources 
of data measure different things), there is no evidence of 
any systematic differences. If the ARDA data indicate a 
major change in LCMS membership, we can expect that 
the internal LCMS numbers will show the same thing.

These results additionally demonstrate that my own 
new county file for the LCMS districts is accurate, as 
this is the file I used to make estimates using the ARDA 
county files.

This finding also provides additional evidence that the 
conclusions drawn from my previous study, which relied 
exclusively drawn from ARDA data, are sound.

Correlates of LCMS Percentage Change
This study begins from the premise that trends in 

the family will be related to membership trends within 
the LCMS. As is the case for most established Christian 
denominations in the United States, LCMS affiliation 
tends to be an inherited trait; if you belong to the LCMS, 
it is likely that your parents belonged to the LCMS, or you 
married an LCMS member and subsequently joined the 
LCMS.

However, there are different ways to measure family 
formation. We can look at the total birthrate or we can 
look at the birthrates of a particular racial/ethnic group. 
In the case of the LCMS, it may make sense to focus on 
the birthrates of non-Hispanic whites, as non-Hispanic 
whites account for more than 90 percent of the denomi-
nation. We may wish to focus exclusively on births within 
marriage. We may even want to look exclusively at mar-
riage rates.

Rather than determine the proper measure of family 
formation via a priori reasoning, it makes more sense 

to examine all of these measures and determine which 
appears to have the strongest relationship. Beyond mea-
sures of family formation, I also examined each district’s 
median age and its overall population change — the per-
centage change in total population.

In the forthcoming table, I provide correlation coef-
ficients between all of these variables and the percentage 
change in membership for the different LCMS districts 
between 2000 and 2013. All of these variables were drawn 
from the American Community Survey five year esti-
mates. These data were originally organized at the county 
level, which I then merged with the LCMS district file, 
and weighted each county according to its population. 

 

Looking at all of these variables, we see that the stron-
gest relationship was between the total white birthrate 
(measured as the percentage of women of childbearing 
age that gave birth over a given year) and LCMS member-
ship percentage change. Although there is no hard rule 
about this, we generally consider a correlation coefficient 
above 0.5 a moderate correlation, a coefficient between 
0.3 and 0.5 a low correlation, and if it is below 0.3, we 
can say there is little or no linear correlation between two 
variables. 

The white birthrate is the only variable that exceeds 
the moderate correlation threshold. In terms of relation-
ship strength, this variable is followed by the total white 
marriage rate, the total birthrate, the total marriage rate, 
the percentage of the district that is non-Hispanic white, 
and the white married birthrate. We can reasonably say 
that there is no meaningful correlation between the dis-
trict’s median age or total population change and trends 
within the LCMS districts.

Birthrates and Change in LCMS Membership, 
2000 through 2010

Although correlation coefficients can give us some 
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indication of the relationship between two variables, they 
are limited. They can tell us nothing about the presence 
of outliers, for example. Further, if there is a non-linear 
relationship between two variables (such as a quadratic 
relationship), this will not be picked up by a Pearson’s R 
correlation.

Given the data we are working with, a visual explo-
ration of these variables will be sufficient to make sense 
of this relationship. The relationship between white 
birthrates (the variable most strongly related to trends 
in the LCMS) and the percentage change in each district 
between 2000 and 2013 can be seen in the figure below.

 

In the above figure we see a clear, linear relationship. 
On average, districts with higher birthrates for non-His-
panic whites saw smaller declines in their number of 
confirmed members. The strength of this relationship is 
even more impressive when we consider the relatively 
crude measure we are using — birthrates for the entire 
non-Hispanic white population, as opposed to just the 
birthrates for members of LCMS congregations.

Based on a simple bivariate regression, we can say 
that a one percentage point increase in the non-Hispanic 
white birthrate was associated, on average, with a seven 
percentage point increase in an LCMS district’s percent 
change over this thirteen-year period.

Birthrates and Change in LCMS Adherents Rates, 
1971-2010, ARDA Data

Unfortunately, county-level data regarding birthrates 
and marriage rates are not easily accessible prior to the 
year 2000. This precludes making estimates for these 

variables for each of the individual LCMS districts for 
earlier years.

However, general data about the overall birthrate at 
the state level are available from a number of sources. And 
as we have seen, the relationship between LCMS internal 
membership numbers and the ARDA data sets are gener-
ally congruent. We can thus examine these same trends to 
see if the relationship has been similar throughout the last 
four decades — the first ARDA estimates for the LCMS at 
the state level were created in 1971.

There is a problem with relying on the ARDA data 
rather than the LCMS districts, however. Although there 
is a large standard deviation (about 34,600 in 2010) in the 
LCMS population in each district, the standard deviation 
for individual states is much larger (about 45,000). When 
using state-level data, we have a problem due to the large 
number of states that have only a tiny number of LCMS 
adherents. In such states, a very small change in the total 
number of adherents over a ten-year period would regis-
ter as a very large percentage change in the total number 
of adherents. In a state with a much larger baseline LCMS 
population, such a change would barely register when it 
comes to total population change. This does not mean 
that such an analysis is not worthwhile, but we should 
look at the results with a more skeptical eye.

To see if this relationship has been consistent over 
time, I looked at the percentage change in LCMS adher-
ence numbers for each state, and then examined how this 
tracked the total fertility rate at the state level at the end 
of that decade.

It is interesting to see that this relationship, while 
always present, has not been consistently strong. 

During the 1970s, the relationship between birthrates 
and LCMS adherence rate change was actually stron-
ger than it was between 2000 and 2013. The correlation 
coefficient for these variables in that earlier time period 
was 0.55.

However, this relationship was much weaker during 
the 1980s and the 1990s. In fact, this correlation dropped 
below the threshold for “low correlation,” and we cannot 
reject the possibility that there was no meaningful cor-
relation between these variables during that period.

Drawing conclusions from this finding is challeng-
ing. When working with the ARDA state data we have 
both the problem of using a crude measure (total birth-
rate), which can lead to problems of ecological inference, 
combined with the problem of very different baseline 
populations of each state. I thus hesitate to say that these 
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results tell us anything conclusive.
It is nonetheless interesting to note that the relation-

ship between birthrates and LCMS change seems to be 
stronger during periods of membership decline. The 
LCMS experienced a short but sharp decline in the 1970s, 
followed by two decades of relative stability, and then a 
more serious and extended period of decline that began 
around the year 2000.

Dr. George Hawley is assistant professor of Political Science 
at the University of Alabama. 
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Abstract

Like most other major Protestant denominations 
in the United States, The Lutheran Church—
Missouri Synod (LCMS) is experiencing serious, 

long-term decline — both in total members and as a 
percentage of the U.S. population. This study considers 
this issue from a social science perspective. It examines 
aggregate data to determine the predictors of LCMS 
membership decline at the community level. It builds on 
existing literature to determine which social trends are 
pushing the denomination’s decline and offers suggestions 
regarding how the LCMS can grow in the twenty-first 
century. 

There are many explanations for the decline of vari-
ous Protestant denominations — growing secularism in 
society, a failure among churches to remain relevant in 
the modern world, and an inability to connect with cer-
tain demographic groups. While these factors may play a 
role in declining church membership and attendance, this 
paper examines one of the most important causes of the 
LCMS’s decline: low fertility among its adherents.

To understand this phenomenon, it is important to 
look at the greater context of fertility decline in econom-
ically developed nations. Below-replacement-rate fertility 
is a major demographic trend throughout much of the 
world. It is therefore not surprising that the LCMS sim-
ilarly suffers from relatively low birthrates and as a result 
faces a shrinking population.

Low fertility represents a major puzzle for scholars and 
a challenge for policymakers. This trend has serious social 
consequences, and multiple nations have implemented 
policies aimed at boosting fertility rates. These efforts 
have unfortunately yielded minimal results. However, 
over time scholars and policymakers have determined 
that certain policies can effectively encourage marriage 
and larger families. These findings are relevant to the 
LCMS and other religious groups that hope to experience 

The LCMS in the Face of Demographic 
and Social Change: A Social Science 
Perspective* 
by George Hawley

natural growth in the future.
As low fertility is a systemic trend across much of the 

world, and national governments have only been margin-
ally successful in their efforts to raise overall fertility, we 
must acknowledge that a religious denomination’s ability 
to boost the fertility of its members is limited. Fertility 
is predominately determined by personal decisions on 
the part of individuals, rather than something that can 
be dictated by social institutions. Nonetheless, marginal 
improvements are obtainable, and the LCMS should 
pursue policies that facilitate earlier marriages and larger 
families. Failing to halt or even reverse this trend would 
be disastrous for the LCMS; the current trajectory will 
result in a major contraction for the denomination.

This study also provides a statistical portrait of the 
LCMS based on county data. It details where the LCMS 
remains strong and is even growing, where it is stable, and 
where it has declined or even collapsed. It further pro-
vides the contextual covariates that predict the strength 
of the LCMS at the county level. This information will be 
useful for determining where the LCMS can expect new 
churches to be successful.

While natural growth through large families is a 
critical source of long-term church stability, outreach 
to non-church members is also important. This study 
therefore also examines the relevant research on church 
marketing techniques in order to provide guidance for 
attracting new members. This study is not pushing the 
LCMS to embrace a market based model of growth and 
evangelism. But it does provide an overview of what the 
research tells us about effective church growth.

This study will also consider the decline in religious 
identification and observance in the United States and 
elsewhere during the last thirty years. Again, this is an 
issue for most Christian denominations — not just the 
LCMS. In fact, the LCMS does a better job than some 
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denominations when it comes to retaining members. 
However, there is a great deal of scholarship examining 
why millions of Americans have abandoned Christianity. 
This research is also relevant to the LCMS as it develops a 
plan for growth in the years ahead.

Finally, this study will make some concluding remarks 
regarding policies the LCMS leadership should consider 
as they plan for the future. These recommendations are 
based both on the original research presented within 
this study and the extensive existing literature. It will 
also note those counties that continue to have a healthy 
demographic profile — measured by the percentage of the 
female population that is both married and having chil-
dren — as such counties may be useful places to consider 
planting new churches.

This study will begin with an overview of the litera-
ture on current demographic trends, both in the United 
States and abroad, focusing specifically on the issue of 
low birthrates and an aging population. This section will 
demonstrate that the demographic challenges the LCMS 
faces are not unique. In fact, the greying that is occur-
ring within LCMS pews in many ways reflects the greying 
of American society. The issue of population aging has 
perplexed and frustrated scholars and policymakers 
for many years, but we are beginning to understand the 
causes of this demographic transition and what policies 
can encourage larger families. This study also considers 
other demographic trends that are harming the LCMS — 
notably, the out-migration of youth from regions of the 
country where the LCMS has been traditionally strong.

The second section of this report provides an overview 
on the state of Christianity in America today, examining 
the current trend toward secularization and considering 
the various theories that seek to explain this phenom-
enon. That section provides a lengthy discussion of the 
literature on church marketing and growth, describing 
strategies that have a proven successful record.

The third section of this report provides a statistical 
portrait of the LCMS, relying primarily on county level 
data. It shows trends in LCMS affiliation since the early 
1970s. Beyond providing the basic geographic distribu-
tion of the LCMS, this section examines which attributes 
are correlated with the LCMS’ growth and decline. To 
further discern which economic and demographic attri-
butes predict the strength of the LCMS at the county level, 
and which are spurious, the section also includes a spatial 
regression model.

The fourth section examines the efficacy of various 

pronatalist policies that have been implemented in var-
ious parts of the world. Knowing which policies have 
effectively boosted fertility will assist the LCMS in deter-
mining which policies it should pursue, as well as which 
government policies it should lobby for at the state and 
national levels. The fifth section concludes this study with 
a summary of the relevant findings and a list of conclu-
sions and recommendations.

This project is not predicated on the assumption that 
demography is destiny, or that current trends will con-
tinue indefinitely. We may see a reversal in the trend 
toward greater secularization, for example. The LCMS 
may also experience a breakthrough among populations 
that have not traditionally been affiliated with the LCMS. 
Efforts to encourage these possibilities should absolutely 
be encouraged. However, demographic trends certainly 
matter, and they can tell us much about how a nation, 
state, community, or church will look in the future. It is 
thus necessary to understand these trends, and examine 
the relevant social science literature on this subject, with 
the end goal to develop policies that will allow the LCMS 
to thrive in the decades ahead. 

SECTION 1: MIGRATION, MARRIAGE AND 
BIRTHRATES: THE ISSUE IN CONTEXT
The membership decline of the LCMS — and the increas-
ing median age of LCMS adherents — has not occurred 
in a vacuum. In fact, the trends we see within the LCMS 
are part of a larger phenomenon we have seen throughout 
the developed world: people are getting married later in 
life (if at all), cohabitation rates have increased, and the 
average number of children per woman has dropped. This 
phenomenon has been called the “Second Demographic 
Transition” (SDT).1 The SDT is most pronounced in 
Western Europe, but we see similar trends in East Asia 
and North America. Even countries that had extraordi-
narily high birthrates just decades ago have witnessed a 
dramatic decline in fertility rates — Mexico, for example, 
has transitioned from having one of the world’s highest 
birthrates to a birthrate barely above the replacement 
level. These patterns are even discernible in conserva-
tive Islamic countries; Iran’s fertility rate, for example, 

1 Dirk J. Van de Kaa, “Europe’s Second Demographic Transition,” 
Population Bulletin 42, no. 1 (1987). Ron J. Lesthaeghe and K. Neels, 
“From the First to a Second Demographic Transition: An Interpretation 
of the Spatial Continuity of Demographic Innovation in France, 
Belgium and Switzerland,” European Journal of Population, 18 (2002): 
325–360.
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experienced a 64 percent decline between 1986 and 2000.2 
Only in Sub-Saharan Africa, and a few other outliers such 
as Afghanistan, do we still see explosive birthrates. This 
unprecedented drop in fertility is already leading to a rap-
idly aging population, both in developed countries and in 
lesser-developed countries. 

There are multiple ways to quantify fertility. A 
common and useful measure is the total fertility rate 
(TFR). This is the mean number of children born to 
women over the course of their lifetime. Whether a fer-
tility rate will lead to a stable population, population 
growth, or population decline depends on the child mor-
tality rate. In nations with advanced economies, such as 
the United States, childhood mortality rates are merci-
fully low, but not zero. In order for the United States to 
maintain a stable population, it requires a TFR of approx-
imately 2.1. As of 2014, the estimated TFR of the United 
States was 2.01, or slightly below the replacement rate. 
From a worldwide perspective, the United States ranks 
near the middle of the pack — 123rd of 224 countries. 

The U.S. has a comparatively high TFR compared to 
other economically developed countries. Many Western 
European nations such as Spain (TFR of 1.49), Germany 
(TFR of 1.43), and Italy (TFR of 1.42) have fertility rates 
well below replacement rate, and will shortly experi-
ence substantial population decline in the absence of 
higher immigration rates.3 As of 2000, almost half of the 
world’s population lived in countries near or below the 
replacement rate, only 16 countries nationwide were not 
exhibiting signs of fertility decline, and demographers 
expect worldwide fertility will continue to decline in the 
decades ahead.4

When discussing fertility rates, we must keep an 
important caveat in mind. There is not even a consensus 
on exactly how low fertility levels are at this point. The 
precise final fertility rate of women currently in their 
childbearing years will not be entirely clear until they 
reach menopause. Instead, demographers must draw 
intuitions based on previous data. This can generally 
lead to sound conclusions, but it tends to skew reported 
rates downward during periods in which childbearing is 

2 Farnaz Vahidnia, “Case Study: Fertility Decline in Iran,” Population 
and Environment 28, no. 4-5 (2007): 259-266.
3 “Country Comparison: Total Fertility Rate,” The World Fact Book, The 
Central Intelligence Agency, 2014, accessed April 12, 2015, https://www.
cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/rankorder/2127rank.
html.
4 S. Philip Morgan, “Is Low Fertility a Twenty-First Century 
Demographic Crisis?,” Demography 40, no. 4 (2003): 589-603.

being postponed until later years. During years in which 
the mean age at childbearing is increasing, the eventual 
fertility rate of a generation is likely higher than the cur-
rently reported fertility rate. For example, the recorded 
total fertility rate in Denmark in the 1980s was only 0.68. 
This suggests that massive numbers of Danish women 
eschewed giving birth entirely.5 This was an implausibly 
low number, and does not reflect the actual average expe-
riences of women who have since reached the end of their 
childbearing years. Similarly in France, the recorded fer-
tility rate has been well below replacement levels since the 
mid-1970s, yet women who recently reached the end of 
their childbearing years report an average of 2.1 births.6

This is not to say that fertility has not decreased in 
the developed world — it certainly has. Deciding to 
defer giving birth to her first child until a later age typ-
ically indicates that a woman will have fewer children 
than a woman who has her first child at an earlier age. 
Nonetheless, while the median age at childbirth is rising, 
there is a serious downward distortion on measured fer-
tility rates. 

This trend cannot go on forever. There are physi-
cal limitations to the number of years women can defer 
motherhood. Once the average age of childbirth stops 
rising, the total fertility rate will more accurately reflect 
the actual childbearing experiences of women. This 
number will likely remain below replacement rate in 
much of the developed world, but it is unlikely to be as 
low as current fertility rates suggest.

As stated above, the fertility rate in the United States is 
comparatively high. However, the high fertility rate of the 
United States is largely due to the high levels of immigra-
tion and the comparatively high birthrates of immigrants. 
Among non-Hispanic whites in the United States — the 
racial/ethnic category that makes up 95 percent of the 
LCMS’s membership — the total fertility rate was 1.8 as of 
2010, which is below the replacement rate.7 Even among 
non-whites, however, fertility rates have been dropping 
steadily. The decline has been most dramatic among U.S. 
Hispanics. While the Hispanic fertility rate still exceeds 
the non-Hispanic white fertility rate, it has dropped from 

5 John Bongaarts, “The End of Fertility Transition in the Developed 
World,” Population and Development Review 28, no. 3 (2002): 419-443.
6 John Bongaarts, “Demographic Consequences of Declining Fertility,” 
Science 282, no. 5388 (1998): 419-420.
7 It is worth pointing out, however, that the non-Hispanic white 
birthrate is still high when compared to birthrates in Western Europe. 
Immigrants are not the only explanation for comparatively high 
birthrates in the U.S.

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/rankorder/2127rank.html
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/rankorder/2127rank.html
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/rankorder/2127rank.html


10 Journal of Lutheran Mission | The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod

an average of three children per woman to an average of 
2.4 children per woman.8

As indicated above, and directly related to the issue of 
birthrates, the trend toward later marriages and later aver-
age age at birth of first child continues to inch upwards, 
and this is true of all major racial and ethnic groups in 
the United States. From 1990 to 2006, the mean age of 
mother at birth of first child increased from 24.2 to 25. 
Among non-Hispanic whites, the increase was from 25 to 
26 during this period.9

On the one hand, the rising age of first birth is a pos-
itive development: it is directly related to the decline in 
teenage pregnancy, which has been dropping since the 
1990s. While healthy population growth is dependent on 
women giving birth at a young, healthy age, high numbers 
of unwed teenage mothers have a social cost, both for the 
individual children and society at large. Ideally, we want 
young people to marry and have children as soon as they 
possess the resources to do so in a responsible manner, 
but not before. 

The rising age at first birth may not be a major prob-
lem if women continue to have large families, but simply 
defer having children a number of years. Unfortunately, 
as noted, beginning a family later in life is associated with 
having a smaller family overall — largely because of the 
probability that a couple will suffer from infertility rises 
dramatically after age 35. While infertility treatments 
continue to improve, ART procedures like in vitro fer-
tilization remain extraordinarily expensive, have a high 
rate of failure, and are widely opposed by traditionalist 
Christian groups like the LCMS, the Roman Catholic 
Church, and Orthodoxy.

Marrying early and having a large family are import-
ant paths for a religious denomination to ensure a stable 
population, but early family formation has additional 
benefits, as well. The connection between marriage, par-
enthood, and religiosity is well established.10 This effect is 
particularly pronounced for men, who are more likely 

8 Mark Mather, “Fact Sheet: The Decline of U.S. Fertility,” Population 
Reference Bureau, July 2012, http://www.prb.org/Publications/
Datasheets/2012/world-population-data-sheet/fact-sheet-us-
population.aspx.
9 T.J. Matthews, M.S. Hamilton, and Brady Hamilton, “Delayed 
Childbearing: More Women Are Having Their First Child Later in Life,” 
NCHS Data Brief 21 (2009).
10 Arland Thornton, William G. Axinn, and Daniel H. Hill, “Reciprocal 
Effects of Religiosity, Cohabitation, and Marriage,” American Journal of 
Sociology 98 (1992): 628-51.

to return to religion upon getting married or becoming a 
father.11

We are especially interested in how marriage and 
other life cycle changes impact the religious practices 
of young adults, as young adulthood is the period in 
which people are most likely to abandon their religious 
faith.12 This is true of all major religious denominations 
in the United States. There are a number of reasons this 
might be the case. During young adulthood, those who 
never had much interest in religion, but were previously 
obligated by their parents to attend religious services, 
suddenly have the freedom to cease religious activity. It 
is during this period that young people often begin to 
engage in activities that are counter to religious teachings, 
such as premarital sex, binge drinking, and drug abuse; 
these activities tend to weaken attachments to religion. 
The many other recreational, educational, and work-re-
lated activities that young people engage in may also cut 
into time they allot for religion.

It is clear that early marriage, on average, tends to 
keep young people involved in religion. On the other 
hand, cohabitation without marriage tends to weaken 
religious attachment even further. In their study of this 
subject, Uecker, Regnerus, and Vaaler found that, com-
pared to single young adults, married young adults were 
only 0.71 times as likely to decrease their religious service 
attendance; cohabitating but unmarried young adults, 
however, were 1.73 times as likely to decrease their reli-
gious service attendance.13 Other studies have shown that 
parenthood has a similar effect: young adults with chil-
dren are less likely to abandon organized religion.14 In 
other words, encouraging young members to marry and 
have children not only ensures that the church will have a 
new generation of adherents, it helps fortify the faithful-
ness of current adherents.

We should again be cautious about inferring the direc-
tion of the causal arrow. While the evidence is congruent 
with the hypothesis that marriage and children reaffirm 

11 John Wilson and Darren E. Sherkat, “Returning to the Fold,” Journal 
for the Scientific Study of Religion 33, no. 2 (1994): 148-161.
12 Alyssa N. Bryant, Jeung Yun Choi, and Maiko Yasuno, 
“Understanding the Religious and Spiritual Dimensions of Students’ 
Lives in the First Year of College,” Journal of College Student 
Development 44 (2003): 723-745.
13 Jeremy E. Uecker, Mark D. Regnerus, and Margaret L. Vaaler, 
“Losing My Religion: The Social Sources of Religious Decline in Early 
Adulthood,” Social Forces 85, no. 4 (2007): 1667-1692.
14 Donald R. Ploch and Donald W. Hastings, “Effects of parental church 
attendance, current family status, and religious salience on church 
attendance,” Review of Religious Research (1998): 309-320.

http://www.prb.org/Publications/Datasheets/2012/world-population-data-sheet/fact-sheet-us-population
http://www.prb.org/Publications/Datasheets/2012/world-population-data-sheet/fact-sheet-us-population
http://www.prb.org/Publications/Datasheets/2012/world-population-data-sheet/fact-sheet-us-population
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an individual’s commitment to organized religion, it is 
equally plausible to argue that the religious are more 
likely to get married and start families at an early age.15 
Regardless of the causal mechanism, however, the rela-
tionship between religion and family formation is real 
and strong. It is in the church’s best interest to encour-
age early marriage (rather than cohabitation), and large, 
strong families.

Consequences of Lower Fertility
While low fertility is a threat to the LCMS specifically, 
it also poses many challenges for society at large. It is 
important to note that low fertility is not viewed by all as 
a negative development, and may be seen as preferable 
to its alternatives. As Thomas Malthus noted, unend-
ing exponential population growth will inevitably lead 
to overpopulation and a population crash. It was not 
long ago that Paul Ehrlich was warning the world of the 
coming “population bomb.” 

The end result of fertility decline will be a smaller 
human population. A smaller human population will be 
less taxing on a planet with finite resources. The decline 
in unwed teenage motherhood is also a welcome devel-
opment — though it is not just this demographic cohort 
that has experienced serious declines in fertility. Thanks 
to easily accessible birth control, the number of unwanted 
children has also dropped, although many Christians 
have reasonable theological grounds for opposing 
contraception.

Some of the potential causes of fertility transition — 
such as greater educational and career opportunities for 
women — are generally celebrated by contemporary soci-
ety, and there is little chance that these societal changes 
will be reversed simply to boost aggregate fertility. While 
greater freedom for women may be a catalyst for fertility 
decline, many people today view this as a fair trade-off.

While some may view the benefits of low fertility to 
be worth the costs, the costs are very real. A decline in 
fertility, combined with longer life expectancies, nec-
essarily leads to a higher median age. We are already 
witnessing this in the United States. In 1960, the median 
age of the United States was 29.5. In 2013, it reached 37.6. 
Immigration is one reason why the current median age 
is not higher than it is; among non-Hispanic whites, the 
2012 median age was 42; among Hispanics, the 2012 

15 Jeremy E. Uecker, “Religion and Early Marriage in the United States: 
Evidence from the Add Health Study,” Journal for the Scientific Study of 
Religion 53, no. 2 (2014): 392-415.

median age was 27. The median age of all racial and 
ethnic groups is expected to rise dramatically over the 
next several decades. 

The aging of the population will further tax social 
services targeting the elderly, as fewer workers support a 
growing population of non-workers. Between 2000 and 
2050, the number of people over 65 in the U.S. was pro-
jected to increase by 135 percent, while the population 
between sixteen and 64 was only projected to increase 
by 33 percent.16 While the short-term economic effects 
of low fertility may actually be positive — a smaller per-
centage of minors increase the share of the population 
that is of working age — it will be harmful in the long 
run, as it ultimately decreases the percentage of the pop-
ulation that is of working age compared to the percentage 
of dependent older people.17 These trends threaten the 
long-term solvency of programs such as Social Security 
and Medicare.

Older individuals also tend to save and invest less. As 
the number of elderly citizens grows as a percentage of 
the population, more money is spent consuming health 
care and other services, leaving less money for savings 
and investment.18 However, it is worth noting that the 
ultimate effect of aging on economic growth remains an 
unsettled debate within economics. 

There are a few ways to keep government programs 
designed for the elderly solvent in the decades ahead, but 
all have potential problems. Raising the retirement age is 
one possible option. This will slow down the expansion 
of the Social Security rolls. However, this is not a viable 
option for all older workers, especially those in physically 
demanding occupations. Delayed retirement of an older 
generation may also harm the employment prospects of 
younger workers entering the workforce, though there is 
little empirical evidence for this at present. Cuts to old-
age programs can also lead to considerable savings. But 
older Americans will be an increasingly large and pow-
erful voting bloc in the electorate in the decades ahead, 
making such policies politically problematic.

Higher levels of immigration from developing 

16 Joshua M. Weiner and Jane Tilly, “Population Aging in the United 
States: Implications for Public Programmes,” International Journal of 
Epidemiology 31, no. 4 (2003): 776-781.
17 David E. Bloom, David Canning, Günther Fink, and Jocelyn E. 
Finlay, “The Cost of Low Fertility in Europe,” European Journal of 
Population 26, no. 2 (2009): 141-158.
18 Ken-ichi Hashimoto and Ken Tabata, “Population, Aging, Health 
Care, and Growth,” Journal of Population Economics 23, no. 2 (2010): 
571-593.
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countries offer a potential solution, though the ability 
of immigrants to sustain the economy is dependent on 
immigrants achieving high levels of economic assim-
ilation. Unfortunately, recent evidence indicates that 
Hispanic immigrants are not, on average, achieving a 
high level of economic well-being in the United States.19  
Whereas previous generations of immigrants eventually 
converged to the national norm economically, the current 
wave of immigration from Latin America is exhibiting 
much slower rates of economic upward mobility.

Besides hindering the strength of the national 
economy and the solvency of the government, some 
scholarship indicates that the SDT is also increasing 
economic inequality.20 The SDT is impacting different 
elements of society in different ways. For some children, 
the SDT has led to a greater amount of parental invest-
ment in their lives. For others, the SDT is resulting in less 
parental investment. For example, the trend among many 
women to delay marriage and childbirth until they have 
achieved a high level of educational attainment and eco-
nomic well-being leads their children to have a high level 
of parental investment. Among those at the lower end of 
the economic spectrum, the rise in divorce and non-mar-
ital children leads to lower levels of parental investment 
in children. Whereas it was once the case that a nuclear 
family, formed at an early age, was the norm for people 
across the income continuum, we increasingly see family 
patterns diverge according to social class. Wealthier 
people are more likely to raise their children as a stable 
married couple, and lower income people are increas-
ingly likely to have children outside of marriage and 
with comparatively little investment from fathers. These 
different family formation patterns subsequently rein-
force class differences, as the outcomes of children born 
outside of marriage have long been worse, economically, 
than the outcomes of children born to parents married 
to each other. 

The Concept of Demographic Transition
Before further elaborating on the SDT, we should first 

19 George J. Borjas, “The slowdown in the economic assimilation of 
immigrants: Aging and cohort effects revisited again” (working paper, 
no. w19116, National Bureau of Economic Research, 2013). William 
Haller, Alejandro Portes, and Scott M. Lynch, “Dreams fulfilled, dreams 
shattered: Determinants of segmented assimilation in the second 
generation,” Social Forces 89, no. 3 (2011): 733-762.
20 Sara McLanahan, “Diverging Destinies: How Children are Faring in 
the Second Demographic Transition,” Demography 41, no. 4 (2004): 
607-627.

explain the concept of demographic transition, as well as 
the characteristics of the First Demographic Transition 
(FDT). Demographic transition refers to the “shift from 
high, fluctuating fertility to low, more narrowly fluctu-
ating fertility, together with similar (usually preceding) 
shifts in mortality to lower levels.”21 That is, people are 
living longer and having fewer children.

The First Demographic Transition occurred in several 
Western nations during the nineteenth century. Like the 
SDT, the FDT was characterized by declining fertility and 
an increasing amount of resources invested in each child. 
The FDT signified the end of rapid population growth 
patterns. During this period, economic growth began 
to outpace population growth, leading to dramatically 
higher standards of living.22 Nations with advanced econ-
omies simultaneously saw increased life expectancies and 
smaller families. 

In hindsight, the First Demographic Transition may 
seem like a logical result of urbanization and indus-
trialization. However, this development was a surprise 
to many. Not long prior, Thomas Malthus argued that 
unchecked population growth was inevitable in periods 
when resources were plentiful. Unfortunately, Malthus 
argued, unchecked population growth inevitably leads 
to wars, plague, and famine. He noted that population 
growth is an exponential process, leading rapidly to a 
massive population with insufficient resources to feed 
itself, causing a population crash. Fortunately, the FDT 
proved that mankind was not destined to suffer an end-
less cycle of population explosions followed by traumatic 
events that bring the human population back down to a 
manageable size.

It was assumed that this would eventually reach a 
stable equilibrium, characterized by replacement rate 
fertility and long life. At the very least, there would be 
a cyclical pattern of smaller generations giving birth to 
large generations, and vice versa. Developed nations 
did not reach a stable fertility rate, however. Fertility 
rates continued to decline below replacement rate fol-
lowing the post-war “baby boom.” This period was also 
characterized by higher divorce rates, later marriages, 
non-marital cohabitation, and the weakening of the 

21 Loraine Donaldson, Fertility Transition: The Social Dynamics of 
Population Change (Oxford, UK: Basil Blackwell, 1991).
22 Oded Galor and David N. Weil, “Population, technology, and 
growth: From Malthusian stagnation to the demographic transition and 
beyond,” American Economic Review (2000): 806-828.
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connection between marriage and procreation.23

There is some debate as to whether the SDT is actu-
ally a distinct trend, or if it is simply a continuation of 
the FDT, which never really stopped. Ron Lesthaeghe 
has convincingly argued that the SDT is more than a 
mere continuation of the FDT.24 He pointed out that the 
trends in marriage during the two transitions were clearly 
different. During the FDT, the trend was actually toward 
more and earlier marriages, rare non-marital cohabita-
tion, and few out-of-wedlock births. The SDT, in contrast, 
is characterized by fewer, and later, marriages, and more 
children born outside of marriage. Other fertility trends 
differ between the two demographic transitions. During 
the FDT, it was uncommon for married couples to remain 
childless; it is now a common occurrence.

Causes of the Second Demographic Transition
Fertility transitions have been the subject of extensive 
study among demographers, and scholars continue to 
debate their cause. Many developments that began con-
currently may be pushing down birthrates. This makes it 
difficult to disentangle the various possible causal mecha-
nisms responsible for the trend. Many of the early theories 
of fertility transition borrowed heavily from the field of 
economics and examined childbearing decisions from 
the perspective that potential parents make rational deci-
sions based on the expected utility gained from having 
children. Many early theorists believed that the transition 
from agricultural to industrial economies explained much 
of the world’s fertility transition. This theory can be traced 
back at least as far as 1930.25 According to this theory, 
children are an economic benefit in societies that have 
not yet undergone industrialization; children in a primar-
ily agricultural economy are relatively inexpensive and 
are able to provide useful labor at a comparatively early 
age. In an industrial economy with much of the popula-
tion living in urban areas, however, children are unable 
to provide useful labor until a much later age, making 
them economic drains for a greater period of time. The 
rise of mass education for young children also dramati-
cally increases the cost of each additional child. Therefore, 
from a rational economic perspective, individuals have a 

23 Ron Lesthaeghe, “The Unfolding Story of the Second Demographic 
Transition,” Population and Development Review 36, no. 2 (2010): 211-
251.
24 Lesthaeghe, “Unfolding Story,” 211-251.
25 Warren S. Thompson, Population Problems (New York: McGraw-Hill, 
1930).

strong disincentive to have large numbers of children in 
an industrial, urban setting.

Scholars arguing on behalf of a neoclassical microeco-
nomic theory of fertility transition generally discuss three 
important variables that determine fertility decisions: the 
cost of children in comparison to other goods, the income 
of potential parents, and individual preferences for chil-
dren in comparison to other forms of consumption.26 
Other scholars have attempted to further develop the 
economic theory of fertility transition. Richard Easterlin 
provided a simple equation for childbearing decisions, 
and added the sociological variable of “supply” of children 
to the mix.27 Easterlin’s theory provides three determi-
nants for the total number of children: the total supply of 
children (i.e., the number of children a couple would bear 
without any effort at fertility limitation), the demand for 
children, and the total social, psychic, and monetary costs 
of regulating fertility.

Easterlin is also known for positing a cyclical theory 
that explained the post-war increase in fertility in the 
West as well as the subsequent fertility decline.28 He 
argued that generational cohort sizes explain a wide range 
of social phenomenon. He suggested that the social and 
economic well-being of a generation has an inverse rela-
tionship with the fecundity of the previous generation. 
Because large generations are “crowded,” individuals 
within that generation will tend to have fewer educational 
opportunities, lower economic prospects, more social 
problems, and subsequently have lower levels of fertility. 
This lower fertility provides a boon to the next genera-
tion, which is in a much smaller generational cohort. This 
cohort then resumes high levels of fertility, restarting the 
cycle. This theory has not been well substantiated since it 
was first advanced by Easterlin. Pampel and Peters noted 
that the theory stands up quite well if a researcher is only 

26 Gary S. Becker, “An Economic Analysis of Fertility,” in Demographic 
and Economic Change in Developed Countries: A Conference of the 
Universities-National Bureau Committee for Economic Research 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1960), 209-231.
27 Richard Easterlin, “An Economic Framework for Fertility Analysis,” 
Studies in Family Planning 6 (1975): 54-63.
28 Richard Easterlin, Population, Labor Force, and Long Swings in 
Economic Growth: The American Experience (New York: National 
Bureau of Economic Research, 1969).

Richard Easterlin, “Does Human Fertility Adjust to the Environment?,” 
American Economic Review 61 (1971): 399-407. 

Richard Easterlin, “Relative Economic Status and the American Fertility 
Swing,” in Family Economic Behavior, ed. E.B. Sheldon (Philadelphia: 
Lippincott, 1973).



14 Journal of Lutheran Mission | The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod

examining the United States from 1950 to 1980, but data 
from subsequent years, as well as data from other coun-
tries, do not show cohort size to have the tremendous 
explanatory power Easterlin suggested.29 Nonetheless, 
Easterlin contributed much to the field by noting the 
potential importance of cohort size to demographic 
phenomena. 

The theory that children were net gains for individ-
uals in preindustrial societies and losses in societies 
with modern economies has also come under fire. John 
Caldwell developed the most complete theory of the 
degree to which children are economic assets or bur-
dens.30 Caldwell’s theory focused on “intergenerational 
wealth flows,” that is, whether wealth in a family tends to 
move from the older generation downward, or from the 
younger generation upward. Caldwell argued that fer-
tility transition resulted from a change in the direction 
of wealth flows. That is, people stopped having children 
because wealth began moving from parents to children, 
rather than the reverse. However, subsequent research has 
suggested that children in underdeveloped, agricultural 
societies are not great assets to their families’ economic 
well-being,31 thus the high fertility found in those regions 
requires some other explanation. Caldwell still argues in 
favor of his hypothesis of intergenerational wealth flows. 
He recently made the point that children offer the added 
benefit of providing parents insurance for their old age or 
crippling illness, and that insurance makes up for costs 
their children impose during their development.32

Caldwell’s theories on intergeneration wealth flows 
have also been challenged by analysts examining fertility 
from the standpoint of evolutionary biology.33 This view 
treats individual humans as though they were animals 
like any other — with inherent desires derived from the 
process of natural selection — rather than as rational, 
utility-maximizing consumers. In all of nature, inter-
generational resources move downward. That is, animals 
invest in their offspring in order to ensure the survival 

29 Fred C. Pampel and H. Elizabeth Peters, “The Easterlin Effect,” 
Annual Review of Sociology 21 (1995): 163-194.
30 John C. Caldwell, Theory of Fertility Decline (London: Academic 
Press, 1982).
31 Guy Stecklov, “Intergenerational Resource Flows in Cote d’Ivoire,” 
Population and Development Review 23, no. 3 (1997): 524-553.
32 John C. Caldwell, “On Net Intergenerational Wealth Flows: An 
Update,” Population and Development Review 31, no. 4 (2005): 721-740.
33 Hillard Kaplan, “Evolutionary and Wealth Flows Theories of Fertility: 
Empirical Tests and New Models,” Population and Development Review 
20, no. 4 (1994): 753-791.

of their genes; they do not produce offspring in order to 
exploit them. The slow process of evolution has insured 
this tendency in all successful species. There is little reason 
to assume human beings are fundamentally different 
from other animals in this respect. Evolutionary biology 
does little to explain low fertility, however. If the desire for 
children is ingrained in human biology, it should be static 
over time. Although this theory explains high fertility in 
preindustrial societies, it does little to shed light on the 
process of fertility transition.

Part of this puzzle can possibly be solved by con-
sidering the relationship between infant mortality and 
fertility.34 In a relatively primitive society with high levels 
of infant mortality, parents may assume that they have no 
control over the odds that any one of their children will 
survive until adulthood. Because the probability is high 
that not all children will survive until maturity, parents 
have an incentive to produce a large number of children 
— and this is true whether considering the issue from 
an economic perspective or an evolutionary biology per-
spective. In more advanced societies, parents have more 
control over the likelihood that children will survive, 
but that control requires expending resources on things 
like medical care. Parents may thus forego the expense of 
additional children in order to afford the care for those 
they already have. State provided medical care for chil-
dren makes modeling this phenomenon more difficult. 
If the government provides free access to health care in 
a high-fertility society in which most people still prefer 
a large number of children, the end result will likely be 
even higher fertility. Matthias Doepke examined the 
empirical evidence and found that, although decreases 
in child mortality rates lead to decreases in fertility rates, 
the decrease is not substantial enough to account for the 
worldwide drop in fertility, meaning that mortality rates 
cannot be the sole explanation for this phenomenon.35

Looking at large trends across continents, many of the 
economic theories of fertility decline are supported by 
substantial evidence. Europe and North America, which 
were the first to industrialize, were also the first regions 
to begin fertility transition. These regions were followed 

34 Allesandro Cigno, “Fertility Decisions When Infant Mortality is 
Endogenous,” Journal of Population Economics 11, no. 1 (1998): 21-28.

George Hondroyiannis and Evangelia Papapetrou, “Demographic 
Transition and Economic Growth: Empirical Evidence from Greece,” 
Journal of Population Economics 15, no. 2 (2002): 221-242.
35 Matthias Doepke, “Child Mortality and Fertility Decline: Does the 
Barro-Becker Model Fit the Facts?,” Journal of Population Economics 18, 
no. 2 (2005): 337-366.
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by Latin America and Asia in both industrialization and 
fertility transition. Sub-Saharan Africa, which largely 
remains undeveloped, has not begun major fertility tran-
sition. However, despite the intuitive logic of this classic 
theory of fertility transition, it has largely fallen out of 
favor within the demography community. Although evi-
dence for this theory is quite strong when continents are 
the unit of analysis, evidence from individual countries 
suggests otherwise. For example, several countries in Asia 
and the Americas that are experiencing fertility transition, 
such as Bangladesh and Haiti, have not industrialized and 
largely remain undeveloped.36 One must also consider 
that most of Western Europe began fertility transition at 
approximately the same time in spite of dramatically dif-
ferent economic circumstances in the different Western 
European countries. Therefore, some other explanation 
must be provided.

The theory that economic growth leads to lower levels 
of fertility is further challenged by demographic and eco-
nomic data from Eastern Europe. The former Soviet and 
Warsaw Pact countries have some of the lowest birthrates 
in the world and have experienced tremendous economic 
and political difficulties since the end of the Cold War.37 
Thus economic growth is not necessarily a precondition 
for fertility decline. In fact, in this case, it may have been 
the economic stagnation that led to the dramatic fertility 
decline in this region. But economic stagnation has not 
had a similar influence on fertility in Sub-Saharan Africa.

Fertility decline in regions experiencing economic 
stagnation create a challenge for scholars making the 
argument that economic development is the engine of 
demographic transition. If strong economic growth is not 
a common feature of fertility decline, perhaps some other 
variable is more consistently present when fertility rates 
begin to drop. Caldwell and Schindlmayr considered this 
issue, finding that there are some explanations for fertil-
ity decline that are common to all countries where it has 
occurred.38 For example, the revolutions in contraception 
and in religious and other values that began in developed 
countries in the 1960s have spread across the globe. While 
they argued that a single comprehensive theory of fertil-
ity can surely be developed, they do acknowledge that 

36 Karen Oppenheim Mason, “Explaining Fertility Transition,” 
Demography 34, no. 4 (1997): 443-454.
37 John C. Caldwell and Thomas Schindlmayr, “Explanations of the 
Fertility Crisis in Modern Societies: A Search for Commonalities,” 
Population Studies 57, no. 3 (2003): 241-263.
38 Caldwell and Schindlmayr, “Fertility Crisis.”

differences between countries can influence the timing 
and scale of fertility decline. 

While we may be skeptical that parents ever viewed 
children exclusively as an economic asset and created 
families for that purpose, we certainly can argue that 
the economic cost of children has gone up, particularly 
in developed economies. We are already aware of the 
opportunity costs associated with children, especially for 
women who are likely to see their career prospects decline 
after having children. However, children also now cost 
more money to raise than had once been the case. Besides 
housing, food, and clothing, parents across the eco-
nomic spectrum increasingly feel the need to save money 
for their children’s college education. If both parents 
choose to work after beginning a family, some expense 
for childcare will also be incurred. The Department of 
Agriculture estimated that a child born in 2013 will cost 
a middle-income family an average total of more than 
$245,000 by the time that child turns eighteen — and 
this does not even take the cost of college into consider-
ation.39 A major explanation for this exploding cost is the 
increasing amount of money spent on health care, child 
care, and education.40 The rising cost of childcare in par-
ticular seems to be having a strong impact on behavior, 
and appears to be a reason a large number of women are 
choosing to leave the workforce entirely after becoming 
mothers.41 While economists and others who worry about 
the strength of the national economy may be concerned 
about women ceasing to work following childbirth, from 
the perspective of creating strong families, this may actu-
ally be a positive development — assuming a family can 
survive financially on one income.

The cost of childcare has been increasing, even after 
controlling for inflation, for the past three decades, though 
it is not because childcare professionals are making 
a better living now than in the past. The rising costs of 
childcare are likely due to the increased government 

39 “Cost of Raising a Child Rising, Agriculture Dept. Says,” The New 
York Times, August 18, 2014, accessed February 13, 2015, http://www.
nytimes.com/2014/08/19/business/cost-of-raising-a-child-rising-
agriculture-dept-says.html?_r=0.
40 Christopher Carr, “What’s Really Behind the Ever-Rising Cost 
of Raising a Child in America?,” The Atlantic, August 26, 2013, 
accessed February 13, 2015, http://www.theatlantic.com/business/
archive/2013/08/what-s-really-behind-the-ever-rising-cost-of-raising-
a-child-in-america/279034/.
41 Drew DeSilver, “Rising Cost of Child Care May Help Explain 
Recent Increase in Stay-at-Home Moms,” Pew Research Center, April 8, 
2014, accessed February 13, 2015, http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-
tank/2014/04/08/rising-cost-of-child-care-may-help-explain-increase-
in-stay-at-home-moms/.
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regulations associated with paid childcare — rules about 
the number of children adults may oversee, the mini-
mal amount of square feet per child, etc.42 While one can 
make an argument that such regulations are essential for 
ensuring the health and safety of children, they certainly 
raise the costs of childcare substantially.

The development of cheap, effective contraceptives 
clearly played a huge role in fertility decline. For most of 
human history, it was understood that sexual intercourse 
would eventually lead to pregnancy and childbirth. When 
birth control pills were approved for contraceptive use in 
the United States in 1960, women could effectively control 
their own fertility and delay childbirth until later in life or 
choose to never have children at all. There is strong evi-
dence indicating that “The Pill” was directly responsible 
for the dramatic rise in the average age at first marriage 
among American women.43 The legalization of abortion 
in the United States and other developed countries led to 
an additional decrease in the number of children born.44  
While it is difficult to estimate the number of abortions 
since the Supreme Court decision Roe v. Wade, as many 
as 53 million abortions may have occurred since 1973.45

Related to the issue of childcare, the increasing 
number of women in the workforce in the twentieth 
century also played a role in declining fertility. As the 
percentage of women pursuing careers outside the home 
exploded in the twentieth century, so too did the number 
of women who chose to defer or forgo motherhood. There 
is a clear relationship between the percentage of women 
working full time and declining fertility, though this rela-
tionship is not perfectly linear nor is it fully understood. 
As women’s wages increased in the latter decades of the 
twentieth century, the opportunity costs associated with 
child-rearing also increased, leading to more women 
deciding to delay motherhood or never have children.46  

42 Jordan Weissmann, “Why is Childcare Getting So Expensive?,” The 
Atlantic, November 12, 2013, accessed February 13, 2015, http://www.
theatlantic.com/business/archive/2013/11/why-is-childcare-getting-so-
expensive/281394/.
43 Claudia Goldin and Lawrence F. Katz, “The Power of the Pill: Oral 
Contraceptives and Women’s Career and Marriage Decisions,” Journal 
of Political Economy 110, no. 4 (2002): 730-770.
44 David E. Bloom, David Canning, Gunther Fink, and Jocelyn 
E. Finlay, “Fertility, Female Labor Force Participation, and the 
Demographic Dividend,” Journal of Economic Growth 14, no. 2 (2009): 
79-101.
45 “Fact Sheet,” The Guttmacher Institute, July 2014, accessed December 
24, 2014, http://www.guttmacher.org/pubs/fb_induced_abortion.html.
46 Christian Siegel, “Female Employment and Fertility — The Effects of 
Rising Female Wages” (unpublished paper, 2012).

Even if a woman seeks to balance a family and a career, 
time spent with children necessarily cuts into time that 
can be spent working. For a woman who desires a very 
lucrative or personally fulfilling career, the costs of chil-
dren may not be worth the benefits. That being said, 
proving the causal mechanism in this case is not neces-
sarily straightforward. It is difficult to know if women are 
choosing not to have children because they are working, 
or if they work because their decision not to have children 
allows them to do so.47

The greater number of women in the workforce 
and the rising average age at first marriage led Valerie 
Oppenheimer to develop her “marital search theory.”48  
According to this theory, when women possess few 
resources of their own, they endeavor to marry as early as 
possible. In contrast, women with a great deal of resources 
will extend the period of their lives in which they search 
for the most economically attractive men available to 
them. For many women, such a strategy probably does 
ultimately yield a more economically advantageous mar-
riage. However, many women may ultimately find that 
they are unable to attract a husband who meets their min-
imum requirements, and as a result a greater number of 
them choose not to marry at all. The fact that women’s 
earnings have, on average, been increasing at a faster pace 
than men’s earnings further exacerbates this trend.49

Robert Rector of the Heritage Foundation argued that 
the development of the welfare state has further exac-
erbated the marriage crisis in America.50 He pointed 
out that the rapid decline of marriage and traditional 
family formation patterns began at about the same time 
as President Johnson’s “War on Poverty,” and this is not 
a coincidence. Prior to this period, Aid to Families with 
Dependent Children was the only federal program 
designed to assist single parents. There are now dozens 
of welfare programs designed specifically to help single 
parents. To a great extent, many women began to view 
government as a viable substitute for husbands and 

47 L.L. Bumpass and C.F. Westhoff, The Later Years of Childbearing 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1970).
48 Valerie Kincaid Oppenheimer, “A Theory of Marriage Timing,” 
American Journal of Sociology 94, no. 3 (1988): 563-591.
49 “On Pay Gap, Millennial Women Near Parity — For Now,” Pew 
Research Center, December 11, 2013, accessed February 6, 2015, http://
www.pewsocialtrends.org/2013/12/11/on-pay-gap-millennial-women-
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50 Robert Rector, “How Welfare Undermines Marriage and What to Do 
About It,” Issue Brief #4302 (Washington, DC: The Heritage Foundation, 
2014).
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fathers as providers for their children.
Rector further argued that, beyond weakening the 

financial need for women to marry the fathers of their 
children, the welfare state actually created a strong 
disincentive to marriage. As many government aid pro-
grams are means-tested, a single mother who married 
the employed father of her children would have a higher 
reported family income and thus qualify for fewer bene-
fits. Thus, even if they may have wished to marry, it now 
actually makes financial sense for many low-income 
people to remain unmarried. Rector claims that removing 
some of these more problematic “marriage penalties” may 
boost the marriage rate among lower-income Americans 
— precisely the demographic that has experienced the 
greatest decline in marriage rates.

The welfare state may not just be influencing marriage. 
It may also have a meaningful effect on fertility. Allison 
Rovney examined various types of state policies in dif-
ferent European countries, and found that some raise 
and some lower fertility levels.51 For example, employ-
ment protection policies, which make it more difficult 
and costly to fire employees, have the unintended con-
sequence of further excluding many people — especially 
young people — from the labor market. While such pol-
icies offer many advantages to the employed, they can 
delay employment and financial independence among the 
youth, which also tends to delay both marriage and child-
bearing. On the other hand, policies such as government 
support for daycare tend to increase fertility. We will dis-
cuss the effect of policies on fertility in greater detail in 
the chapter focused on natalist policies.

Along with a growing number of women entering 
the workforce, both genders are now much more likely 
to attend university. The total fertility rate for American 
women with a bachelor’s degree or more is a much 
lower TFR than women with lower levels of education.52  
Education is one of the most powerful predictors of fer-
tility, both at the individual level and across nations.53 
There are a number of reasons this is the case. Many 

51 Allison E. Rovney, “Welfare State Policy Determinants of Fertility 
Level: A Comparative Analysis,” Journal of European Social Policy 21, 
no. 4 (2011): 335-347.
52 Gretchen Livingston and D’Vera Cohn, “Record Share of New 
Mothers are College Educated,” Pew Research Social and Demographic 
Trends, May 10, 2013, accessed December 24, 2014, http://www.
pewsocialtrends.org/2013/05/10/record-share-of-new-mothers-are-
college-educated/.
53 Alaka Malwade Basu, “Why Does Education Lead to Lower Fertility? 
A Critical Review of Some of the Possibilities,” World Development 30, 
no. 10 (2002): 1779-1790.

people decide to defer family formation until they possess 
a stable income, which is not possible for most people to 
achieve while in college. Even if most of these students 
wish to eventually become parents, the age when women 
have their first child has a direct relationship with their 
cumulative fertility — though this relationship is not as 
strong as was once the case.54 Education also increases 
female autonomy; this is an especially important factor 
in developing nations with more traditionalistic and 
patriarchal cultures. Moreover, a college degree may also 
increase one’s material aspirations and thus make the 
financial loss associated with raising children less palat-
able. The tremendous increase in the number of women 
attending American colleges and universities therefore 
plays an obvious role in the nation’s declining fertility. 
Women now outnumber men on college campuses in the 
U.S.; according to a 2012 study, the male-female ratio at 
public universities was a substantial 43.6 – 56.4 percent.55

There is no doubt that women entering the workforce 
in large numbers, and remaining in the workforce for 
most of their adult lives, had a depressing effect on aggre-
gate fertility. However, the relationship between female 
employment and fertility rates is now more complicated. 
Looking at data across countries, it was clear that the 
correlation between TFR and female labor market par-
ticipation was negative — more women in the workforce 
meant fewer children were born. However, throughout 
the 1980s this relationship disappeared and then reversed. 
By 1990, the relationship was positive — more women in 
the workforce were associated with a higher fertility rate, 
at least in economically advanced countries.56 While the 
precise cause of this reversal remains uncertain, chang-
ing societal norms about working mothers and access 
to childcare services are believed to explain part of this 
phenomenon. 

We should also be careful not to overstate the degree 
to which education hinders family formation. Among 
the better educated, marriage as an institution remains 
comparatively strong. Although high levels of education 

54 Philip Morgan and Ronald R. Rindfuss, “Reexamining the Link of 
Early Childbearing to Marriage and Subsequent Fertility,” Demography 
36, no. 1 (1999): 59-75.
55 Daniel Borzelleca, “The Male-Female Ratio in College,” Forbes, 
February 16, 2012, accessed December 24, 2014, http://www.forbes.
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typically lead to later marriages, the highly educated 
remain very likely to marry and very unlikely to divorce. 
This curious development was detailed by Charles Murray 
in his book Coming Apart. While much of the affluent 
population may claim to reject traditionalist values, and 
the stereotype of the rich bohemian persists, the reality is 
that the marriages of wealthy Americans remain, on aver-
age, quite healthy — at least when measured by marriage 
and divorce rates. Among wealthier and better educated 
Americans, the percentage who never marry stopped 
increasing in the early 1980s; for those at the lower end of 
the socioeconomic spectrum, the percentage who never 
marry continues to rise.57 We see a similar class gap when 
it comes to divorce.58

This issue of a growing class gap in family patterns and 
their consequences has been noted by other commen-
tators. Theodore Dalrymple, who has long observed the 
poor in Britain, has argued that the cultural revolutions 
that were largely instigated by elites — revolutions that 
denigrated traditional family structures and ushered in 
a new era characterized by “nonjudgmentalism” — have 
largely not harmed the upper class. However, these cul-
tural changes have been disastrous for the lower classes. 
There were good reasons to encourage responsible behav-
ior in all aspects of life, and to be especially critical of 
single parenthood:

The combination of relativism and antipathy to 
traditional culture has played a large part in creating 
the underclass, thus turning Britain from a class into 
a caste society. The poorest people were deprived 
both of a sense of cultural hierarchy and of the moral 
imperative to conform their conduct to any standard 
whatever. Henceforth what they had and what they 
did was as good as anything, because all cultures 
and all cultural artifacts are equal. Aspiration was 
therefore pointless: and thus they have been as 
immobilized in their poverty — material, mental, 
and spiritual — as completely as the damned in 
Dante’s Inferno.59

The trend toward urbanization is related to the 
economic changes that occur prior to and during demo-
graphic transition. The great migrations of people 
from the countryside to urban centers clearly played a 

57 Charles Murray, Coming Apart: The State of White America, 1960-
2010 (New York: Crown Forum, 2012), 155.
58 Murray, Coming Apart, 156.
59 Theodore Dalrymple, Life at the Bottom: The Worldview That Makes 
the Underclass (Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, 2001), 87.

prominent role in the FDT and the SDT. The relationship 
between urbanization and family size was already well 
known in the early twentieth century.60 As noted above, 
scholars who examined this subject in earlier periods 
hypothesized that the higher fertility rates in rural areas 
were due to children being a greater economic asset in 
rural areas where children could work in agriculture 
starting at a young age. Other explanations include the 
greater access to contraception in urban areas, and the 
greater affordability of land in rural areas (a theory that 
will be discussed in greater detail later in this section). 
However, while the theory that urbanization pushes down 
fertility is plausible, the fact that urbanization and fertility 
transition have a temporal correlation does not demon-
strate that the causal arrow points in the anticipated 
direction, or that there is any direct causal relationship at 
all. Tim Dyson argued that the conventional narrative is 
mistaken, and it is actually demographic transition that 
causes urbanization, and urbanization does not neces-
sarily require high levels of economic growth in order to 
begin.61 Other scholarship has similarly argued that fer-
tility transition is a cause of major changes in a nation’s 
aggregate human development, rather than simply an 
effect.62 The reality, of course, is that the causal arrow 
surely points in both directions, and may differ in differ-
ent regions of the world. 

Besides rising education levels and changing attitudes 
toward gender roles, other changing social attitudes are 
certainly playing a role in current marriage and fertil-
ity trends. In the 1970s, the political scientist Ronald 
Inglehart developed his theories regarding “postmateri-
alist” values.63 Throughout most of human history, basic 
survival was the primary concern of most human beings. 
It was not taken for granted that everyone would possess 
sufficient food, water, and shelter to survive. This nat-
ural scarcity inculcated conservative values, including 
traditional gender roles. Following the Second World 
War, a generation was born into unprecedented security 
and prosperity. With this stronger sense of security, the 
younger generations developed different priorities from 
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the generations that came before. In particular, concerns 
regarding self-expression, self-actualization, and indi-
vidual autonomy became especially valued. A rewarding 
career, for both men and women, increasingly became a 
prioritized element of self-actualization. While there is 
nothing wrong with dual-earning households per se, they 
are less hospitable to large families than families that fol-
lowed the traditional pattern where men served as most 
households’ sole economic provider.

It is a common refrain, particularly among tradi-
tionalist conservatives, that marriage is on the decline 
because our prosperous, post-materialist modern soci-
ety rejects traditional values. There are some problems 
with this theory, however. For example, if greater pros-
perity and higher education are responsible for the 
decline of marriage, why is it that marriage has declined 
the most among the least educated and least prosperous 
Americans? A competing explanation for the decline of 
marriage holds that marriage is not on the decline because 
modern Americans have lost interest in marriage; instead, 
economic changes are driving these cultural changes. 
It is surely true that some percentage of the population 
rejects marriage as an institution, and has no interest in 
ever getting married. But this is not true for most people, 
including most unmarried people.64 The problem is that 
most people, including the poor, have a laundry list of 
expectations they believe should be met before a couple 
gets married. In particular, it remains a common expecta-
tion that a couple will have their financial house in order 
before their wedding.65 While social norms have evolved 
significantly since the 1950s, Americans still associate 
marriage with financial attributes like a steady job and 
home ownership. To put it another way, the problem is 
not that today’s youth no longer take marriage seriously; 
to a significant extent, they may be taking it too seriously. 
In many cases, their expectations regarding the prereq-
uisites of marriage are unrealistic and will never be met. 
Unfortunately for those who decry the rise in single 
motherhood, a large percentage of women, particularly 
lower-income women, are willing to have children with 
men they are not willing to marry.66

64 S. L. Brown, “Union Transitions Among Cohabitors: The Significance 
of Relationship Assessments and Expectations,” Journal of Marriage and 
Family 62, no. 3 (2000): 833-846.
65 Christina M. Gibson-Davis, Kathryn Edin, and Sara McLanahan, 
“High Hopes but Even Higher Expectations: The Retreat from Marriage 
among Low-Income Couples,” Journal of Marriage and Family 67 
(2005): 1301-1312.
66 Kathryn Edin and M.J. Kefalas, Promises I Can Keep: Why Poor 

If the above theory is correct, marriage is largely on 
the decline because it is increasingly difficult for people 
— especially those at the lower end of the socioeconomic 
spectrum — to overcome the economic barriers to mar-
riage. The stagnation of earnings, particularly among 
men with lower levels of education, is problematic for 
many reasons, but one consequence is that it creates an 
additional barrier to marriage among the poor. In other 
words, to address the marriage crisis, it is also neces-
sary to address the economic insecurities of less affluent 
Americans.

There is another neglected, but surprisingly important, 
cause of fertility decline: television. The idea that televi-
sion might be influencing trends in family formation is 
not new; Vice President Dan Quayle made headlines with 
his criticism of the show Murphy Brown in 1992. At the 
time, Quayle’s critique was widely mocked. However, 
there is growing evidence that the media has an impact 
on family formation trends. In some cases, television 
programs have deliberately pushed a pro-contraception 
and family planning message. For example, a television 
campaign in Nigeria designed for that purpose appears 
to have had some effect.67 Telenovelas in Mexico with 
a pro-family planning message also seemed to have the 
desired effect.68 Television does not even need to be delib-
erately pushing an anti-natalist message in order to push 
down fertility rates. There is evidence that soap operas 
in Brazil are at least partially responsible for that coun-
try’s rapid fertility decline.69 While these programs were 
not written with the intention of lowering birthrates, the 
messages they conveyed had this effect. These programs 
frequently attacked traditional values, and generally 
focused on the glamorous lifestyles of childless women. 
Women exposed to these programs responded by prefer-
ring smaller family sizes than women who did not have 
access to such entertainment. This effect was particularly 
strong among women from a lower socioeconomic status 
and older women.

Women Put Motherhood before Marriage (Berkeley, CA: University of 
California Press, 2005).
67 Akinrinola Bankole, German Rodriguez, and Charles F. Westoff, 
“Mass Media Messages and Reproductive Behavior in Nigeria,” Journal 
of Biosocial Science 28, no. 2 (1996): 227-239.
68 Stuart Basten, “Mass Media and Reproductive Behaviour: Serial 
Narratives, Soap Operas and Telenovelas,” The Future of Human 
Reproduction (2009).
69 Eliana La Ferrara, Alberto Chong, and Suzanne Duryea, “Soap 
Operas and Fertility: Evidence from Brazil,” (working paper 172, 
Bureau for Research and Analysis of Development, Duke University, 
2008).
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There is less research demonstrating the effect of the 
television on fertility in developed countries. It is clear 
that there are now relatively few positive portrayals of 
large families in popular media. However, there has also 
been the trend in popular culture, especially gossip mag-
azines, to glamorize the “celebrity mom,” which has the 
effect of creating unrealistic expectations about moth-
erhood — though its overall effect on fertility (if any) is 
unclear.70

To further discern the causes of falling fertility, a 
number of scholars have conducted qualitative research 
in which they simply asked women their views on these 
subjects. While some of these studies indicate that eco-
nomics play a role in women’s fertility decisions, this 
research shows that other reasons also play a prominent 
role. A team of researchers in Australia interviewed a 
large number of childless women to discern why they 
chose not to have children.71 A near majority (48 per-
cent) declared that they never wished to have children. 
There were many reasons given for not wanting children, 
such as a lack of a suitable partner, and the concern that 
children would interfere with work. Others noted that 
their partner did not wish to have children. Maher and 
Saugeres found that, among voluntarily childless women, 
there is, on average, a strong fear that motherhood will 
overwhelm all other concerns in their lives and threaten 
their identities.72

A study of the users of Mumsnet — a website for 
mothers in the U.K. — attempted to further understand 
the reasons women are now having fewer children.73 The 
users of this site were specifically asked why they thought 
smaller families were becoming more common. These 
users, though not experts on the subject, offered a number 
of answers that will be familiar to scholars of this subject: 
access to contraception, urbanization, changing values, 
and more education. They also offered a few additional 

70 Stuart Basten, “Declining Fertility, Television, and the (Mis)
representation of Motherhood,” in Fertility Rates and Population 
Decline: No Time for Children?, eds. Ann Buchanan and Anna Rotkirch 
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013).
71 Melissa Graham, Erin Hill, Ann Taket, and Julia Shelley, “Why are 
childless women childless? Findings from an exploratory study in 
Victoria, Australia,” Journal of Social Inclusion 4, no. 1 (2013): 70-89.
72 JaneMaree Maher and Lise Saugeres, “To be or not to be a mother? 
Women negotiating cultural representations of mothering,” Journal of 
Sociology 43, no. 1 (2007): 5-21.
73 Justin Roberts, Kate Williams, and Ann Buchanan, “Why Are 
Women Having Fewer Babies? The Views of Mumsnet Users,” in 
Fertility Rates and Population Decline: No Time for Children?, eds. Ann 
Buchanan and Anna Rotkirch (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013).

explanations. For example, according to one respondent, 
“Family dynamics have also changed — half siblings, 
stepchildren, elderly parents needing help, children stay-
ing longer at home (most of the previous generation were 
out of the house and earning by 18). This all impacts on 
the choices made.”74

While this study is primarily focused on how fertility 
trends influence trends within American Christianity, 
and the LCMS more specifically, it is important to note 
that the causal arrow may face in the other direction in 
many instances. That is, the decline in church member-
ship and religious faith may be driving down marriage 
and fertility rates. There is solid scholarly literature indi-
cating that this is a plausible theory. Religious beliefs have 
long had a powerful impact on trends in family life. A 
person’s religious affiliations are a useful predictor of age 
at first marriage, for example. A 2004 study found that, 
among Jews, there was only a 2 percent chance of being 
married by age 20; among mainline Protestants, there was 
a 9 percent chance; among fundamentalist Protestants 
and Mormons, there was a 17 percent chance.75 We will 
discuss this in greater detail below.

Religion and Family Formation
Most major religions in the United States are officially 
pronatalist. For Christians, there is a clear biblical injunc-
tion to “be fruitful and multiply.” However, this does not 
explain why, within Christianity, there is a fertility gap 
between certain denominations. Why does religion only 
sometimes have a strong impact on reproductive behav-
ior? The answer to this question can assist churches in 
their efforts to encourage higher fertility among adher-
ents. It is worth noting that some of these apparent 
religious gaps in fertility are actually driven by other fac-
tors; different religious groups also differ, on average, on 
variables such as race, education, geographic region, and 
income. These other characteristics may explain some of 
the different outcomes in fertility, rather than the reli-
gious differences themselves. That being said, there is 
scholarship demonstrating that religion can have a direct 
effect on fertility.

While religious affiliation clearly relates to fertility, it is 
worth pointing out that this relationship is not as strong 
in the United States as was once the case. For example, 

74 Roberts, et al., “Mumsnet Users,” 107-108.
75 Evelyn Lehrer, “Religion as a Determinant of Economic and 
Demographic Behavior in the United States,” Population and 
Development Review 30, no. 4 (2004): 707-726.
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the gap between Catholics and non-Catholics in fertility 
was much higher in the “baby boom” years than it was 
both prior to the baby boom and after the baby boom 
concluded.76

Calvin Goldscheider’s 1971 research on the role reli-
gion plays in key demographic trends provides a useful 
introduction to this subject.77 He argued that the rela-
tionship between religion and fertility was not spurious, 
nor was it simply the result of theological injunctions 
against contraception — though these were not unim-
portant. Religious institutions also have an important 
role to play in encouraging greater fertility, but their 
effectiveness is largely determined by the religion’s status 
within the community. A religious pronatalist message 
can only be effectively transmitted if religious institutions 
have the means of promoting compliance with that mes-
sage — either because of the religion’s influence on the 
larger society, the religion’s influence within a particular 
community, or the religion’s influence on the specific indi-
vidual. The Catholic Church’s impressive ability to limit 
the use of contraception among adherents in Quebec 
throughout much of the twentieth century is a recent 
example of a religious institution’s ability to shape fertility 
patterns. We see similar trends in the demographic his-
tory of Ireland.78

As noted, Mormons have successfully maintained 
much higher birthrates than other religious categories 
in the United States. Some of this success can be traced 
directly to Mormon theology, which is extremely prona-
talist and heavily focuses on the idea of eternal families. 
The culture of the Mormon Church places a high value 
on the family, and large families are viewed as being more 
consistent with the church’s teachings than smaller fam-
ilies. For these reasons, worldwide it is the norm that 
Mormons have higher fertility rates than other religious 
groups within the same country.79 Utah, the geographic 
center of Mormonism, also has a low proportion of births 
to unmarried women and a low abortion rate.

Religious groups that can effectively shape the fertility 
of their adherents share one common characteristic. In all 

76 Charles F. Westoff and Elise F. Jones, “The End of ‘Catholic’ Fertility,” 
Demography 16 (1979): 209-217.
77 Calvin Goldscheider, Population, Modernization, and Social Structure 
(Boston, MA: Little, Brown and Company, 1971).
78 Kevin McQuillian, “When Does Religion Influence Fertility?,” 
Population and Development Review 30, no. 1 (2004): 25-56.
79 Tim B. Heaton, “How Does Religion Influence Fertility? The Case of 
Mormons,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 25 (1985): 248-
258.

cases, the church was a center of community and individ-
ual activity. The Mormon Church throughout its history 
and the Catholic Church in America in the nineteenth 
and much of the twentieth century played critical roles in 
their communities. Religions are best able to shape behav-
ior when an individual’s good standing in the broader 
community is predicated on good standing in the eyes of 
the religious institutions. This requires a religious institu-
tion to offer more than just a place to worship on Sunday 
mornings. Kevin McQuillian argued that three elements 
are required if a religion wants to influence fertility. The 
first obvious step is that the religion must take a stand on 
behaviors directly linked to fertility (contraception, abor-
tion, etc.). It must also have a clear way to communicate 
these messages to its members, and have sufficient author-
ity to encourage its members to comply — either through 
social pressure or by offering concrete rewards. Finally, 
people must feel strongly attached to their religion: 

In some settings, religious affiliation is just one of 
a number of memberships that persons hold and 
not always the most important. In other situations, 
however, religion is the defining trait of individuals 
… in these circumstances, individuals feel a greater 
sense of solidarity with their religious group, and this 
attachment raises the rewards for compliance and the 
penalties for deviance.80

Just as there is a relationship between religion and 
fertility, there is a relationship between religion and mar-
riage. Survey research has established that people from 
less religious families are more likely to substitute cohabi-
tation for marriage.81

Home Affordability, Marriage and Fertility
While much scholarship has focused on the economic 
determinants of marriage patterns and fertility, the 
availability and affordability of housing is an important 
predictor of marriage that has received relatively little 
attention from popular media — though this subject has 
been examined by a number of scholars. The idea that 
home affordability will influence marital and fertility pat-
terns is not new. In fact, Benjamin Franklin discussed this 
issue in 1755. He argued that availability of abundant land 
was the reason colonial America was experiencing such 
explosive population growth:

Land being thus plenty in America, and so cheap as 

80 McQuillian, “Fertility,” 50.
81 Thornton, et. al., “Reciprocal Effects,” 628-651.
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that a labouring man that understands Husbandry, 
can in a short time save money enough to purchase 
a piece of new Land sufficient for a plantation, 
whereon he may subsist a family; such are not afraid 
to marry; for if they even look far enough forward to 
consider how their children when grown up are to be 
provided for, they see that more Land is to be had at 
rates equally easy, all circumstances considered.82

Since that time, abundant scholarship has reaffirmed 
that the ease with which one may attain a home plays an 
important role in the decision to start a family. In 1937, 
Willystine Goodsell discerned a relationship between 
the spaciousness of dwelling units and the national 
birthrate.83 In his 1965 attempt to explain the rising aver-
age marriage age in Europe, John Hajnal pointed to the 
decreasing amount of land available for housing.84 A 
great deal of recent scholarship has further affirmed the 
relationship between housing and marriage and fertility, 
though much of this research was conducted outside of 
the United States.

A study of fertility patterns in Sweden since the 1970s 
indicates that larger dwellings were positively associated 
with fertility.85 A study from Italy further indicated a pos-
itive relationship between fertility intentions and housing 
security.86 An examination of census data from the United 
States from 1940 until 2000 found that there is a negative 
relationship between the cost of living space and fertili-
ty.87 Other work shows a relationship between residential 
roominess and childbearing.88

When considering the relationship between home 
ownership and fertility, it is important to be sure that 
we are not confusing cause with effect. That is, while it is 
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84 John Hajnal, “European Marriage Patterns in Perspective,” in 
Population and History: Essays on Historical Geography, eds. D.V. Glass 
and D.E.C. Eversley (London: Arnold, 1965), 101-143.
85 Sara Ström, “Housing and first births in Sweden, 1972–2005,” 
Housing Studies 25, no. 4 (2010): 509-526.
86 Daniele Vignoli, Francesca Rinesi, and Eleonora Mussino, “A home to 
plan the first child? Fertility intentions and housing conditions in Italy,” 
Population, Space and Place 19, no. 1 (2013): 60-71.
87 Curtis J. Simon and Robert Tamura, “Do Higher Rents Discourage 
Fertility? Evidence from U.S. cities, 1940–2000,” Regional Science and 
Urban Economics 39, no. 1 (2009): 33-42.
88 Nathanael Lauster, “A Room to Grow: The Residential Density-
Dependence of Childbearing in Europe and the United States,” 
Canadian Studies in Population 37, no. 4 (2010): 475-496.

clear that fertility is higher among couples living in single 
family homes than among those living in apartments,89 
we should be careful about inferring that owning a home 
causes higher fertility. It is just as likely that people move 
out of apartments and into their own homes specifically 
because they wish to grow their families. Indeed, Kulu 
and Vikat found that fertility variation across housing 
types is largely due to selective moves.90 Withers, Clark, 
and Ruiz reached similar conclusions in their study of this 
subject.91 That being said, if fertility and home ownership 
are related, the ability to afford a home once a couple is 
ready to have children will certainly play a role in fertility 
decisions.

In her study of the economic determinants of marriage, 
Mary Elizabeth Hughes found that local labor and hous-
ing conditions influenced whether young people pursued 
marriage or some other kind of domestic arrangement.92  
She specifically found that marriage becomes more likely 
when earnings are high and housing costs are low. In a 
study of American cities, Simon and Tamura found that 
the price of living space influences fertility decisions — 
higher costs were associated with lower fertility.93 Dettling 
and Kearney found that the relationship is slightly more 
complicated than this, however. While rising home prices 
tend to discourage fertility among couples that do not 
presently own a home — or that own a home that is too 
small to handle an additional child — rising home prices 
increase the home equity of current home owners, which 
has a positive effect on their fertility.94

While it makes intuitive sense that the housing market 
will influence decisions about marriage and fertility, the 
empirical evidence for this relationship is not always 
consistent — especially if we look abroad. While there 
is clearly an association between home ownership and 
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family formation, the cost of home ownership is also often 
very high; this may explain why the countries in Western 
Europe with some of the highest rates of home ownership 
also have lower fertility rates.95 Further, in some coun-
tries, such as the United Kingdom, home owners have 
fewer children than renters, and tend to have them later 
in life.96 Finally, the rapid decline of fertility in Europe 
also coincided temporally with a significant increase in 
homeownership. While it is difficult to argue that higher 
rates of ownership caused lower fertility, this coincidence 
does weaken the argument that widespread homeowner-
ship is a panacea to low birthrates.

Although the relationship between home ownership 
and marriage and fertility is not necessarily consistent 
in all places, there are certain housing market character-
istics that are generally associated with very low fertility. 
Specifically, according to Clara Mulder and Francesco C. 
Billari, family formation is particularly difficult in what 
they call the “difficult home-ownership regime.”97 In this 
regime, home ownership rates are actually rather high, 
but mortgages are not easily available, thus would-be 
homeowners must rely on their own savings or assis-
tance from family. In countries where this is the norm 
(Spain, Greece, Italy), young people live with their par-
ents for a longer period of time, the age at which women 
become mothers is, on average, very high, and overall 
fertility is low.

The association between home ownership and par-
enthood remains part of our culture. Thus, promotion 
of home ownership, on its face, appears to be a fami-
ly-friendly policy. However, it is important to be aware of 
the unintended consequences of such policies. If buying 
a home proves to be a massive financial burden, forcing a 
couple to forgo other kinds of consumption, then home-
ownership promotion may actually be a family unfriendly 
policy. Further, we have already seen in the United States 
how cheap credit designed to foster higher rates of owner-
ship can lead to a bubble and crash.

When looking at home ownership as a means to 
increase fertility, it is critical to keep the focus on home 
affordability. Putting people into homes they cannot 
afford, or could only afford at the cost of other great 

95 Clara H. Mulder, “Home-ownership and family formation,” Journal of 
Housing and the Built Environment 21, no. 3 (2006): 281-298.
96 Catherine Hakim, Models of the Family in Modern Society: Ideals and 
Realities (Ashgate, 2003).
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and Low Fertility,” Housing Studies 25, no. 4 (2010): 527-541.

sacrifices, will not increase the birthrate. On the other 
hand, there is evidence that access to affordable housing 
does have a positive impact on fertility. A study on fertil-
ity in the Czech Republic provides compelling evidence 
for this hypothesis.98 A study focused on the United States 
indicated that rising housing costs are a key explana-
tion for higher rates of employment among women with 
small children.99

The relationship between home affordability and fer-
tility may be somewhat encouraging for the LCMS; most 
of the region where the LCMS is strong has relatively 
affordable housing costs — at least when compared to the 
crowded housing markets in the urban West Coast and 
East Coast. More problematic, however, is the fact that 
young people continue to flock to distant high-cost-of-
living cities in spite of the economic costs. That is, while it 
may be too expensive to raise a family in San Francisco or 
Portland, large numbers of young people clearly view the 
benefits of such cities (cultural amenities, good jobs, etc.) 
as outweighing the costs of a tight housing market. 

In his examination of migration patterns of young 
adults in the U.S., William Frey of the Brookings insti-
tute identified metropolitan areas that were magnets for 
young adults and those that were losing young people to 
migration.100 None of the top so-called “cool cities” were 
in states that have traditionally had the largest LCMS 
presence. 

Rural Population Loss and Its Implications for the 
LCMS
The LCMS faces an additional difficulty due to an ongo-
ing trend in American demography: the exodus of young 
people from rural America. The counties in which the 
LCMS has traditionally been strongest have long been dis-
proportionately rural. This does not mean that that LCMS 
is an exclusively or even predominantly rural denomi-
nation. A majority of LCMS adherents actually live in 
counties that are classified as metropolitan. However, as 
we will see in the section providing a statistical analysis 
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of the LCMS, LCMS adherents are much more likely to 
live in rural areas than are other Americans. Further, the 
major metropolitan areas to which young Americans are 
increasingly moving, by and large, do not have a strong 
LCMS presence. Thus, young people who move to these 
metropolitan areas cannot continue to worship at LCMS 
services even if they were inclined to do so.

Like the SDT, there are many possible causes for the 
declining population in much of rural America. One dis-
tressing trend for rural America is the ongoing exodus 
of young people who leave home to pursue educational 
or employment opportunities — a trend also called the 
“rural brain drain.”101 The very people rural communities 
will need to create thriving economies in the long run 
are leaving and not returning. This trend tends to rein-
force itself, as a flight of talent from rural America further 
weakens economic prospects among those young people 
who might otherwise have stayed but must now move in 
search of work. All of this is leading to a situation where 
rural America is aging more rapidly than other kinds of 
communities in the U.S. This is also in part due to the 
fact that older people, while less mobile than younger 
Americans, do often move, and they are more likely to 
move to rural communities.102

Rural America also suffers from a decreasing inter-
est among young people in agricultural vocations. The 
median age of American farmers has steadily risen over 
recent decades, and it now employs, on average, some of 
the oldest workers in the U.S. A recent analysis indicated 
that the median age of the American farmer has now 
risen to 55.9 years.103 To build resilient rural communities, 
more young people must be encouraged to pursue careers 
in agriculture, or rural communities must become more 
economically diversified to entice young people who wish 
to pursue other careers.

While migration from older residents will help sustain 
the population of many rural communities, not all rural 
communities are equally attractive to older migrants. 
Unfortunately for the LCMS, states where the LCMS is 
disproportionately strong are not major destinations for 
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retired migrants. A majority of these rural communities 
that attract older Americans are found in the South and 
Southwest.104

LCMS adherents are disproportionately found in 
counties experiencing population loss. The regions 
where the LCMS is strongest — the Great Plains and the 
Western Corn Belt — are also among the regions suffer-
ing the greatest population loss. Among all U.S. counties, 
the mean percentage of LCMS adherents is approximately 
1.4.105 Among the 600 counties classified by the USDA’s 
Economic Research Service as “population loss” coun-
ties in 2004, the mean percentage of LCMS adherents is 
4.9 percent. In other words, many of those communities 
where the LCMS has been traditionally strongest are also 
counties suffering the greatest hemorrhaging of people.

Counties where we find an above-average percent 
of LCMS adherents are also, on average, older than the 
nation overall. The mean county median age (as of 2005) 
for all U.S. counties was 38.6; the mean county median 
age for counties with an above-average percentage of 
LCMS adherents was 40.2. More details regarding the 
demographic profile of communities with an above-aver-
age percentage of LCMS adherents will be provided in a 
later section.

To sum up, large numbers of LCMS adherents tend to 
be found in counties that are losing population and where 
the median age is higher. To avoid further decline of the 
LCMS, young people must be persuaded to move to these 
communities (and those already living there must be dis-
suaded from moving). Alternatively, the LCMS will need 
to plant new churches in those communities where young 
people are moving.

Other Economic Issues
Home affordability is not the only economic consideration 
that influences decisions regarding family formation. The 
overall health of the economy also has a direct impact 
on birthrates — this was recently well demonstrated by 
the declining birthrate that corresponded with the recent 
economic crash. At times of economic uncertainty, cou-
ples may become more hesitant to have a child. While 
many couples who choose to postpone parenthood due to 
short-term economic circumstances will eventually have 
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children,106 they may ultimately have fewer offspring due 
to the constraints of biology — the later a woman chooses 
to become a mother, the fewer children she will be physi-
cally capable of bearing. 

Like childbearing, it is often assumed that mar-
riage patterns are sensitive to economic circumstances. 
Divorce costs are one variable used when attempting to 
model marriage decisions. When it is costlier in both time 
and resources to divorce, people tend to be less likely to 
divorce.107 It is unlikely that governments will take steps 
to make divorce more costly simply to encourage more 
married couples to remain together; it is also unlikely that 
states will overturn their no-fault divorce laws. However, 
the relatively lax position that many churches take on the 
issue of divorce is surely not helping the matter.

Economic models of marriage decisions also suggest 
that marriage decisions are sensitive to tax structures. 
Becker predicted that marriage decisions will be deter-
mined by relative economic opportunities both inside and 
outside of marriage, thus marriage penalties or subsidies 
should influence marriage rates in a meaningful way.108  
Baker and Hanna recently found empirical evidence sug-
gesting that this is the case.109 Therefore, this is one of the 
few areas in which governments can apparently influence 
demographic trends.

Other broad economic changes may similarly influ-
ence trends in fertility. While productivity and economic 
growth have enjoyed gains over the last fifty years, there 
have been costs. One can make the case that economic 
deregulation, the outsourcing of manufacturing, and the 
decline of labor unions has had a beneficial impact on the 
American economy. But these developments have also 
led to lower levels of security and stability for American 
workers. Peter McDonald, who has conducted import-
ant work on fertility decline, sums up these changes as 

106 Karel Neels, “Temporal variation in unemployment rates and their 
association with tempo and quantum of fertility: Some Evidence for 
Belgium, France, and the Netherlands” (paper presented at the Annual 
Meeting of the Population Association of America, Dallas, TX, April 
17, 2010).
107 Spiros Bougheas and Yannis Georgelli, “The Effect of Divorce 
Costs on Marriage Formation and Dissolution,” Journal of Population 
Economics 12, no. 3 (1999): 489-498.
108 Gary S. Becker, “A Theory of Marriage Part I,” Journal of Political 
Economy 81 (1973): 813-846.

Gary S. Becker, “A Theory of Marriage Part II,” Journal of Political 
Economy 82 (1974): S11-S26.
109 Michael Baker and Emily Hanna, “The Married Widow: Marriage 
Penalties Matter!,” Journal of the European Economic Association 2, no. 4 
(2004): 634-664.

follows:
In relation to family formation and dissolution, the 
most important aspect of the new capitalism is its 
impact on the labor market. These impacts include: 
industry restructuring with a rapid increase in 
the producer services industries and a decline in 
manufacturing; direct negotiations between workers 
and employers and the decline of labor unions; a shift 
in labor demand to higher levels of human capital; 
flexibility of appointment permitting easy movement 
within the system and flexibility of appointment, 
dismissal, work content, working conditions, and 
working hours but absolute dedication to the 
completion of short-term tasks; downsizing as a 
short-term strategy of cost reduction; the end of 
“jobs for life”; and contracting out to increasingly 
specialized smaller firms. The new capitalism offers 
great rewards to those who are successful in its 
terms but is unforgiving for those whom it rejects. 
Accordingly, rising income inequality has been a 
significant feature of the new capitalism.110

There is actually compelling evidence of a direct rela-
tionship between the decline of union membership and 
the decline of marriage.111 Union membership was a 
particularly strong predictor of age at first marriage for 
men. Specifically, it appears that men covered by collec-
tive bargaining agreements were 13 percent more likely 
to get married over a given period than men not covered 
by such an agreement. While it is not easy to precisely 
determine the causal mechanism at work, this relation-
ship is likely strong and statistically significant because of 
the higher wages, greater benefits (such as quality health 
insurance), and stronger job security enjoyed by union 
members.

Other research provides compelling evidence that 
rising economic inequality is at least partially behind the 
decline in marriage. Specifically, recent research indicates 
that women spend a longer time searching for husbands 
in cities with higher levels of male inequality.112 This 
is likely because higher levels of economic inequality 
between men increase the incentive for women to search 

110 Peter McDonald, “Low Fertility and the State: The Efficacy of Policy,” 
Population and Development Review 32, no. 3 (2006): 485-510.
111 Daniel Schneider and Adam Reich, “Marrying Ain’t Hard When 
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Social Problems 61, no. 4 (2014): 625-643.
112 Eric D. Gould and Daniele Passerman, “Waiting for Mr. Right: 
Rising Inequality and Declining Marriage Rates,” Journal of Urban 
Economics 53 (2003): 257–81.
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longer for the most economically ideal husband possible. 
While this does not completely account for the decline 
in marriage, rising inequality may be responsible for as 
much as 30 percent of the declining marriage rates.

While economic dynamism is a paramount concern 
for policymakers, it has costs that are often unexpected 
and unforeseen by economists. The desire to achieve a 
certain level of economic security before having children 
is natural and probably healthy. However, in an economy 
where very high levels of education are necessary to earn 
a living wage and it is very easy for workers to lose their 
jobs, the age at which people will feel economically secure 
will inevitably rise — and for many people, such a level of 
security may not be reached before their fertility window 
is closed.

There are obviously multiple measures of a geographic 
unit’s economic health — GDP growth, unemployment, 
etc. While these indicators are typically correlated with 
each other, Sobotka and Skirbekk found that unemploy-
ment and consumer confidence are the best economic 
predictors of fertility.113 They further found that the 
change in unemployment and consumer confidence is a 
more important determinant in fertility than their over-
all levels. That is, a country with a strong economy will 
see its aggregate fertility drop in an economic downturn, 
even if the economy is still relatively healthy throughout 
the downturn. This study also indicated that this effect is 
particularly acute among the young.

As an aside, this relationship between economic 
conditions and fertility is related to a possible cultural 
determinant of fertility trends. Fertility rates may be 
related to moods about the future. In places where people 
are pessimistic about the future — either their own spe-
cific future or the future of their country — people may 
be less willing to bring new life into the world. This may 
explain the dismal fertility in Eastern Europe, where 
the end of the Cold War failed to usher in the new era 
of prosperity that many people expected. There is little 
hard data to demonstrate this definitively, though some 
experts on fertility have made this argument, suggesting 
that the comparatively high levels of fertility in the United 
States are driven by Americans’ greater sense of opti-
mism, patriotism, and religious belief, compared to other 
economically developed nations.114 

113 Tomáš Sobotka, Vegard Skirbekk, and Dimiter Philipov, “Economic 
recession and fertility in the developed world,” Population and 
Development Review 37, no. 2 (2011): 267-306.
114 Robert Samuelson, “The Impact of Collapsing Birthrates,” 

Back to the issue of economic changes and fertility, 
while higher education can delay marriage and fertility 
simply because many people prefer to delay family for-
mation until graduation, the direct costs of education 
also play a role. This is not to say that a college educa-
tion does not eventually pay dividends. However, in the 
years immediately following the completion of a four-year 
degree, many young Americans suffer from a crippling 
amount of student loan debt, and this indebtedness can 
be a stumbling block to economic independence and 
family formation.115 While higher levels of education are 
associated with greater levels of lifetime earnings, they 
can also decrease the odds of forming a family during 
critical years.116

The average college student will graduate with more 
than $25,000 in student loans, and the total sum of student 
loan debt in the United States is more than one trillion 
dollars.117 Part of the problem stems from the fact that 
student loans are often impossible to discharge through 
bankruptcy. This means that lenders have no problem 
offering massive student loans to students regardless of 
their likelihood of ever having a large income or even 
graduating from college. Because students can easily 
access very large loans, colleges have little incentive to 
keep costs down, and the cost of college tuition increased 
by nearly 80 percent between 2003 and 2013 and the price 
of textbooks increased a similar amount — far outpacing 
the rate of inflation and the costs of other goods and ser-
vices like housing and medical care.118

A number of studies have found a direct connection 
between student loans and family formation. One of these 
studies indicated that every additional $10,000 a person 
has in student loans decreases the probability of marriage 
by at least seven percentage points.119 Student loan debt 
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also appears to increase the probability that a woman will 
choose to cohabitate rather than marry.120 Another study 
found that student debt is putting downward pressure 
on both marriage and fertility, and that this effect was 
especially pronounced for women; the study estimated 
that every $1,000 increase in student debt decreases 
female fertility by 0.13 children in the ten years following 
graduation.121

We should also not discount the rising costs of wed-
dings as a hindrance to earlier marriages. While it is 
unlikely that a couple would choose not to get engaged 
because of the cost of a wedding, they may forestall 
actually getting married until they can afford a wedding 
congruent with contemporary norms. Unfortunately, the 
average cost of a wedding in the United States is now 
preposterously high. The mean cost for weddings in 2011 
exceeded $25,000.122 While many of these costs are usu-
ally paid by parents, many couples must bear some of 
these costs themselves, and either save money for their 
wedding, or incur a large amount of debt. The former 
delays marriage, and the latter may delay childbirth once 
the marriage has occurred.

Do People Really Want Fewer Children?
When considering the issue of below-replacement fer-
tility, we must ask whether smaller average families are 
congruent with people’s preferences, or whether people 
would like to have more children but are prohibited 
from doing so by their circumstances. If the former is 
the case, raising fertility is a more difficult prospect, as 
the TFR would likely remain low even if barriers to large 
families were removed. The good news is that, while the 
average desired family size among women in economi-
cally developed countries has decreased, it is nonetheless 
higher than the achieved TFR. In other words, people 
today would like to have more children than is pres-
ently the case, and would have them if certain barriers 
were removed. In fact, if women, on average, were able 
to achieve their ideal number of children, below replace-
ment fertility would actually end in many — though not 

Decision to Start a Family?,” (working paper, 2011).
120 Fenaba R. Addo, “Debt, Cohabitation, and Marriage in Young 
Adulthood,” Demography 51, no. 5 (2014): 1677-1701.
121 Ling Shao, “Debt, Marriage, and Children: The Impact of Student 
Loans on Marriage and Fertility,” (working paper, 2014).
122 Khadeeja Safdar, “Average Wedding Cost Exceeds Median 
Income in U.S.,” The Huffington Post, May 21, 2012, accessed March 
16, 2015, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2012/05/21/cost-wedding-
27000_n_1533464.html.

all123 — countries where it is currently a serious problem.
Given the relative ease with which most women can 

now determine whether to have children, and when to 
do so, it is not surprising that there is a clear correla-
tion between fertility intentions and achieved fertility.124 
However, while many women who intend to have chil-
dren eventually, but simply wish to put it off until they 
have achieved financial security or some other goal, 
will eventually have a child, many become involuntarily 
childless. Many who eventually have children have fewer 
children than they wanted and anticipated. A study from 
the United Kingdom showed that, among those women 
who were childless by the age of 30 but intended to start 
a family eventually, only about half were able to do so 
within six years.125 While increasing the desire for large 
families is an important goal, at this point it would be a 
good start if we could simply narrow the gap between 
desired fertility and achieved fertility.

Conclusion
Considering the issue of fertility rates and population 
decline in a national and even a global context should 
simultaneously hearten and distress the LCMS. On the 
one hand, this is not a problem unique to the LCMS. 
The LCMS in particular has not done anything “wrong” 
to cause its members to have below replacement rate fer-
tility. This is a worldwide trend. That said, the fact that 
these trends are particularly pronounced for communities 
where the LCMS has had traditional strength is certainly 
discouraging. The fact that national governments, with all 
of their immense resources, have not been able to defin-
itively resolve these concerns is also concerning. Despite 
the clear challenges, it is in the interest of the LCMS — 
and other denominations facing similar concerns — to 
make strides to increase membership through natural 
growth, even if it can only lead to marginal improvement.

There is an additional reason for humility when pro-
jecting the effects of any pronatalism policies within the 
LCMS. While the issue of birthrates is critical for sustain-
ing and growing any religious denomination, the LCMS 
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is in particular danger because of the large percentage of 
its membership well beyond childbearing years. A recent 
Pew study found that 57 percent of LCMS members were 
older than fifty, and only 11 percent were between the 
ages of 18 and 29.126 Even if a major baby boom among 
young LCMS members began today, a significant loss in 
membership is likely inevitable in the decades ahead.

The LCMS faces an additional challenge in that its 
traditional region of strength has been losing popula-
tion — again, for reasons that the LCMS can do little to 
control. To avoid further membership loss as a result of 
this challenge, the LCMS will need to encourage more 
adherents to remain rooted in their home communities, 
or ensure that there is an LCMS presence in communities 
that continue to grow.

126 “U.S. Religious Landscape Survey,” The Pew Forum on Religion & 
Public Life, February 2008, accessed December 26, 2014, http://www.
pewforum.org/files/2013/05/report-religious-landscape-study-full.pdf.

RELIGIOUS CHANGE IN THE UNITED 
STATES

Introduction
While encouraging natural growth through earlier mar-
riages and larger families is important to a denomination’s 
long term strength, a church should also strive to bring in 
new members. There is no single model for church growth 
that will be effective or desirable for every denomination 
and congregation. In some cases, the costs of pursuing 
new members and adherents above all other concerns 
would require a church to abandon key traditions and 
perhaps even beliefs. This section does not make the case 
for such a policy. However, quality research has examined 
how choices made by congregations can impact growth 
rates, and this research deserves a closer examination.

This chapter examines the relevant scholarly literature 
on trends in American Christianity in recent decades, 
noting the decline in religious observance in the United 
States since the mid-1990s. It also considers the studies 
examining what predicts resilience in particular churches 
and denominations. We will see that certain policies tend 
to be more effective at facilitating a congregation’s growth.

The Decline in Religious Identification
The decline in religious identification is one of the most 
important social trends in the United States in recent 
decades. While the United States remains more religiously 
observant, on average, than other developed nations, it is 
nonetheless experiencing a similar process of seculariza-
tion. While American Christians should be concerned 
by declining religious affiliation, to some extent it is sur-
prising that religious observance is not even lower. It was 
long taken for granted that science, modernization, and 
economic growth would undermine religion through-
out the world. Marx and Nietzsche would certainly be 
surprised by the number of occupied pews in the world 
today. Nonetheless, while religion has proven more resil-
ient than previous generations of philosophers and social 
scientists might have expected, the overall trend has been 
away from organized religion in the United States during 
the last two decades.

One thing to keep in mind is that the trend in reli-
gious affiliation has not been consistently downward in 
living memory. There was a renewed interest in religion 
in the United States following the Second World War, and 
church attendance and affiliation remained impressively 
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high for several decades thereafter. Prior to that, America 
had a tradition of “Great Awakenings,” in which much 
of the population exhibited renewed religious fervor. We 
should therefore hesitate before inferring that the current 
trend toward secularization will continue indefinitely.

The dramatic drop in religious affiliation did not really 
begin in the United States until the early 1990s. By the 
early 2000s, the “nones” — those that identified with no 
particular religion — were one of the largest religious 
categories in the United States. In their book, American 
Grace, Robert Putnam and David Campbell noted that, as 
of 2006, 17 percent of Americans identified with no reli-
gion.1 This number has continued to rise since that time; 
it was nearly 20 percent by 2012. There is also a serious 
generation gap when it comes to religious trends in the 
U.S. The decline in religious identification is particularly 
pronounced among younger Americans. Nearly one-third 
of Americans between the ages of 18 and 29 are unaffil-
iated with any religion.2 Furthermore, most Americans 
who are not religiously affiliated are not presently in 
search of a church home — 88 percent claimed they were 
not looking for a religion.

One thing to keep in mind, however, is that this 
dramatic change in religious behavior and religious iden-
tification has not led to a similarly dramatic change in 
religious beliefs. That is, while more and more Americans 
continue to say they belong to no particular religion, the 
overwhelming majority of Americans continue to believe 
in God (less than three percent of the population identi-
fies as atheist).3

Looking forward, Skirbekk, Goujon, and Kaufmann 
examined contemporary trends in American religious 
affiliation and projected the religious composition of the 
United States to 2043.4 By examining projected changes 
in the ethnic makeup of the country, trends in immigra-
tion, birthrates for different religious categories, and the 
degree to which religious identity tends to be passed on 
from one generation to the next, they were able to provide 
some informed speculation regarding the nation’s future 

1 Robert D. Putnam and David E. Campbell, American Grace: How 
Religion Divides and Unites Us (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2010).
2 “Nones on the Rise,” Pew Research Religion and Public Life Project, 
October 9, 2012, accessed January 12, 2015, http://www.pewforum.
org/2012/10/09/nones-on-the-rise/.
3 “Nones.”
4 Vegard Skirbekk, Eric Kaufmann, and Anne Goujon, “Secularism, 
fundamentalism, or Catholicism? The religious composition of the 
United States to 2043,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 49, no. 
2 (2010): 293-310.

religious landscape. Their cohort-component projec-
tion analysis indicated that Hispanic Catholics would be 
the fastest growing ethnic/religious group in the coming 
decades. They further argued that the American Jewish 
population will decline, and the Muslim population 
will increase. Among non-Hispanic whites, the greatest 
decline will be among liberal Protestants, as this group 
has exceptionally low fertility and tends to lose members 
to other denominations or religions. Moderate and funda-
mentalist white Protestants, however, were not expected 
to further decline in absolute numbers, but would shrink 
as a percentage of the population. The largest gains within 
the non-Hispanic white population will be in the secular 
category, assuming current trends continue.

Changes in Religious Affiliation
When considering the issue of population growth at a 
national level, the primary considerations are simply the 
number of births, the average life expectancy, and the 
number of immigrants and emigrants. For the population 
of a particular denomination, however, there are addi-
tional considerations. Keeping children in the faith after 
they leave home, and successfully evangelizing among 
others, are of equal importance for a church’s long-term 
stability. While a thorough discussion of these issues is 
outside the bounds of this study, they do warrant consid-
eration here. 

Our task would be simpler if we could predict that 
most people will maintain their childhood faith through-
out their lives. This is not the case. According to a 2009 
Pew Study, about half of all adults in the United States 
have changed their religious affiliation at least once 
during their lives.5 Among those raised Christian, the 
most common change is to simply become unaffiliated 
with any religion. This is true of half of former Protestants 
and two-thirds of former Catholics. The good news is 
that majorities of people raised in a religious tradition 
will maintain that religious affiliation throughout life, 
and this is especially true of American Protestants. Eighty 
percent of Americans raised Protestant remain Protestant 
throughout their lives — though only 52 percent consis-
tently maintain their childhood denomination.6 We may 

5 “Faith in Flux,” Pew Research Center, Religion and Public Life Project, 
April 27, 2009, accessed December 26, 2014, http://www.pewforum.
org/2009/04/27/faith-in-flux/.
6 Jane Lampman, “Why so many Americans switch religions,” The 
Christian Science Monitor, April 28, 2009, accessed January 19, 2015, 
http://www.csmonitor.com/USA/Society/2009/0428/p02s01-ussc.html.

http://www.pewforum.org/2012/10/09/nones-on-the-rise/
http://www.pewforum.org/2012/10/09/nones-on-the-rise/
http://www.pewforum.org/2009/04/27/faith-in-flux/
http://www.pewforum.org/2009/04/27/faith-in-flux/
http://www.csmonitor.com/USA/Society/2009/0428/p02s01-ussc.html


30 Journal of Lutheran Mission | The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod

also be encouraged that being raised with no religion is 
not a guarantee that an individual will never become reli-
giously affiliated later in life. In fact, the retention rate for 
the “unaffiliated” category is actually lower than the reten-
tion rate for the major religious groups. When asked why 
they transitioned from being unaffiliated with religion to 
being affiliated with a religion, a majority of such respon-
dents (51 percent) said that their spiritual needs were not 
being met when they had no religious affiliation.

As noted above, among Protestants, it is quite 
common to move from one Protestant denomination to 
another. These changes are more often due to changing 
life circumstances than to theological disputes. According 
to the same Pew study referenced above, about two-
fifths of Protestants who have transitioned to a different 
Protestant denomination have done so because they relo-
cated to a new community or married someone from a 
different Protestant tradition. This means that the LCMS, 
as well as other Christian denominations, should pay 
attention to migration flows. There may be many people 
who would have remained affiliated with the LCMS, but 
after moving for work or other reasons, find themselves 
in a community where there is not an LCMS presence and 
therefore become affiliated with a different denomination. 

This issue of changing Protestant denominations 
because of life changes — such as a move — is particu-
larly problematic for the LCMS. As noted above, the 
LCMS has traditionally been strongest in regions that are 
now suffering severe population loss, though we will see 
in statistical models in the next chapter that, at the county 
level, population loss is not a strong predictor of LCMS 
strength. The places where young people from these 
regions are increasingly moving — to major metropoli-
tan areas in particular — may not have a large preexisting 
LCMS presence. Thus, even if they would have preferred 
to maintain their affiliation with the LCMS, this may not 
be an option for them. Keeping such people in the fold 
will therefore require establishing convenient churches in 
their new communities, or dissuading them from moving 
in the first place.

There is no large religious group in America that is 
exclusively gaining new converts or losing members. 
However, some religious traditions are gaining more 
than they lose. This is not true of Lutherans. According 
to a 2008 study, about 1.4 percent of the U.S. popula-
tion was raised as something other than Lutheran, but 
later joined a Lutheran congregation. However, about 2.3 
percent of the population was raised Lutheran, but now 

identifies with a different church, or with no religion. Put 
another way, about 5.5 percent of Americans were raised 
Lutheran, but only 4.6 percent of the population is cur-
rently Lutheran.7 These numbers include all Lutherans, 
however, and the LCMS may do a better job of keeping 
members than other Lutheran denominations like the 
ELCA.

If the LCMS loses more people than it gains as a result 
of people changing their religious affiliation, then sustain-
ing its population in the long term will actually require 
LCMS members to have a birthrate considerably higher 
than the national replacement rate of 2.1. If we can plau-
sibly anticipate that 20 percent of children raised in the 
LCMS will leave the church upon reaching adulthood, 
maintaining a stable LCMS population will require a TFR 
of approximately 2.63 among current LCMS members 
— though this number was calculated assuming that the 
LCMS is not experiencing any growth due to conversion. 
This is considerably higher than the current non-His-
panic white birthrate in the United States (1.8). However, 
other religious groups in the United States have managed 
to achieve fertility rates this high or higher. Mormons, for 
example, have a famously high birthrate — as demon-
strated by the above average birthrates we see in Utah.

Some religious conservatives have argued that 
the decline of Protestantism, particularly mainline 
Protestantism, in the United States can be blamed 
squarely on the increasing liberalism of these churches. 
This was the thesis of Dave Shiflet’s book, Exodus: Why 
Americans Are Fleeing Liberal Churches for Conservative 
Christianity.8 The argument is that liberal churches have 
abandoned biblical teachings in favor of more fashionable 
political causes. The end results of these efforts to “get with 
the times” have utterly failed to bring in new members, 
and mainline denominations have been hemorrhaging 
members to more traditionalist Christian denominations 
such as Catholicism, fundamentalist Protestantism, and 
Orthodoxy. Thomas Reeves also argued that the liberal 
stances embraced by many mainline Protestant denomi-
nations caused many conservative adherents to abandon 
their pews.9

While Shiflet’s book (published in 2005) impressively 

7 “U.S. Religious Landscape Survey,” http://www.pewforum.org/
files/2013/05/report-religious-landscape-study-full.pdf.
8 Dave Shiflet, Exodus: Why Americans Are Fleeing Liberal Churches for 
Conservative Christianity (New York: Penguin Books, 2005).
9 Thomas Reeves, The Empty Church: Does Organized Religion Matter 
Any More? (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1998).
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documents the decline of liberal, mainline Protestant 
denominations, it perhaps understates the degree to 
which theologically conservative denominations have 
problems of their own. One prominent example, of 
course, is the LCMS, whose membership trajectory has 
been similar to the much more liberal ELCA. One thing 
we can say, however, is that churches that seek to conform 
to the contemporary Zeitgeist by changing their stances 
on issues such as gay marriage and abortion do not sub-
sequently experience a sudden surge in membership or 
even see a slowdown in membership decline.

Other scholarship further undermines the argument 
that mainline Protestantism is weakening in the United 
States because people are abandoning these churches in 
favor of more conservative Evangelical congregations. 
Hout, Greeley, and Wilde considered all of the reasons 
Evangelical Protestantism is holding relatively steady as 
a percentage of the population but mainline Protestant 
churches seem unable to arrest their decline.10 Most 
people who notice this trend, such as Shiflit and Reeves, 
assume that it is predominantly caused by people actu-
ally leaving the church in which they were raised in 
favor of a new church more congruent with their spiri-
tual needs. However, this is not the only potential cause. 
Other explanations include different rates of apostasy 
— that is, perhaps mainline Christians are not leaving 
their churches for conservative churches, perhaps they 
are leaving Christianity entirely — or it is possible that 
Evangelical churches are simply doing a better job of 
attracting people who have never belonged to a church. 
It is also possible that different fertility rates among 
adherents of different Protestant denominations explain 
the varying trends across denominations. Hout, Greeley, 
and Wilde found that the latter explanation accounted 
for most of the growth and decline patterns we see in 
Protestant Christianity in the United States. Adherents 
of more conservative forms of Protestant Christianity 
have, on average, larger families and more total chil-
dren than adherents of mainline Protestantism, and this 
explains why the percentage of the population that iden-
tifies as Evangelical Protestant has increased while other 
Protestant denominations have declined. 

Beyond conservatism in politics, some scholarship 
indicates that a congregation’s strictness on lifestyle 
issues such as smoking and drinking influence rates of 

10 Michael Hout and Melissa J. Wilde, “The Demographic Imperative 
in Religious Change in the United States,” The American Journal of 
Sociology 107, no. 2 (2001): 468-500.

commitment and retention.11 The argument is that strict 
churches do a better job of screening out members with 
low levels of commitment, and attracting people who will 
exhibit the high levels of commitment needed to keep a 
congregation strong and vibrant. For example, members 
of strict congregations tend to give more money to their 
church.12 In other words, in order to grow, it may make 
sense for churches to demand more of their members, 
rather than less.

Why People Leave Christianity
While the LCMS is likely outperforming many other 
Protestant denominations when it comes to keeping 
adherents within the fold, like all churches it should strive 
to keep its members attached to the faith. We have already 
mentioned some of the reasons people switch Christian 
denominations while remaining Christians, but it will be 
similarly helpful to know the reasons people give up on 
Christianity entirely. There is growing research examining 
this very question.

It remains unclear what precisely has caused this 
impressive drop in religious identification in the United 
States and elsewhere during recent decades. Multiple 
explanations have been offered regarding the decline in 
religious identification and practice. Michael Hout and 
Claude Fischer argued that the decline in religious iden-
tification was largely, and perhaps paradoxically, due to 
the growing political influence of the Religious Right in 
the latter decades of the twentieth century.13 According 
to this theory, as groups such as the Moral Majority and 
the Christian Coalition flexed their political muscles and 
sought to influence American political discourse, liberal 
Americans who were only weakly attached to their reli-
gious identities renounced organized religion altogether 
in response. The personal beliefs about God and morality 
of these people have not changed; their disengagement 
from the church is instead a political statement register-
ing their disapproval of American Christianity’s political 
stances.

In his study of religious disaffiliation, Nicholas 
Vargas found that political attitudes predicted religious 

11 Laurence R. Iannaccone, “Why Strict Churches Are Strong,” 
American Journal of Sociology (1994): 1180-1211.
12 Daniel V.A. Olson and Paul Perl, “Free and Cheap Riding in Strict, 
Conservative Churches,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 44, 
no. 2 (2005): 123-142.
13 Michael Hout and Claude S. Fischer, “Why More Americans Have No 
Religious Preference: Politics and Generations,” American Sociological 
Review 67, no. 2 (2002): 165-190.



32 Journal of Lutheran Mission | The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod

behaviors.14 Specifically, he found that support for same-
sex marriage increased the probability that an individual 
would consider leaving his or her religion in the future, 
and the probability that such a person would actually do 
so. Exhibiting support for Christian political groups had 
the reverse effect. These were not the only characteristics 
to achieve statistical significance in their model, however. 
Whites were more likely to consider leaving their religion 
than non-whites, men were more likely to do so than 
women, and younger respondents more likely than older 
respondents. Vargas’ analysis also showed that married 
people were much less likely to abandon their religion 
than the unmarried.

Another theory holds that the decline in religious 
identification is related to the broader trend away from 
social institutions in American life. As Robert Putnam 
argued in Bowling Alone, Americans are increasingly 
unlikely to join organizations that increase “social cap-
ital.” This includes religious organizations, but it also 
includes social and civic clubs and all other kinds of vol-
untary organizations.15 As in the preceding theory, the 
decline in church membership is not due to changing 
beliefs about religion per se. Instead, people are abandon-
ing their churches as part of a broader withdrawal from 
social organizations such as civic clubs and labor unions. 
This withdrawal from communal life is especially pro-
nounced among young people, who, on average, do not 
belong to voluntary organizations, give money to charity, 
or volunteer in their communities.16

Allen Downing’s study indicated that widespread use 
of the internet is leading to lower levels of religious attach-
ment.17 The effect was quite strong, and a large number 
of control variables indicated that the relationship was 
not spurious. Downing suggested that the internet may 
be a way for young people to circumvent their parents’ 
efforts to control their exposure to certain ideas, making 
it more likely that they will encounter persuasive anti-
religious material than would otherwise be the case. 
Demonstrating the causal connection between internet 

14 Nicholas Vargas, “Retrospective Accounts of Religious Disaffiliation 
in the United States: Stressors, Skepticism, and Political Factors,” 
Sociology of Religion 73, no. 2 (2012): 200-223.
15 Robert D. Putnam, Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of 
American Community (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2000).
16 Christian Smith, Souls in Transition: The Religious and Spiritual Lives 
of Young Adults (Oxford: United Kingdom, Oxford University Press, 
2009).
17 Allen B. Downey, “Religious affiliation, education and Internet use,” 
arXiv:1403.5534 (March 2014).

use and declining religious affiliation is difficult, and thus 
these findings should be viewed with some skepticism. 
But these findings further buttress the argument that par-
ents should regulate their children’s activities online.

A study recently completed by the Barna Group 
examined numerous trends in religious behavior and 
beliefs since 1991.18 Unsurprisingly, most of these trends 
have been toward greater secularization. Even among 
Christians, the trend has been toward lower levels of 
religious involvement; worship attendance, adult Sunday 
school attendance, and church volunteering have all 
declined. The percentage of respondents who regularly 
read the Bible changed little, however. The changes in 
religious beliefs were also not entirely toward greater sec-
ularization. Since 1991, the percentage of Americans who 
can be described as “Born Again” Christians has actually 
increased. The percentage of Americans who are biblical 
literalists, however, has dropped.

In 2013, Focus on the Family conducted a survey in 
order to better discern the current state of American 
Christianity.19 Their survey indicated the important role 
that parents play in keeping young people attached to 
their church. Among those who abandoned Christianity, 
only 11 percent came from a home “where a vibrant 
faith was taught and practiced.” The best way to keep 
Christianity strong in America is for parents to make rais-
ing Christian children a priority. Further, only 18 percent 
of young adults who were raised with any religion became 
unaffiliated. Most of those who became unaffiliated came 
from families that were only nominally religious. As the 
authors of the study note, “Parents who provide a home 
where faith is vibrantly practiced — even imperfectly — 
are remarkably likely to create young adults who remain 
serious Christians, even as they sometimes go through 
bumpy spots in the road.”

It is additionally important to disaggregate people 
who ceased attending churches associated with their 
childhood religion into different categories. While from 
a specific congregation’s perspective, the reasons a young 
person left the church may not seem to matter very 

18 “Barna Study of Religious Change Since 1991 Shows Significant 
Changes by Faith Group,” Barna Group, August 4, 2011, accessed 
January 20, 2015, https://www.barna.org/barna-update/faith-spirituality/514-
barna-study-of-religious-change-since-1991-shows-significant-changes-by-faith-group#.
VL7HxC4npmM.
19 “Millennial Faith Participation and Retention,” Focus on the Family, 
August 2013, retrieved February 18, 2015, http://www.focusonthefamily.
com/about_us/focus-findings/religion-and-culture/~/media/images/
about-us/focus-findings/FF%20-%20Millenial%20Faith%20Retention%20
FINAL.ashx.
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much; whatever their reasons, backing away from church 
engagement has the same practical effect. However, 
depending on their reasons for giving up on church, indi-
viduals have a different likelihood of one day returning. In 
his book, You Lost Me, David Kinnaman examined survey 
data and argued that young people who stop attending 
church can be disaggregated into Nomads, Prodigals, and 
Exiles.20 Nomads are those who ceased engaging with the 
church in any meaningful way, but still consider them-
selves Christians. Exiles are even more committed to their 
Christian identity, but have become completely discon-
nected from organized churches. Finally, Prodigals are 
people who were raised Christian but ultimately gave up 
on Christianity entirely.

According to Kinnaman, the good news is that, 
among young people who stop going to church, far more 
(about four times more) can be classified as Nomads than 
Prodigals. Their attitudes toward their faith remain con-
sistent, but they have lost interest in church — at least 
for the time being. While there certainly are many young 
people who come to reject the Bible and the doctrines of 
Christianity entirely, far more are simply alienated from 
religious institutions. 

Marriage, Fertility and Religion
The Focus on the Family study mentioned above also 
found, as we would expect, that marriage rates and 
church participation are strongly correlated. This con-
clusion is congruent with Robert Wuthnow’s research.21 
In his examination of religious trends among young 
Americans over time, Wuthnow found that married 
young Americans remain very likely to be involved in 
religious congregations. In fact, the likelihood that young 
married Americans will attend religious services has 
not changed since the 1970s. Unfortunately, unmarried 
Americans are both much less likely to attend worship 
services and they are growing as a percentage of the pop-
ulation — unmarried young men are particularly unlikely 
to attend worship services. In the early 1970s, nearly three 
quarters of the population between the ages of 21 and 45 
were married; by the early 2000s, this number fell below 
fifty percent.22 Thus, we see that trends in marriage are 

20 David Kinnaman and Aly Hawkins, You Lost Me: Why Young 
Christians are Leaving Church . . . and Rethinking Faith (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Baker Books, 2011).
21 Robert Wuthnow, After the Baby Boomers: How Twenty- and Thirty-
Somethings Are Shaping the Future of American Religion (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 2007).
22 Wuthnow, Baby Boomers, 55.

harming Christian congregations in two ways — fewer 
people are getting married, and thus less likely to raise 
children in the context of Christian marriage, and those 
who are not married are increasingly unlikely to attend 
worship services.

This does not explain why religion and marriage are so 
strongly correlated. As we have already noted, discerning 
the direction of the causal arrow is tricky. One possibility 
is that women are, on average, more religious than men, 
23 and upon getting married men begin attending services 
with their wives.

While the trends in religious identification are unset-
tling for most Christian denominations in the United 
States and other economically developed countries, some 
scholars have argued that the trend toward seculariza-
tion will not continue indefinitely and may soon reverse. 
Eric Kaufman, in his book Shall the Religious Inherit the 
Earth?, argued that secularism will ultimately destroy 
itself because it is associated with below-replacement fer-
tility, whereas religious conservatism is associated with 
extraordinarily high fertility.24 However, this high level of 
fertility and projected high level of future growth is only 
found in fundamentalist sects — the trend in more liberal 
and moderate Christian denominations remains negative.

Other research indicates a meaningful relationship 
between religion and fertility. Hayford and Morgan, for 
example, found that women who claimed that religion was 
a very important part of their life said that they wanted 
larger families and they actually had those larger fami-
lies, on average.25 This finding was strong despite a large 
number of additional control variables in their models. 
They also concluded that individual level feelings about 
religion and its importance were more relevant to fertility 
intentions and achieved fertility than what churches actu-
ally taught about family formation.

Congregations and Young Adults
At present, the attitudes of young adults in the United 
States toward religious institutions are, on average, neg-
ative.26 In fact, the millennial generation is skeptical of 

23 Alan S. Miller and Rodney Stark, “Gender and Religiousness: Can 
Socialization Explanations Be Saved?,” American Journal of Sociology 
107, no. 6 (2002): 1399-1423.
24 Eric Kaufmann, Shall the Religious Inherit the Earth? Demography 
and Politics in the 21st Century, (London: Profile Books, 2010).
25 Sarah R. Hayford and S. Philip Morgan, “Religiosity and Fertility in 
the United States: The Role of Fertility Intentions,” Social Forces 86, no. 
3 (2008): 1163-1188.
26 David Kinnaman and Gabe Lyons, UnChristian: What a New 
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authority in general, not just religious authority.27 This 
obviously represents a major challenge for organized reli-
gious congregations who wish to keep young people in 
their pews. To some extent, the trends we see today are 
not new. Early adulthood has long been a period when 
people are most likely to exhibit lower levels of religious 
commitment. However, the percentage of young people 
who identify with no religion is presently at an all-time 
high, and one cannot nonchalantly anticipate that mil-
lennials with no religious affiliation today will eventually 
find their way to a congregation.

As part of his larger project on the future of American 
Christianity, Wuthnow provided a profile of congre-
gations with a young median age.28 Unsurprisingly, his 
analysis showed that Evangelical Protestant congrega-
tions tended to be younger, on average, than mainline 
Protestants. Roman Catholic congregations tended to 
fall in between. He also showed that congregations that 
tend to have a larger share of young people are those that 
were founded in the recent past — thirty percent of con-
gregations with a large contingent of young people were 
founded no earlier than 1970. Congregations in which a 
large percentage of the membership is young are also, on 
average, larger — a greater percentage of these congrega-
tions have memberships of one thousand people or more. 
Unsurprisingly, congregations with many young adults 
were also the congregations with many children, and a 
have large share of children attending Sunday school on 
a weekly basis.

Although there was some evidence that larger congre-
gations are more appealing to young people, Wuthnow 
made it clear that the mega church model was not the 
only model that can attract young adults, and in fact only 
a small minority of young adults are members of congre-
gations with more than 2,000 people.29 It is also important 
to note that largeness per se is often not what makes many 
congregations attractive. Large congregations are more 
likely to offer day care services, for example. However, 
smaller churches have benefits of their own, such as a 
greater sense of connectedness and community that is 

Generation Really Thinks about Christianity … and Why It Matters 
(Grand Rapids: Baker, 2007).
27 Hunter Walker, “Harvard Poll Shows Millennials Have ‘Historically 
Low’ Levels of Trust in Government,” Business Insider, April 29, 2014, 
retrieved February 22, 2015, http://www.businessinsider.com/poll-millenials-have-
historically-low-levels-of-trust-in-government-2014-4.
28 Wuthnow, Baby Boomers, 219-221.
29 Wuthnow, Baby Boomers, 222.

more difficult to foster in a large congregation. In the 
largest congregations, one can very easily feel anonymous 
in a crowd of hundreds or more. The degree to which a 
person is socially embedded within their congregation is 
a strong predictor of their commitment to that congrega-
tion, and social embeddedness is more difficult to achieve 
in a very large congregation.30

The challenges associated with large congregations can 
be partially mitigated by institutionalizing small group 
activities — such as Sunday school, prayer groups, Bible 
study, or other activities. These small groups can provide 
opportunities to develop relationships and create a sense 
of belonging within the congregation and ameliorate the 
sense of anonymity that is often associated with large 
crowds. There is evidence indicating that small groups can 
facilitate greater worship attendance and commitment to 
a congregation.31 However, this same research indicated 
that the effectiveness of small groups was not dependent 
on the overall size of the congregation. That is, small 
groups were equally effective at fostering commitment 
among members of smaller congregations. They should 
thus be encouraged among all congregations regardless of 
their size.

For years, many congregations have debated whether 
developing alternative worship styles will attract more 
young people. Many assume that youth prefer more enter-
taining, contemporary music and a less formal liturgy. 
However, Wuthnow also demonstrated that this stereo-
type is not validated by survey data. In fact, contemporary 
worship music was considerably more popular among 
people in their forties than people in their twenties. Of 
all age cohorts, people under the age of thirty were the 
least likely to say they want their congregation to adopt 
contemporary music.32

The role of parents must not be neglected when con-
sidering the issue of keeping young people active within 
the church. In fact, this may be one of the most import-
ant determinants of whether or not a young person will 
remain committed to their faith upon entering adult-
hood. It is not enough for parents to simply drop their 
child off at Sunday school or at a youth group. Parents 

30 Jennifer M. McClure, “The Cost of Being Lost in the Crowd: How 
Congregational Size and Social Networks Shape Attenders’ Involvement 
in Community Organizations,” Review of Religious Research (2014): 
1-18.
31 Kevin D. Dougherty and Andrew L. Whitehead, “A Place to Belong: 
Small Group Involvement in Religious Congregations,” Sociology of 
Religion 72, no. 1 (2011): 91-111.
32 Wuthnow, Baby Boomers, 224.
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should also be seen to be personally committed to their 
congregations. Christian Smith made this point forcefully 
in his book, Souls in Transition:

What the best empirical evidence shows about the 
matter, however, is that even as the formation of faith 
and life play out in the lives of 18- to 23-year-olds, 
when it comes to religion, parents are in fact hugely 
important. Of the many teenage-era factors that our 
study investigated as possible influences on emerging 
adult religious outcomes, one of the most powerful 
factors was the religious lives of their parents — how 
often they attended religious services, how important 
religious faith was in their own lives, and so on. 
Those parental factors are always significantly related 
to outcomes in every statistical model, no matter 
how many other variables were also introduced in 
the equations. By contrast, it is well worth noting, the 
direct religious influence of peers during the teenage 
years — which common stereotypes say become 
all important among teenagers — proved to have a 
significantly weaker and more qualified influence 
on emerging adult religious outcomes than parents. 
Parental influences, in short, trump peer influence.33

Smith’s conclusions regarding parental influence on 
behavior are congruent with other research on this topic. 
Marler and Hadaway, for example, argued that parental 
involvement in Sunday school and other forms of religious 
education were important predictors of their children’s 
religious identity and commitment.34 Thus, in order to 
improve the odds that the next generation will maintain 
their association with their church, it is crucial that their 
parents continue to model faithful behavior throughout 
their children’s adolescence and young adulthood.

How People Choose Their Church and the Effec-
tiveness of Church Marketing
A key predictor of an individual’s denominational affil-
iation is the church into which he or she was born. 
However, a significant percentage of the U.S. popula-
tion will change churches and even denominations at 
one or more points. Many who were raised without any 
religion choose a church as adults. A number of studies 
have considered what characteristics individuals consider 
when choosing a new church home. There is a growing 

33 Smith, Souls in Transition, 285
34 Penny Long Marler and C. Kirk Hadaway, “Back to the Future: Why 
the Sunday School is Key to Denominational Identity and Growth,” 
Review and Expositor 111, no. 1 (2014): 17-32.

literature of empirical research examining which market-
ing techniques prove effective in promoting long-term 
growth. Churches may bristle at marketing and other 
such “worldly” pursuits, and this chapter is not arguing 
that churches should fundamentally change their teach-
ings and liturgy simply to put bodies into pews, nor is it 
urging the LCMS to adopt the stance of market-oriented 
“mega churches” — though it is not arguing against such 
a strategy, either. Regardless of one’s position on church 
marketing, being good stewards of church resources 
surely entails knowing which outreach methods are typ-
ically useful for growing a church, and which generally 
pay few dividends.

Much of this research is focused primarily on what 
churches have done to boost membership and partici-
pation. Several studies — most now a decade or more 
old — have shown that Yellow Page advertising is one 
of the more common forms of church outreach.35 Other 
common methods include direct mail and advertise-
ments on radio and television.36 Demonstrating the 
effectiveness of different kinds of marketing is not always 
straightforward for scholars examining the subject. Such 
studies often must rely on the perceived effectiveness, 
based on the judgments of individual pastors. The fact 
that churches will often simultaneously engage in multi-
ple forms of marketing also makes it difficult to discern 
the precise effects of a particular effort. Nonetheless, such 
studies have value. The existing research on this subject 
indicates that multiple methods have at least some effec-
tiveness when it comes to boosting membership and 
participation. A survey of Southern Baptist pastors sug-
gested that direct mail, billboards, television and radio 
advertising, and newspaper advertisements were the most 
effective outreach methods.37 More personal forms of out-
reach — particularly referrals — also have generally high 
perceived effectiveness when it comes to membership 
growth and retention.38

In a study of church marketing methods, Vokurka, 
McDaniel, and Cooper conducted a survey of over 200 

35 Stephen W. McDaniel, “The Use of Marketing Techniques by 
Churches: A National Survey,” Review of Religious Research 31, no. 1 
(1989): 175-182.
36 Randall W. Hines, “Church Advertising Practices and Perceptions,” 
Journal of Ministry Marketing & Management 2, no. 1 (1996): 81-95.
37 Hines, “Church Advertising.”
38 W. Benoy Joseph and Marion S. Webb, “Marketing Your Church with 
Advertising and Promotion Strategies That Work,” Journal of Ministry 
Marketing and Management 6, no. 1 (2000): 19-33.
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churches.39 They found that the most efficacious forms of 
outreach (according to the respondents themselves, rather 
than a more objective measure of growth) were personal 
efforts in the form of phone calls to visitors and home 
visits. However, although it is difficult to know precisely 
which outreach methods were most useful in bringing 
in new members, the study did show that high-growth 
churches (growing by more 10 percent over a short time 
period) more frequently used methods such as calling vis-
itors and using newspaper advertisements. This led the 
authors of the study to speculate that “the overall inten-
sity of the marketing communication effort may be more 
important than which specific methods are used.”40 

As noted above, Yellow Pages and other print adver-
tisements were once one of the more common and 
effective forms of church marketing. However, with print 
newspapers in decline, and a greater share of the popula-
tion getting its news online, this technique is becoming 
increasingly anachronistic and probably ineffective. As 
more online sources become a primary means of obtain-
ing information, the time has come for churches to 
similarly pursue online marketing efforts. Some religious 
groups have been more proactive in this area, and it is 
worth learning which strategies they have employed.

As noted previously, this section is not arguing that 
the LCMS should follow the market-oriented “mega 
church” model. However, it is worth knowing whether 
or not such a model is actually effective when it comes 
to church growth. The market-oriented church model 
has long been promoted by figures such as George Barna 
and Rick Warren who advocate treating potential new 
members the same way that businesses treat potential 
customers — that is, churches should market themselves 
aggressively, and conform their services to the preferences 
of the public. 

In a 2007 study, Darin White and Clovis Simas mea-
sured the degree to which various churches exhibited 
a market-orientated culture, and their long-term per-
formance.41 The results of this study did not indicate 
that embracing a market orientation was a panacea for 
churches. They used a large number of measures to 

39 Robert J. Vokurka, Stephen W. McDaniel, and Noelle Cooper, 
“Church Marketing Communication Methods,” Services Marketing 
Quarterly 24, no. 1 (2002): 17-32.
40 Vokurka, et al., “Church Marketing,” 29.
41 Darin W. White and Clovis F. Simas, “An Empirical Investigation 
of the Link between Market Orientation and Church Performance,” 
International Journal of Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Marketing 13 
(2007): 153-165.

determine the degree to which a church exhibited a 
market orientation — all based on surveys — and then 
used these measures to create a single scale. The mea-
sures included questions indicating the degree to which 
members of the congregation were treated like custom-
ers, the degree to which other churches were treated as 
competitors, and the degree to which churches sought to 
conform to their congregations’ wishes. They also used 
multiple indicators of church performance, such as the 
number of new members, the number of worship attend-
ees, the number of Sunday school attendees, volunteering 
rates, and money donated. The study concluded that mar-
ket-oriented churches are more effective at bringing in 
new visitors. However, market-oriented churches were 
not more effective when it comes to transitioning visitors 
into members. That is, a market orientation may bring 
people through the doors, but it does not appear to turn 
them into financially committed church members.

Riza Casidy investigated the impact of church “brand-
ing” on how members perceive the benefits of church 
participation.42 This study relied on the concept of “per-
ceived brand orientation” — measured by a subjective 
evaluation of a church’s uniqueness, reputation, and 
orchestration. These measures were found to be related 
to the perceived benefits associated with belonging to a 
church and regularly taking part in church activities. This 
is important because these perceived benefits can increase 
the probability that a person will remain involved with 
their congregation. The study concluded that perceived 
brand orientation did have a significant impact on per-
ceived benefits, leading the author to argue that things 
like a church’s standing in the overall community is an 
important factor determining the perceived benefits of 
membership, and churches should make a strong effort to 
gain positive publicity.

Again, this section does not argue that the LCMS 
should reorient itself to view its congregations as con-
sumer products. There are reasons not to treat church 
membership like other goods, and cynically changing 
important aspects of a congregation in order to attract 
new members may not be a sound strategy. However, to 
the extent that a congregation or denomination attempts 
to reach out and attract new members, it is important to 
do so in a manner likely to achieve the desired results.

42 Riza Casidy, “How Great Thy Brand: The Impact of Church Branding 
on Perceived Benefits,” International Journal of Nonprofit and Volunteer 
Sector Marketing 18, no. 3 (2013): 231-239.
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Conclusion
American Christians have a tendency to take pride in 
the exceptional nature of American Christianity. This is 
not entirely unreasonable, as Christianity remains much 
stronger in the United States than in Western Europe and 
other nations with developed economies. However, the 
downward trend in religious affiliation is nonetheless real, 
significant, and shows few signs of abating. The number 
of Americans with no religious affiliation is now at an 
all-time high, and it is not inconceivable that the United 
States could resemble Europe in terms of its average reli-
giosity within a generation. 

The signs are not all negative. While it is true that 
about one in five Americans is not affiliated with a partic-
ular religion, most of these unaffiliated Americans are not 
militant atheists forever lost to the church. Most, at the 
very least, continue to believe in God. 

A number of plausible explanations continue to be 
offered as to why some denominations are holding steady, 
or even growing, while others face terminal decline. Some 
argue that a church’s intransigent stance on issues such as 
gay marriage and abortion turn off increasingly liberal 
young people. In contrast, some have argued that the lib-
eralism of contemporary Christianity is in fact the cause 
of the drop off; when offered a feel-good, judgment-free 
brand of Christianity that calls for nothing but a vague 
sense of compassion and tolerance from its members, 
many people see little reason to be involved in the church 
at all.

Of the two explanations, the argument that churches 
must become increasingly liberal on matters of theology 
and social issues is especially weak. The churches that 
have led the charge on this front have also seen the most 
precipitous decline in membership. However, the argu-
ment that churches can save themselves simply by being 
more theologically and politically conservative is also 
lacking. The state of Lutheranism in America demon-
strates the weaknesses of both explanations. The LCMS 
and the ELCA have taken markedly different paths on 
these issues — the ELCA is notoriously progressive on 
multiple fronts. Yet both varieties of Lutheranism in the 
United States have experienced a comparable trajectory in 
terms of membership decline.

The strongest explanation for church growth and 
decline remains demographic. Churches with high birth-
rates tend to grow, or at least remain stable. Churches 
characterized by members with small families do not. 

Encouraging marriage and parenthood in the context of 
marriage is critical for the survival of a church. 

While having large families is important, the long-
term health of a church is only assured if young people 
remain attached to their faith and remain involved in the 
life of the church upon reaching adulthood. To ensure 
this, it is not just important to provide church activities 
for young people. It is similarly important that parents 
demonstrate their own commitment to the church by 
remaining involved in Sunday school and volunteer 
activities.

While encouraging marriage and children is critical, 
effective community outreach is important. However, 
there is not one thing that a congregation can pursue that 
will prove to be a universal remedy on this front. There 
are positives and negatives for pushing for the gigantic, 
mega church model, and small congregations can none-
theless be strong and healthy. In some respects, small 
congregations can better facilitate relationships and a 
sense of community among members and visitors than 
large congregations. There is also little evidence that 
embracing a more contemporary liturgy will be a massive 
draw for young people. 

 

SECTION 3: A STATISTICAL PORTRAIT 
OF THE LCMS

Introduction
In this section, we will examine the distribution of the 
LCMS across the United States, relying predominantly on 
county data. This exercise will give us a stronger under-
standing of geographic, economic, and demographic 
predictors of LCMS affiliation. It will also shed light on 
the characteristics of communities where the LCMS is 
shrinking, where it is stable, and where it is growing. It 
shows, unsurprisingly, that the LCMS is strongest in the 
Midwest, but has a large number of adherents in other 
states, as well.

Religious data were provided by the Association of 
Religion Data Archives (ARDA). These data are based 
on surveys conducted at the county level to discern the 
number of adherents to each major religion and denomi-
nation in the United States. The most recent data analyzed 
here (2010) was collected by The Church of the Nazarene 
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Global Ministry Center in Lenexa, Kansas. In this study, 
I focus on the variable “total adherents.” This number 
includes full church members and their children, as well 
as those who are regular participants in the church but 
are not considered full members — such as those who 
attend worship services, but do not officially belong to 
the church. As with all surveys, misreporting and other 
human errors may be influencing these results. However, 
there is little reason to assume that there were any system-
atic biases in the data collection process; any errors that 
occurred should just appear as statistical noise. These 
data were further gathered independently of any internal 
analysis conducted by LCMS leadership, and may not be 
perfectly congruent with the numbers collected by the 
LCMS.

County-level data regarding fertility were derived 
from the American Community Survey, which is con-
ducted by the U.S. Census Bureau.1 Other demographic 
and economic attributes were also collected from the 
United States Census Bureau.

The Overall Trend
Since 1971, the first year for which we have data, we have 
witnessed a significant decline in the number of LCMS 
adherents in the United States. We further see that the 
rate of decline increased in 2000. In 1971, the ARDA 
data indicate that the number of LCMS adherents stood 
at 2,772,648. By 2010, the total number was only an esti-
mated 2,270,921 adherents — a drop of about 500,000 
people. While there was a decline in every decade since 
1971, about half of that decline occurred between 2000 
and 2010 — the number of LCMS adherents dropped by 
250,000 people over that ten-year period.

 

The Geographic Distribution of the LCMS
In this section, we will briefly discuss the geographic 

1 These were the five-year estimates, ending in 2013. These only include 
women between the ages of 15 and 50.

State name Total LCMS Percent LCMS

Nebraska 112,585 6.16

Wisonsin 223,279 3.93

South Dakota 30,487 3.74

Iowa 105,148 3.45

Minnesota 182,439 3.44

North Dakota 22,003 3.27

Missouri 142,685 2.38

Michigan 219, 618 2.22

Kansas 58,519 2.11

Illinois 243,192 1.90

Indiana 107,846 1.66

Wyoming 9,344 1.66

Montana 13,494 1.37

Colorado 42,353 0.84

Ohio 65,950 0.64

Idaho 9,863 0.63

Oklahoma 21,622 0.58

Texas 101,904 0.52

Washington 32,807 0.49

Oregon 18,092 0.47

Alaska 3,665 0.45

Arizona 26,322 0.41

Arkansas 11,843 0.41

Maryland 21,080 0.37

Florida 65,381 0.35

New York 67,408 0.35

Nevada 7,739 0.29

California 105,084 0.28

Connecticut 9,785 0.27

Louisiana 10,872 0.24

Delaware 2,133 0.24

North Carolina 21,787 0.24

Tennessee 14,681 0.23

New Mexico 4,762 0.23

Alabama 10,180 0.22

Virginia 17,337 0.22

New Jersey 16,422 0.19

Utah 4,070 0.15

New Hampshire 1,912 0.15

Pennsylvania 17,861 0.14

Kentucky 5,750 0.13

Hawaii 1,504 0.11

Mississippi 3,145 0.11

Georgia 8,982 0.10

Rhode Island 1,015 0.10

Massachusetts 5,474 0.08

Vermont 497 0.04

South Carolina 3,039 0.07

Maine 476 0.04

West Virginia 370 0.02

Source: 2010 ArDA DAtA
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The geographic distribution of the LCMS 

In this section, we will briefly discuss the geographic distribution of the LCMS, relying 
predominantly on state and county-level data. Our first consideration is simply the size of the 
LCMS population in each state, as well as the percentage of each state that was an LCMS 
adherent as of 2010. These data are provided in Table 1. The table is ordered according to 
percent of the population associated with the LCMS, from highest to lowest. 

As we see below, LCMS adherents are a tiny fraction of the population in most states. In only 
nine states are LCMS adherents more than two percent of the total population. The LCMS is 
strongest in Nebraska, where over six percent of the population is classified as LCMS adherents. 
The LCMS is weakest in West Virginia, where less than one quarter of one percent of the 
population is affiliated with the LCMS. 

We see a clear geographic pattern, with the strongest LCMS presence in the Midwest, and a 
weaker presence in states more geographically distant. It is worth noting the remarkable degree 
to which the strength of the LCMS today is correlated with German and Scandinavian settlement 
patterns in the United States during the 19th century. The strength of this relationship between 
aggregate German ancestry and the size of the LCMS will be discussed in greater detail below.
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distribution of the LCMS, relying predominantly on state- 
and county-level data. Our first consideration is simply 
the size of the LCMS population in each state, as well as 
the percentage of each state that was an LCMS adherent 
as of 2010. These data are provided in Table 1. The table is 
ordered according to percent of the population associated 
with the LCMS, from highest to lowest.

As we see below, LCMS adherents are a tiny fraction 
of the population in most states. In only nine states are 
LCMS adherents more than two percent of the total pop-
ulation. The LCMS is strongest in Nebraska, where over 
six percent of the population is classified as LCMS adher-
ents. The LCMS is weakest in West Virginia, where less 
than one quarter of one percent of the population is affili-
ated with the LCMS.

We see a clear geographic pattern, with the strongest 
LCMS presence in the Midwest, and a weaker presence 
in states more geographically distant. It is worth noting 
the remarkable degree to which the strength of the LCMS 
today is correlated with German and Scandinavian settle-
ment patterns in the United States during the nineteenth 
century. The strength of this relationship between aggre-
gate German ancestry and the size of the LCMS will be 
discussed in greater detail below. 

We can visually examine the geographic distribution 
of the LCMS in the figure below:

 

This figure further demonstrates the degree to which 
the LCMS is largely a regional denomination, found pri-
marily in the Midwest, though is also exhibits strength in 
certain areas in the West. The LCMS population is small 
or nonexistent in much of the South (aside from a large 
pocket in east Texas and parts of Florida), Mid-Atlantic, 
and New England. While percent of the population is an 
important thing to note, it can be somewhat misleading, 
as many of the counties where the LCMS is a large per-
centage of the population are also counties where the total 
county population is quite small. This means that LCMS 

adherents could be a very large percentage of a county, 
but nonetheless be very few in numbers. Thus, the figure 
below provides the distribution of the LCMS using the 
total number of LCMS adherents as the relevant variable.

  

When looked at from this perspective, the LCMS 
appears to be a bit more evenly distributed across the 
nation. We see that there are many counties (especially on 
the West Coast, the Mid-Atlantic, and Florida) that have a 
fairly large number of LCMS adherents (more than 750), 
even though they are only a tiny fraction of the overall 
population.

Regardless of which figure we focus on, we immedi-
ately see that, even within the Midwest region where the 
LCMS is strongest, the LCMS is not evenly distributed. In 
a large number of counties, we see that LCMS member-
ship exceeds 2.5 percent of the total population, and many 
where LCMS adherents are nearly zero percent of the 
population (or, if there is a sizable LCMS population, they 
were not reported in the survey). We see more counties 
with a strong LCMS presence in Michigan than Indiana, 
which we would expect given that LCMS members 
make up a larger share of Michigan’s overall population. 
Indiana may be a state to look to for potential growth, as 
it contains many attributes generally associated with large 
LCMS membership at the aggregate level. We will also see 
in the pages ahead that the LCMS that exists in Indiana 
has been more resilient than in neighboring states. We see 
that the LCMS does not have a strong presence in north-
west Missouri, especially compared to central and eastern 
Missouri. Most Nebraska counties continue to have a 
large percentage of residents affiliating with an LCMS 
congregation.

LCMS Adherence Rates by Region
The above data and visualization provide a helpful over-
view of the geographic distribution of the LCMS. They 
show us, broadly speaking, where the LCMS is strongest 
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and weakest. However, to discern geographic trends 
within particular regions, it will be helpful to break this 
analysis down further, and look at the geographic dis-
tribution across different regions of the U.S. There are 
different ways the United States can be divided geograph-
ically. For the purpose of this section, we will rely on the 
nine regions of the U.S. Census Bureau: New England, 
Mid-Atlantic, East North Central, West North Central, 
South Atlantic, East South Central, West South Central, 
Mountain, and Pacific.

New England
There is very little LCMS presence in New England. 
In the entire region, only 28 of the 67 counties had any 
recorded LCMS adherents whatsoever. The largest 
number of LCMS adherents can be found in Connecticut 
and Massachusetts. Even here, the population is relatively 
small. No county had more than 3,000 LCMS adherents 
and only four counties had more than 1,000 adherents. 
The largest LCMS populations can be found in Hartford 
County, CT (2,995 adherents), Fairfield County, CT 
(2,780), New Haven County, CT (1,635), and Middlesex 
County, MA (1,200).

  

The figure below shows the trend in the number of 
LCMS adherents for each New England state. In most 
of these states, the overall trend has been downward, 
especially in states that started the period with a com-
paratively large LCMS population. In both Connecticut 
and Massachusetts, the size of the LCMS population has 
been cut in half since 1971. However, it is important to 
remember that this is congruent with the overall trend in 
religion in New England — this region is now the most 
secular in the United States.

 

Mid-Atlantic
Like New England, the LCMS has a relatively small pres-
ence in the Mid-Atlantic states. Of the 150 counties in 
this region, 55 had no recorded LCMS adherents in 2010. 
We see a number of counties with a rather large LCMS 
population, but we also see far more counties with a very 
large overall population, which makes it unsurprising 
that there are many LCMS adherents. The largest LCMS 
population is found in Suffolk County, NY (12,767 adher-
ents). Five other counties have more than 4,000 LCMS 
adherents: Erie County, NY (8,704), Niagara County, NY 
(8,260), Monroe County, NY (7,146), Allegheny County, 
PA (4,104), and Nassau County, NY (4,018).

 

Below are the trends for each year by state.
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Mid-Atlantic 

Like New England, the LCMS has a relatively small presence in the Mid-Atlantic states. Of the 
150 counties in this region, 55 had no recorded LCMS adherents in 2010. We see a number of 
counties with a rather large LCMS population, but we also see far more counties with a very 
large overall population, which makes it unsurprising that there are many LCMS adherents. The 
largest LCMS population is found in Suffolk County, NY (12,767 adherents). Five other counties 
have more than 4,000 LCMS adherents: Erie County, NY (8,704), Niagara County, NY (8,260), 
Monroe County, NY (7,146), Allegheny County, PA (4,104), and Nassau County, NY (4,018). 
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 Below are the trends for each year by state. 
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 We see the same consistent, downward trend in all 
states over this period. Interestingly, compared to New 
England, it appears that the biggest drop in LCMS adher-
ents occurred during the 1970s and 1980s. The decline 
continued into the twenty-first century, but the rate of 
decline has not increased.

East North Central
As we move west from New England and the Mid-
Atlantic, we begin to see a much larger LCMS presence. 
The central Midwest is really the heart of the LCMS. 
Aside from Ohio, where the LCMS has a comparatively 
small number of adherents, the LCMS is a sizable per-
centage of the population in all of these states. However, 
even in this region, we see that the LCMS is experiencing 
major decline. 

 

Below we see the trends in each state since the 1970s.
 

Illinois has suffered the most dramatic decline in its 
number of LCMS adherents. According to these data, 
there were more than 100,000 fewer LCMS adherents in 
that state in 2010 than in 1971. It has suffered this decline 
even though the overall population of Illinois has grown 
by more than one million people since the early 1970s. 
However, it is worth noting that Illinois’ population 

growth can be credited to immigration from Latin 
America and Asia, and at this point, only a tiny fraction 
of the LCMS population is Asian or Latino. Further, a 
majority of the counties in Illinois actually lost popula-
tion between 2000 and 2010. These population-losing 
counties are in the rural and predominantly white regions 
of Illinois, places where the LCMS has traditionally been 
strongest. Thus, the decline of the LCMS in Illinois is 
largely due to broader demographic trends within the 
state, rather than to people abandoning the LCMS per se.

The decline has been smallest in Indiana, which 
had only about 9,000 fewer LCMS adherents in 2010 
than 1971. All other states have seen a decline of at 
least 30,000 people. The comparative resiliency of the 
LCMS in Indiana is interesting, and warrants additional 
investigation.

West North Central
 This region includes the state with the largest per-

centage of LCMS members (Nebraska), though even this 
region has witnessed decline. There is furthermore quite 
a bit of geographic variation in the strength of the LCMS 
across the region.

 

 

Above we see the trend across this region. While we 
see some decline in most of these states, in no way is the 
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 This region includes the state with the largest percentage of LCMS members (Nebraska), though 
even this region has witnessed decline. There is furthermore quite a bit of geographic variation in 
the strength of the LCMS across the region. 
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Above we see the trend across this region. While we see some decline in most of these states, in 
no way is the LCMS is a freefall the way it is elsewhere. In Nebraska, the number of LCMS 
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LCMS in a freefall the way it is elsewhere. In Nebraska, the 
number of LCMS adherents is actually higher now than in 
the 1970s — though the recent trend has been downward. 
While its general trend has also been consistently down-
ward, the number of LCMS adherents in Missouri appears 
to have rebounded slightly between 2000 and 2010 after 
dropping substantially in the 1990s. Unfortunately, these 
data do not allow us to discern whether that upward 
trend continued post 2010. The more important question 
is why this small but discernible increase occurred. Did 
the LCMS in Missouri actually gain new converts, or was 
this simply an artifact of LCMS adherents moving from 
neighboring states and switching their affiliation to a new 
congregation? If the former is the case, it will be useful to 
know which congregations in Missouri are gaining new 
converts, and what practices they follow. 

South Atlantic
Like New England and the Mid-Atlantic, the LCMS has 
a relatively small presence in the South Atlantic — espe-
cially when we compare this region to the upper Midwest 
and Great Plains. However, as we will see, there are some 
significant pockets of LCMS adherents. In many counties, 
there were zero recorded LCMS adherents as of 2010, and 
in no county are LCMS adherents more than five per-
cent of the population. This region also includes the state 
with the smallest percentage of LCMS adherents (West 
Virginia). LCMS members are only a slightly larger per-
centage of South Carolina’s population. However, there 
are some substantial LCMS populations in Delaware, 
Maryland, and Florida. 

 

 

Although this region has a relatively small percentage 
of LCMS members, in most states the LCMS population 
is stable or even growing. In fact, with the exceptions of 
Maryland and West Virginia, every state in this region 
had a larger LCMS population in 2010 than it had in the 
1970s.

  

There are a few explanations for why the LCMS 
appears impressively resilient in this region. Most obvi-
ously, Christianity remains stronger in the South than 
elsewhere in the country. Thus, we should expect this to 
be true for the LCMS. It is equally important to remem-
ber the migration patterns in the U.S. in recent decades. 
Most Southern states have experienced more in-migra-
tion than out-migration. Quite a few of the current LCMS 
adherents in places like Florida and North Carolina had 
once been LCMS adherents in places like Minnesota and 
Indiana.

East South Central
The LCMS has a comparatively small presence in the East 
South Central region of the United States. Again, we see 
many counties with no recorded LCMS adherents and in 
no county are LCMS adherents more than 2.5 percent of 
the overall population. We see more LCMS adherents in 
Tennessee and Alabama than in the other states in the 
region, but even there, LCMS adherents are less than a 
quarter of one percent. 
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Although this region has a relatively small percentage of LCMS members, in most states the 
LCMS population is stable or even growing. In fact, with the exceptions of Maryland and West 
Virginia, every state in this region had a larger LCMS population in 2010 than it had in the 
1970s. 
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There a few explanations for why the LCMS appears impressively resilient in this region. Most 
obviously, Christianity remains stronger in the South than elsewhere in the country. Thus, we 
should expect this to be true for the LCMS. It is equally important to remember the migration 
patterns in the U.S. in recent decades. Most Southern states have experienced more in-migration 
than out-migration. Quite a few of the current LCMS adherents in places like Florida and North 
Carolina had once been LCMS adherents in places like Minnesota and Indiana. 

East South Central 

The LCMS has a comparatively small presence in the East South Central region of the United 
States. Again, we see many counties with no recorded LCMS adherents and in no county are 
LCMS adherents more than two-and-a-half percent of the overall population. We see more 
LCMS adherents in Tennessee and Alabama than in the other states in the region, but even there, 
LCMS adherents are less than a quarter of one percent.  
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In all of these states, there was a decline in the number 
of LCMS adherents between 2000 and 2010. But, aside 
from Mississippi, the number of LCMS adherents was 
higher in 2010 than in 1971 in all these states. Different 
migration patterns is likely a primary reason we see 
slightly poorer performance in this region of the South 
than in the South Atlantic; far fewer people are moving 
to Alabama and Mississippi than to Florida and Georgia.

  

West South Central
Of the Southern states, we see the most substantial LCMS 
population in this region. LCMS adherents were about 
0.58 percent of the population of Oklahoma and about 
0.52 percent of the population of Texas in 2010. The 
LCMS is particularly strong in East Texas.

 

Since the 1970s, the LCMS has experienced impres-
sive growth in this region. However, as is the case in most 
states, there was a decline between 2000 and 2010. As is 
the case with other states such as Florida, much of this 
growth is likely driven by migration patterns. A massive 
number of people have moved to Texas from elsewhere in 
the country. This is not true of other states in the region. 
Louisiana, in particular, has had trouble keeping people 
in the state, and has long experienced net population loss 
due to migration. When viewed from that perspective, the 
relatively modest decline of the LCMS in Louisiana may 
be less concerning.

  

Mountain
The Mountain West is another region where the LCMS is 
relatively healthy. Most counties in the region have some 
LCMS presence, and in many counties they are more than 
one percent of the population. We see more LCMS adher-
ents as a percentage of the population farther north, in 
states like Montana, Wyoming, and Idaho, than we see 
farther south. These percentages are somewhat mislead-
ing, however, as the states in the Mountain West that are 
farther north also have a much smaller overall popula-
tion. In the Mountain West, the largest LCMS population 
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In all of these states, there was a decline in the number of LCMS adherents between 2000 and 
2010. But, aside from Mississippi, the number of LCMS adherents was higher in 2010 than in 
1971 in all these states. Different migration patterns is likely a primary reason we see slightly 
poorer performance in this region of the South than in the South Atlantic; far fewer people are 
moving to Alabama and Mississippi than to Florida and Georgia. 
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West South Central 

Of the Southern states, we see the most substantial LCMS population in this region. LCMS 
adherents were about 0.58 percent of the population of Oklahoma and about 0.52 percent of the 
population of Texas in 2010. The LCMS is particularly strong in East Texas. 
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Since the 1970s, the LCMS has experienced impressive growth in this region. However, as is the 
case in most states, there was a decline between 2000 and 2010. As is the case with other states 
such as Florida, much of this growth is likely driven by migration patterns. A massive number of 
people have moved to Texas from elsewhere in the country. This is not true of other states in the 
region. Louisiana, in particular, has had trouble keeping people in the state, and has long 
experienced net population loss due to migration. When viewed from that perspective, the 
relatively modest decline of the LCMS in Louisiana may be less concerning. 
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Mountain 

The Mountain West is another region where the LCMS is relatively healthy. Most counties in the 
region have some LCMS presence, and in many counties they are more than one percent of the 
population. We see more LCMS adherents as a percentage of the population farther north, in 
states like Montana, Wyoming, and Idaho, than we see farther south. These percentages are 
somewhat misleading, however, as the states in the Mountain West that are farther north also 
have a much smaller overall population. In the Mountain West, the largest LCMS population can 
be found in Colorado, followed by Arizona. 
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can be found in Colorado, followed by Arizona.
 

Looking at the trend over time, we do not see a con-
sistent pattern throughout the region. We further cannot 
immediately infer that migration patterns are the sole 
determinant of these differences. Both Arizona and 
Colorado have experienced significant in-migration 
from the rest of the country. However, while the number 
of LCMS adherents has grown consistently in Arizona 
throughout this period (growing from about 13,000 
adherents to over 26,000 adherents), we see a steady drop 
in Colorado (declining from about 48,000 adherents to 
about 42,000 adherents). The rate of decline in Colorado 
increased significantly after 2000. A more detailed analy-
sis of both states may be useful going forward in order to 
discern what precisely is occurring in Colorado.

  

Pacific
After New England, the West Coast (and the Pacific 
Northwest in particular) is the most secular region of 
the United States. However, there is an LCMS presence 
throughout most of the region. We see a number of coun-
ties in Oregon and Washington, in particular, where 
LCMS adherents are a non-negligible percentage of the 
population. In the aggregate, LCMS adherents are about 

the same percentage of the total population in Alaska, 
Oregon, and Washington — in all cases, they are just a 
little under one-half of one percent of the population. 
Note that Alaska and Hawaii are not included in the 
figure below, but the overall trends in those states will be 
discussed in the pages ahead.

  

When we look at the trend over the last four decades, 
we see that throughout this region, the LCMS population 
is on the decline. In both Washington and Oregon, the 
number of LCMS adherents dropped by more than 12,000 
people over this period. In California, that number was 
nearly 67,000 people. This major decline occurred despite 
the fact that all of these states have grown in population 
since the 1970s. We should remember, however, that 
migration trends may also explain some of this decline. 
California’s growth has been driven almost entirely by 
foreign immigration, and it is not surprising that most 
immigrants are not LCMS adherents. Among native-born 
citizens, there has actually been quite a lot of out-migra-
tion from California. It will not be surprising if we learn 
many of the LCMS adherents that lived in California in 
the 1980s and 1990s are now LCMS adherents living in 
Arizona — which would partially explain the steady 
growth of the LCMS population in that state.

Alaska is the only success story in this region. In 
Alaska, the LCMS population was actually more than 
1,600 people larger in 2010 than in 1971, though even 
Alaska experienced a decline in its LCMS population 
between 2000 and 2010.
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Pacific 

After New England, the west coast (and the Pacific Northwest in particular) is the most secular 
region of the United States. However, there is an LCMS presence throughout most of the region. 
We see a number of counties in Oregon and Washington, in particular, where LCMS adherents 
are a non-negligible percentage of the population. In the aggregate, LCMS adherents are about 
the same percentage of the total population in Alaska, Oregon, and Washington – in all cases, 
they are just a little under one half of one percent of the population. Note that Alaska and Hawaii 
are not included in the figure below, but the overall trends in those states will be discussed in the 
pages ahead. 
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When we look at the trend over the last four decades, we see that throughout this region, the 
LCMS population is on the decline. In both Washington and Oregon, the number of LCMS 
adherents dropped by more than 12,000 people over this period. In California, that number was 
nearly 67,000 people. This major decline occurred despite the fact that all of these states have 
grown in population since the 1970s. We should remember, however, that migration trends may 
also explain some of this decline. California’s growth has been driven almost entirely by foreign 
immigration, and it is not surprising that most immigrants are not LCMS adherents. Among 
native-born citizens, there has actually been quite a lot of out-migration from California. It will 
not be surprising if we learn many of the LCMS adherents that lived in California in the 1980s 
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Looking at the trend over time, we do not see a consistent pattern throughout the region. We 
further cannot immediately infer that migration patterns are the sole determinant of these 
differences. Both Arizona and Colorado have experienced significant in-migration from the rest 
of the country. However, while the number of LCMS adherents has grown consistently in 
Arizona throughout this period (growing from about 13,000 adherents to over 26,000 adherents), 
we see a steady drop in Colorado (declining from about 48,000 adherents to about 42,000 
adherents). The rate of decline in Colorado increased significantly after 2000. A more detailed 
analysis of both states may be useful going forward in order to discern what precisely is 
occurring in Colorado. 
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Is the LCMS Mostly Rural or Urban?
Given what we see regarding the regional concentra-
tion of the LCMS — heavily concentrated in the region 
of the United States where agriculture is the most prev-
alent — we could plausibly infer that the denomination 
is predominantly found in small towns and rural areas. 
However, this region also has many major metropolitan 
areas and medium-sized cities. A look at county-level 
data can provide some indication of which type of com-
munity is likely to have a strong LCMS presence.

Because we are working with county-level data, 
this analysis is necessarily imperfect. Given their large 
size, many counties are a mix of urban and rural areas. 
Although a county may be classified as urban, a par-
ticular LCMS denomination within that county may 
nonetheless be located in a sparsely populated commu-
nity. Nonetheless, county-level information can give us 
a basic overview of the type of community in which we 
can typically find LCMS congregations. The Office of 
Management and Budget classifies counties on whether 
they possess a Core Based Statistical Area (CBSA). 
CBSAs include both metropolitan areas (possessing more 
than 50,000 people) and micropolitan areas (possessing 
between 10,000 and 50,000 people). A county without a 
community of at least 10,000 people is listed as not pos-
sessing a CBSA.

Below we can see the total number of congregations 
in each county type as of 2010. We see that a majority of 
LCMS congregations are in counties with a metropolitan 
area of at least 50,000 people. This does not mean that the 
LCMS is predominantly an urban church, however. There 
are far more people, on average, in counties that possess a 
large city than in counties that do not. However, it does 
show that the LCMS does have a presence in or near 
urban areas.

 

Beyond the total number of congregations, we are also 
interested in the total number of LCMS adherents in each 
county type. This breakdown appears below. Again, we 
see that a large majority of LCMS adherents are found in 
counties possessing a large metropolitan area.

We should note, however, that the vast majority 
of the U.S. population resides in or near a major city, 
thus we should not be surprised that this is also true of 
LCMS adherents. These numbers must be put in context. 
Although these data do not indicate that the LCMS is a 
predominantly rural church, LCMS adherents are more 
likely to live in rural areas than other Americans. While 
about 14 percent of LCMS adherents live in counties 
without a CBSA, only about 6.5 percent of all Americans 
live in such counties. In other words, LCMS adherents are 
more than twice as likely to live in rural areas compared 
to the rest of the U.S. population.

Correlates of a Large LCMS Population
To better predict LCMS success in a county, it is useful to 
see which community-level attributes are correlated with 
a large number of LCMS adherents. A useful statistic in 
this regard is the Pearson’s R correlation coefficient. This 
is a measure of linear relationships between variables, and 
ranges from -1 to 1. A value of -1 indicates that two vari-
ables are perfectly negatively correlated, and a value of 1 
indicates that two variables are perfectly positively cor-
related. A value of zero indicates that there is no linear 
relationship between two variables. As we are interested 
in smaller geographic units in this case, it makes sense to 
rely on counties, rather than states, as our unit of analysis. 

We have a few additional considerations. Should we 
look at every county in the U.S., or just some subset of 
counties? As there are many states that have not tradi-
tionally had any meaningful LCMS presence, it may make 
more sense to focus specifically on states where LCMS 
congregations can be found. However, as the LCMS 
has congregations across the nation, we do not want to 
ignore the rest of the country. Thus, the forthcoming table 

NUMBER OF LCMS CONGREGATIONS, 2010

County Does Not Include a CBSA 1301

Micropolitan County 983

Metropolitan County 3678

NUMBER OF LCMS ADHERENTS, 2010

County Does Not Include a CBSA 308,290

Micropolitan County 330,016

Metropolitan County 1,595,500
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and 1990s are now LCMS adherents living in Arizona – which would partially explain the steady 
growth of the LCMS population in that state. 

Alaska is the only success story in this region. In Alaska, the LCMS population was actually 
more than 1,600 people larger in 2010 than in 1971, though even Alaska experienced a decline in 
its LCMS population between 2000 and 2010. 

 

  

Is the LCMS mostly rural or urban? 

Given what we see regarding the regional concentration of the LCMS – heavily concentrated in 
the region of the United States where agriculture is the most prevalent – we could plausibly infer 
that the denomination is predominantly found in small towns and rural areas. However, this 
region also has many major metropolitan areas and medium-sized cities. A look at county-level 
data can provide some indication of which type of community is likely to have a strong LCMS 
presence. 

Because we are working with county-level data, this analysis is necessarily imperfect. Given 
their large size, many counties are a mix of urban and rural areas. Although a county may be 
classified as urban, a particular LCMS denomination within that county may nonetheless be 
located in a sparsely populated community. Nonetheless, county-level information can give us a 
basic overview of the type of community we can typically find LCMS congregations. The Office 
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includes both the results for counties in those thirteen 
states in which at least one percent of the total popula-
tion is an LCMS adherent, and the results for the entire 
nation.2 The table provides these correlations for multiple 
variables. While we have access to a large number of vari-
ables, only those that exhibited at least a small correlation 
with the size of the LCMS population in the states with a 
significant LCMS presence (whether positive or negative) 
are included in this table.3

One thing that immediately stands out is that, by 
far, the variable with the strongest linear relationship 
between LCMS membership is the percentage of the 
population that identifies as German American. This 
is strong whether we are looking at the entire nation or 
just at the LCMS core states. We further see that the size 
of the population that identifies with some of the other 
large European ethnic groups (English Americans, Irish 
Americans, and Americans descended from Southern 
Europeans) was negatively correlated with the size of 
the LCMS population. This demonstrates the remark-
able degree to which the LCMS remains the church of a 
particular ethnic group — those Americans descended 
from German immigrants. As we have not seen a sub-
stantial number of German immigrants enter the United 
States for many decades, this further underscores the 
degree to which LCMS affiliation is largely inherited 
from one’s parents. Comparatively few people of different 
ethnic background have since become affiliated with the 
LCMS. In other words, the LCMS has not just had trouble 
attracting non-white adherents, it has trouble attracting 
adherents from other white ethnic groups.

There are a few other results worth noting in this table. 
When we look just at the LCMS core states, we see that 
the LCMS tends to be stronger in counties that are rural, 
have a lot of farmers, and are conservative — there was 
a small but positive correlation between a county’s sup-
port for John McCain in 2008 and the size of the LCMS 
population. This is problematic because these are some 
of the regions that are both aging and losing population. 
Indeed, there was a positive correlation at the county level 
between losing population between 2000 and 2009 and 
LCMS adherents, as well as a positive correlation between 
county median age and LCMS adherents. On the other 

2 These are Nebraska, Wisconsin, South Dakota, Iowa, Minnesota, 
North Dakota, Missouri, Michigan, Kansas, Illinois, Indiana, Wyoming, 
and Montana.
3 Specifically, to be included in this table, a variable needed a correlation 
coefficient greater than 0.2 or less than -0.2.

hand, there was a negative correlation between unem-
ployment and LCMS adherents. We can at least say that 
the places where we find LCMS members are not unusu-
ally economically distressed.

However, some of these relationships disappear when 
our sample includes all counties, not just those in the 
LCMS core states. Nationwide, the relationship between 
the percentage of a county that is rural and the LCMS 
population, as well as the relationship between politics 
and the LCMS population, is negligible.

Characteristics of Communities Experiencing 
LCMS Decline and Growth
It will be useful to examine those communities where the 
LCMS has experienced the most dramatic decline and 
those where it is growing. We will look at both absolute 
number of LCMS adherents, and LCMS adherents as 
a percentage of the population — this analysis excludes 
counties where the LCMS population was zero in both 
time periods. The forthcoming table considers the period 
between 1971 and 2010. We see that, in 516 U.S. coun-
ties, the number of LCMS adherents as a percentage of 
the population increased; in 1,337 counties, LCMS adher-
ents decreased as a percentage of the population. In 798 
counties, the total number of LCMS adherents increased, 
though the LCMS population did not necessarily increase 
as a total percentage of the population. In 1,053 counties, 
the total number of LCMS adherents decreased.

Variables Correlated with LCMS Adherents, County 
Level, in States with Substantial LCMS Presence 
and Nationwide

Counties in LCMS Core 
States

All Counties

Correlation Coeffieent Correlation 
Coefficient

% German 0.51 0.57

% Employed in Agriculture 0.28 0.19

Median Age 0.27 0.21

Lost Population, 2000-2009 0.25 0.21

% Rural 0.21 0.08

% Voted McCain 2008 0.20 0.03

% Iriish American -0.25 -0.15

% Southern European -0.27 -0.13

% Unemployed 2009 -0.27 -0.24

% English American -0.29 -0.24
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It is encouraging to see that there are a large number of 
counties where the LCMS has grown, both as a percentage 
of the population and in absolute numbers — even if the 
number of counties where the LCMS is on the decline is 
larger. However, in counties where the LCMS has grown, 
the total increase is much smaller than the total decrease 
in counties where the LCMS population has become 
smaller. In counties where the absolute number of LCMS 
adherents is now larger than it was in 1971, the mean 
total increase was about 360 people. In counties where 
the number of adherents declined, the mean decrease was 
about 757 — or more than twice as large.

It is interesting to note that we do not see a dramatic 
difference between the county types on other important 
variables. We see that counties where the LCMS is on the 
decline are slightly more Hispanic, but otherwise, most of 
these other variables would be in the margin of error.

A Statistical Model of the LCMS as a Percentage 
of County Population: The Importance of German 
Ancestry
A problem with drawing inferences from descriptive 
statistics alone is that many of the variables we have 
considered are correlated with each other, sometimes 
strongly. This can make it difficult to discern the precise 
effect that one variable has on another. Multiple regres-
sion is a common solution to this problem, as it allows the 
researcher to isolate the effect of a specific independent 
variable on the dependent variable while controlling for 
all other variables in the model. 

In order to draw correct inferences from a regression 
model, a number of assumptions must hold. Some models 
are more prone to problems and biases than others. When 
working with geographic data (in this case, counties), 
there is particular concern with the issue of spatial auto-
correlation. As a result, more sophisticated methods are 
necessary. See the statistical appendix of this chapter for a 
detailed description of the model and related issues, and 
the steps taken to resolve them. The interpretation of the 
county-level model, however, can be found below. 

From the statistical model, we see that a number of 
variables that were modestly correlated with the percent-
age of a county that was associated with the LCMS had 
no statistically significant effects on the LCMS population 
in 2010 after controlling for other variables.4 For exam-
ple, the percentage of a county that voted for McCain 
in 2008 was not statistically significant or substantively 
important. In other words, it does not appear to be the 
case that a county’s aggregate political conservatism had 
an effect on LCMS membership, one way or the other. 
We also see that the percentage of a county that was 
rural had no discernible effect. The same was true for the 
dichotomous variable indicating population loss in the 
subsequent decade. The unemployment rate and the total 
population size were similarly insignificant.

4 The concept of statistical significance is somewhat complicated, and 
subject to much discussion and debate. For readers not familiar with 
this term, it is sufficient for our purposes to state that a variable has 
achieved statistical significance if it is very unlikely that the effects we 
see in our model were due to chance alone.

County Descriptive Statistics by LCMS Percentage Change Increase or Decrease and Absolute Number Increase or Decrease, 1971-2010

% of Population Increase % of Population Decrease Total Adherent Increase Total Adherent Decrease

 Number of Counties 516 1337 798 1053

Mean Total Population 69914.5 1711891.7 121308.1 160527.8

Mean LCMS Change in Number of Adherents 254.9 -479.7 359.5 -756.6

Mean % White 90.8 89.0 90.3 89.0

Mean % Black 5.8 6.8 6.0 6.8

Mean % Asian  0.9 1.4 1.1 1.4

 Mean % Hispanic 5.5 8.9 7.1 8.6

 Mean % German-American 20.2 19.6 18.4 20.9

 % Lost Pop. 2000-2009 0.4 0.4 0.2 0.5

Mean % of Women that Gave Birth in Past Year 5.6 5.6 5.5 5.7

Mean Median Age 39.1 38.3 37.9 38.9

Mean % Unemployed 8.5 9.0 9.1 8.7

% Employed in Agriculture 8.5 6.9 5.9 8.4

Mean % Rural 57.1 47.2 49.3 50.4
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Interestingly, after controlling for all other variables, 
the percentage of a county that worked in agriculture 
had a negative effect on the LCMS population in a county 
— that is, a greater percentage of farmers was associated 
with a lower percentage of LCMS adherents. 

Looking at the coefficients for the largest racial and 
ethnic minority groups in America, we do not see many 
statistically significant or substantively important effects. 
It is interesting to note, however, that while it was not a 
substantively important variable, the coefficient for the 
percent Hispanic at the county level was statistically 
significant and positive. As Hispanics are such a small per-
centage of the LCMS population, we should probably not 
infer that Hispanics themselves are necessarily members 
of LCMS congregations. It does indicate, however, that 
larger LCMS populations tend to be found in counties 
that also have a Hispanic presence. We see no relationship 
between the LCMS population and the size of the black or 
Asian population.

Looking at the coefficients for the different white 
ethnic groups, we see unsurprising results. The coeffi-
cient for the percentage of the population that identifies 
as German American is the first important result to note. 
The more people in a county that identifies as German 
American, the larger the LCMS population — on average 
and controlling for all other variables. This further under-
scores the degree to which the LCMS remains very much 
an ethnic church. Whether we are looking at states or 
counties, it is clear that the LCMS remains geographically 
concentrated in those regions that drew large numbers of 
German immigrants, predominantly in the nineteenth 
century. It is worth noting that the data used to determine 
the percentage of a county as German American (the 
American Community Survey) is based on self-report-
ing, rather than any kind of genealogical study. That is, 
people are classified as German American if they say they 
are German American, meaning that they not only have 
German roots, but they are aware of those German roots. 
We see negative coefficients for other white ethnic groups. 
A larger English and Irish American population was asso-
ciated, on average, with a smaller LCMS population.

The strong relationship between German ethnic-
ity and the LCMS is interesting because the LCMS does 
not deliberately identify as an ethnic church. While 
many Orthodox churches are explicitly ethnic (though 
not officially discriminatory), as are churches that cater 
to African Americans, such as the African Methodist 
Episcopalian Church, the LCMS is officially an inclusive 

denomination. There are both positive and negative inter-
pretations of this finding. On the one hand, it indicates 
that the relatively small number of minority LCMS adher-
ents is probably not due to any racial discrimination 
per se. The LCMS has also had a difficult time attracting 
non-Hispanic whites of other ethnic ancestries, and it is 
difficult to imagine that the LCMS engages in discrimi-
nation toward English Americans, Italian Americans, 
or Irish Americans. On the other hand, it demonstrates 
that LCMS affiliation remains largely a characteristic that 
one inherits at birth — that is, if you are a member of the 
LCMS, your parents probably were, as well. If you were 
not born and baptized into an LCMS family, it is unlikely 
that you belong to the LCMS today. This underscores 
both the need for the LCMS to improve its outreach to 
other communities, and the importance of increasing the 
birthrates of its current membership.

On the subject of ethnicity and church member-
ship, we should note that the LCMS is not unique in this 
regard. The same is true of other major denominations 
in the United States. To demonstrate that this is the case, 
I recreated these models using the number of adherents 
for other denominations as the independent variable — 
specifically, I created models for the ELCA, Presbyterian 
Church, USA, and the Southern Baptists. All of these 
models can be found in the statistical appendix, as well as 
a description of the substantive findings.

Although the LCMS is not unique in that it tends to 
be associated with a specific ethnic group, this deserves 
some additional examination. Below are two maps, one 
again shows where the LCMS is strongest (again in dark 
blue), the other shows where the German-American pop-
ulation is the largest (also in dark blue).

% German
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% LCMS
We see that the two are broadly congruent, but not per-

fectly so. We can say that, with few exceptions, the LCMS 
is not strong in parts of the country where there is not 
a sizable German-American population. However, there 
are regions of the country where the German-American 
population is gigantic, but there is very little LCMS pen-
etration. We see this most starkly in Pennsylvania and 
other states in the Mid-Atlantic region. What is inter-
esting is the degree to which these differences appear to 
be related to different major ethnic/religious migrations 
that occurred in the nineteenth and even eighteenth cen-
turies. In the colonial era, huge numbers of Germans 
settled in Pennsylvania and neighboring colonies. In the 
1850s, Benjamin Franklin estimated that Germans made 
up one-third of Pennsylvania. But these Germans were 
more often Mennonites, not Lutherans. There remain 
relatively few Lutherans in this region today. The places 
where we see the largest Lutheran population — in 
the Midwest and east Texas — are the places settled by 
later waves of Germans, those who came after 1820. In 
other words, we can say that a large German population 
appears, at present, to be a necessary, but not sufficient, 
condition of a large LCMS presence. This point is driven 
home in the following scatter plot, which shows both the 
percent German and the percent LCMS at the county 
level. We see that there are no counties with a very large 
LCMS presence that do not also have a sizable German-
American presence, but there are many counties with a 
large German-American population but few or no LCMS 
adherents.

 

Median age is the other significant predictor of a 
larger LCMS community. On average and controlling for 
all other variables, the older the population, the greater 
the percentage of the population that identifies with 
the LCMS. This further demonstrates the difficulty the 
LCMS has in attracting and keeping younger members 
— though it is important to again remember that this is 
not a problem exclusive to the LCMS, as you will see if 
you examine the models for other denominations in the 
statistical appendix. Part of this may be due to the mobile 
nature of American young people. During people’s late 
teens and early 20s, they are likely to move, often multiple 
times. Although they may still personally identify with 
their childhood religion, they may not immediately find 
a church home. As they become older and more settled in 
their community, many of them will likely find their way 
onto a church’s membership rolls. This should not simply 
be taken for granted, however. To keep young people 
in the LCMS, it is important for the LCMS to actually 
have a presence in the communities where young people 
actually live.

Confirming the Relationship between Ethnicity 
and LCMS Affiliation: A Look at Individual Data
An important caveat must be made regarding all of these 
findings. The above analysis relies entirely on aggre-
gate- (county) level data. However, church affiliation is 
ultimately an individual-level variable. This can often lead 
to what is called the ecological inference fallacy. The data 
above strongly indicate that German Americans and older 
people are much more likely to affiliate with the LCMS 
church than are other Americans. However, we cannot 
definitively prove this using aggregate data alone. A 
survey of individuals with a huge number of observations 
— which included all of these questions regarding church 
affiliation, economic information, and demographic 
questions such as race or ethnicity — would be necessary 
to make these claims with higher levels of confidence. 

The General Social Survey (GSS) is one survey that can 
provide us further evidence that the relationship between 
German ancestry and LCMS affiliation is real at the indi-
vidual level. This survey, which has been conducted every 
other year since the early 1970s, includes a number of 
questions about individual attitudes and demographic 
attributes — including ethnic background and church 
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affiliation. Each GSS survey includes over 1,000 nation-
ally representative respondents. Because LCMS adherents 
are such a small percentage of the overall U.S. population, 
there are typically very few LCMS adherents within each 
survey — never more than a few dozen. With such a small 
sample size, it is difficult to be confident in any infer-
ences we make using the survey. However, by combining 
GSS surveys, we can significantly increase the number 
of LCMS respondents. If we aggregate every GSS survey 
from 2000 until 2014, we have 212 LCMS members to 
examine. This is still a relatively small number for making 
precise inferences, but it is sufficient to see if individual 
data are, broadly speaking, congruent with our aggregate 
data.

An examination of these data indicates that LCMS 
adherents are much more likely to identify German 
ancestors than are other Americans. Of the GSS respon-
dents from 2000 onward who identified with the LCMS, 
nearly two-thirds (65.09) identified as German American. 
Among all GSS respondents over this time period, only 
25.98 identified as German American. 

Success Stories
While the overall picture of the LCMS is generally neg-
ative, at least as far as membership is concerned, the 
decline in membership is not uniform across the coun-
try. In this section we will note those counties where the 
LCMS has been growing. Future research should examine 

Counties where LCMS has grown in absolute numbers and as a proportion of the population

County State % LCMS  
1970

% LCMS  
2010

LCMS congregations 
2010

LCMS adherents 
2010

Cumberland Maine 0.09 0.11 1 304

Kennebec Maine 0.12 0.12 1 144

Penobscot Maine 0.00 0.02 1 28

Bristol Massachusetts 0.04 0.05 1 256

Rockingham New Hampshire 0.00 0.11 1 334

Rutland Vermont 0.00 0.06 1 34

Washington Vermont 0.00 0.18 1 109

practices of LCMS congregations within these communi-
ties to discern whether they are consistently engaging in 
activities that should be implemented elsewhere.

We should disaggregate those successful communi-
ties, however. The LCMS is obviously most successful in 
places where it is both growing in absolute numbers, and 
as a percentage of the overall population. We first look at 
these counties below. We are considering the period from 
1971 to 2010. The tables are divided according to Census 
region. Note that, for many of these growth counties, there 
was no recorded presence of the LCMS in the county as 
of 1971 (either because there were no active congregations 
or the existing congregations were not surveyed), thus any 
LCMS presence would necessarily be an increase in both 
absolute numbers as a percentage of the population. The 
fact that we see an LCMS presence in a county where there 
was not such a presence forty years ago is not necessarily 
an indication that the congregations in those counties are 
presently healthy. 

Once again, these data come from the Association 
of Religion Data Archives and are based on surveys of 
congregations — they are not based on the internal num-
bers maintained by the LCMS. While the two should be 
broadly consistent, it will be useful to compare these num-
bers to internal numbers to ensure general congruence.

New England
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Counties where LCMS has grown in absolute numbers and as a proportion of the population

County State % LCMS  
1970

% LCMS  
2010

LCMS congregations 
2010

LCMS adherents 
2010

Atlantic New Jersey 0.00 0.05 1 150

Cortland New York 0.26 0.40 1 195

Delaware New York 0.47 0.55 2 263

Saratoga New York 0.44 0.46 1 1010

Tompkins New York 0.32 0.34 1 345

Warrren New York 0.66 0.92 2 605

Beaver Pennsylvania 0.26 0.44 2 744

Butler Pennsylvania 0.58 0.93 3 1719

Centre Pennsylvania 0.00 0.10 1 151

Columbia Pennsylvania 0.00 0.03 1 20

Cumberland Pennsylvania 0.00 0.09 2 211

Lehigh Pennsylvania 0.00 0.05 1 185

McKean Pennsylvania 0.39 1.33 1 576

Northumberland Pennsylvania 0.00 0.09 1 85

Pike Pennsylvania 0.00 0.02 1 13

Somerset Pennsylvania 0.18 0.20 2 158

Counties where LCMS has grown in absolute numbers and as a proportion of the population

County State % LCMS  
1970

% LCMS  
2010

LCMS congregations 
2010

LCMS adherents 
2010

Clay Illinois 0.76 4.29 2 593

Coles Illinois 3.65 4.30 3 2319

Crawford Illinois 0.00 0.45 1 90

Franklin Illinois 0.36 0.46 1 182

Fulton Illinois 0.00 0.18 1 65

Greene Illinois 0.96 1.94 1 270

Iroquois Illinois 11.13 13.72 11 4077

Jackson Illinois 3.85 4.01 5 2414

Jasper Illinois 0.00 2.37 2 230

Lee Illinois 0.00 0.47 1 170

Livingston Illinois 2.02 2.23 3 869

Marion Illinois 3.91 5.03 3 1985

Moultrie Illinois 1.06 2.75 1 409

Pope Illinois 1.19 1.72 1 77

Schuyler Illinois 1.27 2.39 1 180

Stephenson Illinois 3.36 3.69 3 1760

Tazewell Illinois 4.36 4.77 10 6462

Williamson Illinois 0.31 0.33 1 217

Bartholomew Indiana 7.97 8.26 7 6343

Blackford Indiana 0.00 0.26 1 22

Boone Indiana 0.00 1.39 1 786

Decatur Indiana 0.56 1.03 1 786

Mid Atlantic

East North Central
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Counties where LCMS has grown in absolute numbers and as a proportion of the population

Flod Indiana 1.34 2.00 2 1488

Fulton Indiana 0.00 1.64 1 342

Grant Indiana 0.57 0.78 1 545

Hendricks Indiana 0.62 0.97 3 1411

Howard Indiana 1.12 1.39 3 1152

Jackson Indiana 16.29 18.37 10 7785

Jefferson Indiana 0.34 0.44 1 142

Jennings Indiana 0.00 0.34 1 97

Johnson Indiana 0.95 1.01 3 1408

Monroe Indiana 0.34 0.65 3 890

Morgan Indiana 0.36 1.11 3 766

Noble Indiana 5.04 5.10 5 2426

Steuben Indiana 0.95 2.83 4 969

Tippecanoe Indiana 1.86 2.21 4 3814

Tipton Indiana 2.35 3.07 1 490

Wells Indiana 2.16 2.61 2 720

Alger Michigan 3.84 5.41 2 519

Allegan Michigan 0.00 0.17 1 186

Cass Michigan 0.21 0.22 1 113

Chippewa Michigan 0.00 0.71 6 272

Delta Michigan 0.00 0.48 1 177

Dickson Michigan 1.88 2.13 1 577

Eaton Michigan 0.75 1.86 3 2008

Grand Traverse Michigan 0.00 2.80 3 2438

Iosco Michigan 4.12 5.28 3 2438

Jackson Michigan 1.49 1.61 3 2575

Lake Michigan 0.00 0.92 1 106

Livingston Michigan 0.84 2.33 6 4219

Marquette Michigan 1.36 3.28 3 2197

Schoolcraft Michigan 1.22 1.37 1 116

Shiawassee Michigan 0.00 0.17 1 117

Van Buren Michigan 0.99 1.72 1 1310

Wexford Michigan 1.68 1.83 2 598

Clark Ohio 0.00 0.26 1 265

Clermont Ohio 0.31 0.35 1 697

Defiance Ohio 8.68 8.94 4 3491

Delaware Ohio 0.00 0.21 2 360

Erie Ohio 0.00 0.26 1 200

Henry Ohio 18.58 19.97 9 5635

Marion Ohio 0.00 0.17 1 112

Paulding Ohio 1.04 1.44 1 282

Seeneca Ohio 0.17 0.28 1 160

Shelby Ohio 0.24 0.32 1 160

Van Wert Ohio 4.64 4.73 4 1360

Warren Ohio 0.00 0.45 2 960

Williams Ohio 0.00 0.61 1 228

Brown Wisconsin 3.40 3.52 11 8720

Fond du Lac Wisconsin 2.04 2.31 3 2350
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West North Central

Counties where LCMS has grown in absolute numbers and as a proportion of the population

County State % LCMS  
1970

% LCMS  
2010

LCMS congregations 
2010

LCMS adherents 
2010

Decatur Iowa 0.00 0.86 1 73

Delaware Iowa 1.98 3.46 2 615

Dubuque Iowa 1.49 1.68 3 1572

Fremont Iowa 0.00 0.32 1 24

Hancock Iowa 5.51 9.12 2 1034

Henry Iowa 1.75 2.02 1 407

Howard Iowa 2.12 5.89 2 563

Humboldt Iowa 7.12 11.00 2 1080

Jasper Iowa 0.87 0.93 1 343

Jefferson Iowa 0.71 1.10 1 185

Louisa Iowa 0.75 0.81 1 92

Lucas Iowa 0.00 0.83 1 74

Montgomery Iowa 1.93 2.33 2 250

Muscatine Iowa 0.85 1.80 2 770

Polk Iowa 1.65 1.79 15 7693

Poweshiek Iowa 1.25 2.28 2 431

Scott Iowa 2.88 3.334 6 5520

Shelby Iowa 0.00 0.75 1 91

Sioux Iowa 3.70 3.79 4 1276

Story Iowa 1.63 1.70 2 1526

Tama Iowa 0.50 0.61 1 109

Van Buren Iowa 0.00 0.59 1 45

Allen Kansas 4.19 5.12 2 684

Anderson Kansas 0.00 3.48 2 282

Atchison Kansas 4.46 7.26 1 1229

Bourbon Kansas 0.49 1.08 1 164

Decatur Kansas 6.30 11.08 1 328

Edwards Kansas 4.58 7.31 2 222

Franklin Kansas 2.08 2.14 1 557

Leavenworth Kansas 2.74 3.08 4 2348

Luon Kansas 2.61 3.80 2 1279

Meade Kansas 5.31 11.58 1 530

Nemaha Kansas 1.33 2.58 1 263

Counties where LCMS has grown in absolute numbers and as a proportion of the population

Forest Wisconsin 2.21 2.41 2 224

Grant Wisconsin 0.36 0.37 3 192

Green Lake Wisconsin 4.41 6.16 4 1173

La Crosse Wisconsin 0.45 0.90 3 1027

Marinette Wisconsin 0.20 0.66 1 277

Monroe Wisconsin 0.00 1.05 1 470

Outagamine Wisconsin 3.26 5.00 6 8831

Taylor Wisconsin 4.20 4.66 3 964

Trempealeau Wisconsin 0.69 2.72 3 784
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Counties where LCMS has grown in absolute numbers and as a proportion of the population

Phillips Kansas 2.03 5.10 1 288

Rawlins Kansas 7.47 13.89 1 350

Rice Kansas 2.44 3.12 1 315

Rooks Kansas 1.02 1.56 1 81

Saline Kansas 2.98 3.27 2 1818

Smith Kansas 2.25 5.48 1 211

Blue Earth Minnesota 10.04 10.86 9 6953

Houston Minnesota 0.00 0.53 1 101

Itasca Minnesota 5.33 5.61 6 2527

Lac qui Parle Minnesota 8.75 16.81 5 1220

Mahnomen Minnesota 4.31 4.62 2 250

Nicollet Minnesota 2.07 2.45 2 802

Roseau Minnesota 0.00 0.31 1 49

Audrain Missouri 1.23 1.75 2 446

Barry Missouri 1.60 1.95 4 694

Boone Missouri 1.21 1.28 5 2083

Callaway Missouri 0.71 1.10 2 489

Camden Missouri 0.31 2.10 3 925

Cass Missouri 0.27 1.05 2 1046

Cedar Missouri 0.34 0.87 1 122

Christian Missouri 0.00 0.12 1 95

Clinton Missouri 0.00 0.91 1 188

Dallas Missouri 0.00 0.25 1 42

Greene Missouri 0.00 1.28 4 3521

Harrison Missouri 0.00 0.26 1 23

Henry Missouri 0.93 1.59 2 355

Hickory Missouri 0.00 0.42 1 40

Howard Missouri 0.00 1.07 1 109

Jackson Missouri 1.31 1.37 15 9238

Linn Missouri 0.00 0.12 1 15

Macon Missouri 1.48 2.49 1 387

Mercer Missouri 0.00 0.90 1 34

Monroe Missouri 0.00 1.70 1 150

Osage Missouri 1.06 1.07 2 148

Pike Missouri 0.77 1.16 2 214

Polk Missouri 0.00 0.67 1 209

Pulaski Missouri 0.47 0.49 1 256

Ralls Missouri 0.00 0.32 1 33

Rays Missouri 0.00 0.62 1 145

Ripley Missouri 0.00 0.33 1 130

Stoddard Missouri 0.33 0.43 1 130

Stone Missouri 0.00 1.09 1 350

Sullivan Missouri 0.00 0.66 1 44

Texas Missouri 0.42 0.61 1 158

Adams Nebraska 10.48 12.63 8 3961

Boone Nebraska 0.00 3.76 2 207

Boyd Nebraska 8.66 21.39 4 449
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South Atlantic
Counties where LCMS has grown in absolute numbers and as a proportion of the population

County State % LCMS  
1970

% LCMS  
2010

LCMS congregations 
2010

LCMS adherents 
2010

Bay Florida 0.36 0.50 4 837

Bradford Florida 0.00 0.12 1 35

Clay Florida 0.00 0.17 1 325

Columbia Florida 0.30 0.31 1 210

DeSoto Florida 0.00 0.24 1 85

Flagler Florida 0.00 0.47 1 452

Hendry Florida 0.00 0.21 2 83

Holmes Florida 0.00 0.08 1 15

Counties where LCMS has grown in absolute numbers and as a proportion of the population

Brown Nebraska 8.68 16.63 1 523

Butler Nebraska 4.13 6.60 2 554

Chase Nebraska 15.91 24.03 3 953

Clay Nebraska 0.00 0.18 1 12

Frontier Nebraska 7.23 11.47 1 316

Garfield Nebraska 7.26 10.74 1 220

Gosper Nebraska 16.76 25.20 1 515

Grant Nebraska 4.32 10.59 1 65

Hitchcock Nebraska 7.50 10.56 2 307

Holt Nebraska 5.64 7.76 3 810

Howard Nebraska 4.26 12.64 2 793

Johnson Nebraska 11.14 12.92 3 674

Keith Nebraska 13.56 14.97 4 1253

Lincoln Nebraska 3.42 4.10 2 1487

Nance Nebraska 4.28 6.00 1 224

Nemaha Nebraska 2.52 3.71 1 269

Polk Nebraska 0.28 3.05 1 165

Saline Nebraska 9.70 12.30 3 1746

Sarpy Nebraska 2.19 3.66 5 5816

Sherman Nebraska 4.11 10.88 2 343

Thomas Nebraska 0.00 5.41 1 35

Thurston Nebraska 6.22 6.66 2 462

Valley Nebraska 4.08 6.01 1 256

Wheeler Nebraska 0.00 6.23 1 51

Kidder North Dakota 5.00 9.16 1 223

Morton North Dakota 3.19 3.30 4 906

Pierce North Dakota 2.45 4.66 1 203

Stutsman North Dakota 4.14 4.96 4 1047

Codington South Dakota 1.58 1.98 1 539

Huhges South Dakota 7.10 11.23 3 1912

Lincoln South Dakota 0.00 1.97 2 884

Meade South Dakota 0.00 1.67 2 425

Tripp South Dakota 2.88 5.37 3 303

Yankton South Dakota 5.80 5.88 2 1319
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Counties where LCMS has grown in absolute numbers and as a proportion of the population

Levy Florida 0.00 0.19 1 76

Okaloosa Florida 0.56 0.83 3 1500

Okeechobee Florida 0.39 1.36 1 544

St. Johns Florida 0.04 0.13 2 249

Sumter Florida 0.00 0.12 1 114

Wakulla Florida 0.00 0.18 1 56

Walton Florida 0.00 0.09 1 49

Barrow Georgia 0.00 0.09 1 60

Camden Georgia 0.00 0.27 1 134

Chatham Georgia 0.10 0.19 1 503

Clarke Georgia 0.25 0.39 2 455

Fayette Georgia 0.00 0.41 1 440

Forsyth Georgia 0.00 0.10 1 168

Gwinnett Georgia 0.00 0.04 1 308

Henry Georgia 0.00 0.09 1 188

Houston Georgia 0.00 0.69 2 971

Putnam Georgia 0.00 0.84 1 178

Spalding Georgia 0.00 0.09 1 178

Stephens Georgia 0.07 0.70 1 184

Union Georgia 0.00 1.15 1 245

Calvert Maryland 0.00 0.60 1 534

Carroll Maryland 0.00 0.18 1 293

Fredrick Maryland 0.00 0.07 1 155

Kent Maryland 1.11 1.29 1 261

Baltimore Maryland 0.05 0.36 12 2223

Avery North Carolina 0.00 0.31 1 56

Dare North Carolina 0.00 0.57 1 195

Forsyth North Carolina 0.28 0.47 3 1650

Henderson North Carolina 0.15 0.22 1 232

Johnston North Carolina 0.00 0.43 1 722

Lincoln North Carolina 0.00 0.43 1 218

Macon North Carolina 0.00 0.42 1 144

Moore North Carolina 0.19 0.23 2 205

Orange North Carolina 0.00 0.10 1 130

Polk North Carolina 0.00 0.36 1 73

Wake North Carolina 0.23 0.42 4 3779

Anderson South Carolina 0.00 0.09 1 166

Beaufort South Carolina 0.00 0.08 1 137

Dorchester South Carolina 0.00 0.20 1 267

Greenville South Carolina 0.10 0.15 2 675

Greenwood South Carolina 0.00 0.04 1 25

Horry South Carolina 0.00 0.15 2 2

Oconee South Carolina 0.00 0.49 1 365

York South Carolina 0.00 0.02 1 36

Accomack Virginia 0.00 0.30 1 10

Frederick Virginia 0.00 0.30 1 235

Greensville Virginia 0.96 1.23 1 151
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East South Central
Counties where LCMS has grown in absolute numbers and as a proportion of the population

County State % LCMS  
1970

% LCMS  
2010

LCMS congregations 
2010

LCMS adherents 
2010

Colbert Alabama 0.16 0.17 1 94

Dale Alabama 0.21 0.25 1 124

DeKalb Alabama 0.00 0.04 1 27

Houston Alabama 0.23 0.25 1 254

Lauderdale Alabama 0.15 0.17 1 162

Marshall Alabama 0.00 0.11 1 98

Morgan Alabama 0.51 0.59 2 707

Boone Kentucky 0.00 0.33 1 390

Boyle Kentucky 0.16 0.36 1 101

Bullitt Kentucky 0.00 0.19 1 141

Christian Kentucky 0.00 0.19 1 141

Clark Kentucky 0.17 0.23 1 47

Daviess Kentucky 0.10 0.12 1 112

Grant Kentucky 0.00 0.22 1 81

Grayson Kentucky 0.00 0.09 1 23

Hardin Kentucky 0.09 0.21 2 219

Henderson Kentucky 0.22 0.34 1 158

Nelson Kentucky 0.00 0.12 1 53

Oldham Kentucky 0.00 0.11 1 68

Shelby Kentucky 0.00 0.50 1 209

Spencer Kentucky 0.00 0.41 1 70

Warren Kentucky 0.31 0.41 1 467

Counties where LCMS has grown in absolute numbers and as a proportion of the population

Hanover Virginia 0.25 0.26 2 258

James City Virginia 0.00 1.38 1 922

King George Virginia 0.58 1.26 1 298

Loudoun Virginia 0.00 0.33 2 1043

Northumberland Virginia 0.00 0.65 1 80

Roanoke Virginia 0.00 0.30 1 276

Spotsylvania Virginia 0.00 0.69 1 845

Stafford Virginia 0.00 0.15 1 189

Newport News Virginia 0.26 0.34 1 621

Virginia Beach Virginia 0.23 0.23 2 1024

Kanawha West Virginia 0.05 0.07 1 144

Alexandria Virginia 0.00 0.22 1 301

Charlottesville Virginia 0.00 0.70 1 306

Chesapeake Virginia 0.00 0.06 2 127

Danville Virginia 0.00 0.51 1 219

Hopewell Virginia 0.00 0.68 1 153

Lynchburg Virginia 0.00 0.09 1 70

Portsmouth Virginia 0.00 0.08 1 73

Richmond Virginia 0.00 0.31 2 635

Waynesboro Virginia 0.00 2.08 1 436



58 Journal of Lutheran Mission | The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod

Counties where LCMS has grown in absolute numbers and as a proportion of the population

Boliver Mississippi 0.00 0.10 1 34

DeSoto Mississippi 0.30 0.30 1 491

Jones Mississippi 0.00 0.03 1 22

Rankin Mississippi 0.00 0.11 1 150

Anderson Tennessee 0.64 0.66 1 493

Blount Tennessee 0.00 0.07 1 90

Claiborne Tennessee 0.00 0.07 1 22

Cumberland Tennessee 0.00 0.54 1 300

Davidson Tennessee 0.18 0.26 7 1641

Dickson Tennessee 0.00 0.56 1 278

Dyer Tennessee 0.00 0.18 1 70

Fayette Tennessee 0.00 0.18 1 68

Henry Tennessee 0.00 0.34 1 110

Knox Tennessee 0.31 0.40 3 1724

Loudon Tennessee 0.00 0.69 1 336

McMinn Tennessee 0.00 0.29 1 149

Montgomery Tennessee 0.41 0.43 1 749

Putnam Tennessee 0.28 0.77 1 558

Rhea Tennessee 0.00 0.15 1 49

Roane Tennessee 0.32 0.38 1 208

Robertson Tennessee 0.00 0.06 1 40

Sevier Tennessee 0.00 0.23 2 204

Sumner Tennessee 0.00 0.13 1 204

Tipton Tennessee 0.00 0.06 1 38

Warren Tennessee 0.00 0.17 1 66

Williamson Tennessee 0.000 0.11 1 194

West South Central
Counties where LCMS has grown in absolute numbers and as a proportion of the population

County State % LCMS  
1970

% LCMS  
2010

LCMS congregations 
2010

LCMS adherents 
2010

Boone Arkansas 0.53 0.60 1 223

Carroll Arkansas 0.00 0.27 2 73

Clay Arkansas 0.49 0.65 1 104

Cleburne Arkansas 0.00 0.10 1 26

Crawford Arkansas 0.00 0.08 1 49

Garland Arkansas 0.55 0.77 3 739

Greene Arkansas 0.89 1.12 2 470

Independence Arkansas 0.00 0.34 1 124

Izard Arkansas 0.00 0.74 1 102

Johnson Arkansas 0.40 0.75 1 192

Lonoke Arkansas 0.00 0.67 1 459

Randolph Arkansas 0.00 0.20 1 36

Stone Arkansas 0.00 0.15 1 19

Van Buren Arkansas 0.00 0.49 1 84

White Arkansas 0.00 0.11 1 82
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Counties where LCMS has grown in absolute numbers and as a proportion of the population

Ascension Louisiana 0.19 0.13 1 143

Jefferson Davis Louisiana 0.29 0.31 1 99

Natchitoches Louisiana 0.17 0.20 1 81

Ouachita Louisiana 0.16 0.17 1 268

Sabine Louisiana 0.00 0.13 1 31

St. Tammany Louisiana 0.98 1.01 7 2369

Vernon Louisiana 0.19 0.26 1 137

Cherokee Oklahoma 0.14 0.23 1 108

Comanche Oklahoma 0.47 0.68 2 850

Craig Oklahoma 0.00 0.19 1 28

Delaware Oklahoma 0.00 0.12 1 49

Grant Oklahoma 0.00 0.88 1 40

Kingfisher Oklahoma 2.08 5.33 2 801

Lincoln Oklahoma 0.00 0.50 1 170

McIntosh Oklahoma 0.00 0.14 1 28

Murray Oklahoma 0.14 0.16 1 21

Okmulgee Oklahoma 0.34 0.47 1 187

Pittsburg Oklahoma 0.05 0.39 1 179

Sequoyah Oklahoma 0.00 0.12 1 52

Woods Oklahoma 3.72 5.27 1 468

Brazoria Texas 0.48 0.62 4 1951

Brewster Texas 0.00 0.62 1 57

Cass Texas 0.00 0.19 1 58

Chambers Texas 0.00 0.45 1 157

Childress Texas 0.00 0.09 1 6

Cooke Texas 0.00 0.39 1 151

Dallam Texas 0.00 2.12 1 142

Erath Texas 0.48 0.68 1 256

Freestone Texas 0.00 0.21 1 142

Gillespie Texas 0.00 0.41 1 103

Henderson Texas 0.00 0.48 2 374

Hood Texas 0.00 0.44 1 227

Houston Texas 0.00 0.45 1 107

Howard Texas 0.72 0.93 2 327

Kendall Texas 0.00 1.03 1 343

Lampasas Texas 0.88 1.03 1 203

Leon Texas 0.00 0.74 1 125

Limestone Texas 0.00 0.44 1 103

Llano Texas 0.00 0.88 1 169

Madison Texas 0.51 1.72 1 235

Matagorda Texas 0.10 0.19 1 71

Montague Texas 0.98 1.17 1 231

Nacogdoches Texas 0.18 0.31 1 197

Navarro Texas 0.23 0.25 1 118

Randall Texas 0.30 0.37 2 443

Titus Texas 0.00 0.31 1 99

Tyler Texas 0.00 0.24 1 52
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Counties where LCMS has grown in absolute numbers and as a proportion of the population

Van Zandt Texas 0.00 0.11 1 60

Victoria Texas 0.48 0.98 2 853

Walker Texas 0.60 0.66 1 450

Ward Texas 0.41 0.60 1 64

Wise Texas 0.21 0.23 2 137

Zapata Texas 0.00 0.11 1 16

Mountain
Counties where LCMS has grown in absolute numbers and as a proportion of the population

County State % LCMS  
1970

% LCMS  
2010

LCMS congregations 
2010

LCMS adherents 
2010

Cochise Arizona 0.00 0.3205275 3 421

Gila Arizona 0.00 0.23 1 122

Graham Arizona 0.00 0.04 1 15

Greenlee Arizona 0.00 0.05 1 4

Mohave Arizona 0.00 0.31 3 615

Navajo Arizona 0.00 0.19 2 203

Yavapai Arizona 0.00 0.43 8 914

Archuleta Colorado 0.00 1.27 1 154

Eagle Colorado 0.00 0.74 1 386

Elbert Colorado 0.00 0.30 1 70

Huerfano Colorado 0.00 0.43 1 29

Park Colorado 0.00 1.12 1 182

Summit Colorado 0.00 0.20 1 57

Adams Idaho 0.00 0.45 1 18

Blaine Idaho 0.00 0.51 1 108

Bonner Idaho 0.00 0.70 1 286

Jefferson Idaho 0.00 0.34 1 88

Lemhi Idaho 0.00 1.36 1 108

Dawson Montana 5.43 12.36 1 1108

Judith Basin Montana 0.00 2.75 1 57

Madison Montana 0.00 0.88 1 68

Treasure Montana 0.00 8.36 1 60

Nye Nevada 0.00 0.32 1 142

Lincoln New Mexico 0.00 0.44 1 91

Los Alamos New Mexico 0.00 0.25 1 44

Roosevelt New Mexico 0.00 0.24 1 48

Sandoval New Mexico 0.00 0.17 2 218

Socorro New Mexico 0.00 0.12 1 22

Taos New Mexico 0.00 0.05 1 17

Duchesne Utah 0.00 0.08 1 15

Iron Utah 0.00 0.17 1 77

Kane Utah 0.00 0.53 1 38

Sevier Utah 0.00 0.21 1 44

Washington Utah 0.00 0.22 2 303

Campbell Wyoming 2.45 2.72 1 1257

Johnson Wyoming 0.00 1.86 1 159

Uinta Wyoming 0.00 0.57 2 120
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Pacific
Counties where LCMS has grown in absolute numbers and as a proportion of the population

County State % LCMS  
1970

% LCMS  
2010

LCMS congregations 
2010

LCMS adherents 
2010

Calaveras California 0.00 0.09 1 43

Mono California 0.00 0.43 1 61

Nevada California 0.17 0.18 1 175

Columbia Washington 3.20 3.53 1 144

Grays Harbor Washington 0.81 1.10 1 800

Pacific Washington 0.00 0.29 1 60

The next most successful possible scenario for the 
LCMS is a community where the total number of LCMS 
adherents is growing, but the percentage of the population 
that identifies as LCMS is unchanged or even shrinking 
— in other words, the county is growing at a faster rate 
than the local LCMS congregations. These counties are 
presented below, again divided by region.

New England

Counties where LCMS has grown in absolute numbers and as a proportion of the population

County State % LCMS  
1970

% LCMS  
2010

LCMS congregations 
2010

LCMS adherents 
2010

Litchfield Connecticut 0.48 0.37 4 705

Hillsboroough New Hampshire 0.40 0.23 4 932

Chittenden Vermont 0.32 0.23 1 354

Mid Atlantic

Counties where LCMS has grown in absolute numbers and as a proportion of the population

County State % LCMS  
1970

% LCMS  
2010

LCMS congregations 
2010

LCMS adherents 
2010

Burlington New Jersey 0.16 0.14 3 625

Hunterdon New Jersey 1.50 1.14 2 1465

Ocean New Jersey 0.32 0.20 3 1141

Warren New Jersey 0.50 0.40 2 431

Dutchess New York 0.53 0.47 4 1387

Ontario New York 1.18 0.98 2 1059

Orange New York 0.74 0.66 5 2475

Putnam New York 1.01 0.64 1 636

Chester Pennsylvania 0.15 0.09 1 468

Northamption Pennsylvania 0.42 0.33 3 980

Susquehanna Pennsylvania 0.68 0.62 1 270

Wyoming Pennsylvania 0.68 0.54 1 153
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Counties where LCMS has grown in absolute numbers and as a proportion of the population

County State % LCMS  
1970

% LCMS  
2010

LCMS congregations 
2010

LCMS adherents 
2010

Bond Illinois 2.03 1.86 1 330

Boone Illinois 7.70 4.77 1 2584

Jefferson Illinois 0.85 0.77 1 299

Jersey Illinois 1.27 1.26 1 290

Kendall Illinois 4.34 2.05 3 2350

McLean Illinois 4.90 3.27 7 5538

Macoupin Illinois 6.71 6.49 6 3100

Monroe Illinois 8.51 7.02 4 2312

Sangamon Illinois 4.02 3.86 13 7632

Adams Indiana 13.22 11.68 7 4016

Hamilton Indiana 2.25 1.38 5 3788

Hancock Indiana 2.45 1.67 2 1171

Harrison Indiana 3.48 2.01 2 791

Jasper Indiana 3.01 2.43 4 814

Porter Indiana 5.21 2.96 9 4865

Putnam Indiana 0.667 0.59 1 224

Spencer Indiana 2.12 2.11 1 442

Warrick Indiana 0.70 0.40 1 237

Washington Indiana 0.27 0.23 1 64

Whitley Indiana 4.18 2.97 3 988

Alcona Michigan 0.73 0.49 2 54

Antrim Michigan 1.38 1.31 3 309

Arenac Michigan 6.79 4.99 3 794

Baraga Michigan 3.16 3.05 1 270

Charlevoix Michigan 2.77 2.15 2 557

Cheboygan Michigan 1.54 1.15 1 300

Clare Michigan 1.82 1.13 2 350

Crawford Michigan 3.72 1.96 1 276

Gladwin Michigan 4.70 2.55 1 654

Kalkaska Michigan 5.01 2.02 1 346

Lapeer Michigan 4.02 2.54 4 2239

Mecosta Michigan 3.61 2.96 4 2239

Midland Michigan 5.25 4.58 5 3834

Montmorency Michigan 14.18 8.44 2 824

Ogemaw Michigan 5.26 3.30 3 715

Osceola Michigan 3.63 2.54 1 597

Ottawa Michigan 3.93 2.22 12 5859

Roscommon Michigan 4.14 2.60 2 636

Sanilac Michigan 5.13 4.60 7 1982

Tuscola Michigan 12.13 11.84 9 4287

Washtenaw Michigan 1.67 1.24 9 4287

Butler Ohio 0.38 0.31 3 1150

Holmes Ohio 0.35 0.23 1 97

Medina Ohio 1.94 1.32 4 2268

East North Central
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Counties where LCMS has grown in absolute numbers and as a proportion of the population

Ross Ohio 0.18 0.16 1 125

Union Ohio 6.79 3.39 2 1775

Wood Ohio 0.15 0.14 1 181

Adams Wisconsin 3.38 2.67 3 558

Calumet Wisconsin 8.69 5.23 6 2563

Door Wisconsin 2.29 1.81 2 503

Jefferson Wisconsin 2.10 2.00 6 1670

Juneau Wisconsin 2.50 2.08 3 554

Kewaunee Wisconsin 6.63 6.59 3 1356

Oconto Wisconsin 10.01 7.86 10 2961

Ozaukee Wisconsin 13.89 9.80 7 8464

Pierce Wisconsin 1.58 1.38 2 565

Polk Wisconsin 2.88 1.80 5 794

St. Croix Wisconsin 5.14 4.75 5 4006

Vilas Wisconsin 4.23 3.97 2 851

Walworth Wisconsin 3.27 2.85 6 2915

Washington Wisconsin 5.45 4.67 7 6157

Waukesha Wisconsin 5.61 4.45 19 17337

Winnebago Wisconsin 3.68 2.87 7 4798

Wood Wisconsin 16.04 14.44 15 10791

West North Central

Counties where LCMS has grown in absolute numbers and as a proportion of the population

County State % LCMS  
1970

% LCMS  
2010

LCMS congregations 
2010

LCMS adherents 
2010

Dallas Iowa 3.96 1.98 5 1312

Johnson Iowa 1.39 1.29 4 1693

Mills Iowa 4.54 3.59 2 541

Warren Iowa 2.40 2.14 4 991

Butler Kansas 1.48 1.01 3 666

Douglas Kansas 1.11 0.75 2 834

Finney Kansas 2.85 1.56 2 572

Jefferson Kansas 2.04 1.48 1 283

Johnson Kansas 2.39 1.83 9 9964

Miami Kansas 5.93 5.08 3 1664

Osage Kansas 1.98 1.87 1 304

Pottawatomie Kansas 7.73 4.40 3 950

Reno Kansas 2.63 2.53 4 1632

Riley Kansas 1.39 1.28 2 908

Sedgwick Kansas 1.81 1.39 10 6948

Shawnee Kansas 2.61 2.51 6 4469

Aitkin Minnesota 7.23 6.79 5 1100

Anoka Minnesota 5.15 2.56 10 8466

Benton Minnesota 10.62 6.98 7 2682

Carlton Minnesota 7.47 5.95 7 2104

Carver Minnesota 32.23 11.47 13 10440
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Counties where LCMS has grown in absolute numbers and as a proportion of the population

Douglas Minnesota 11.70 7.64 9 2751

Hubbard Minnesota 15.67 8.91 4 1821

Kandiyohi Minnesota 4.08 3.71 3 1565

McLeod Minnesota 29.88 24.43 10 5369

Pine Minnesota 8.48 6.09 6 1811

Scott Minnesota 5.20 1.50 4 1943

Sherburne Minnesota 6.77 2.42 6 2141

Stearns Minnesota 3.79 2.70 9 4072

Washington Minnesota 2.90 2.53 9 6021

Wright Minnesota 9.16 4.31 10 5369

Bates Missouri 1.69 1.55 1 264

Cape Girardeau Missouri 14.88 12.75 16 9647

Clay Missouri 2.01 1.26 5 2806

Cole Missouri 7.29 5.12 5 3892

Cooper Missouri 6.87 5.89 4 1036

Crawford Missouri 3.55 2.16 2 534

Dade Missouri 8.36 7.74 1 610

Frankline Missouri 5.45 3.73 10 3788

Gasconade Missouri 5.27 4.93 4 750

Jefferson Missouri 4.51 2.53 11 5528

Johnson Missouri 1.12 0.91 2 477

Laclede Missouri 1.51 0.86 2 306

Lincoln Missouri 1.36 1.19 1 625

Maries Missouri 1.53 1.19 1 625

Miller Missouri 0.98 0.61 1 150

Moniteau Missouri 4.84 4.52 2 706

Montgomery Missouri 5.45 5.14 3 629

Morgan Missouri 5.13 2.77 3 570

Pettis Missouri 3.64 3.32 3 1403

Platte Missouri 2.35 1.48 3 1323

St. Charles Missouri 8.94 4.12 12 14851

Ste. Genevieve Missouri - 0.88 1 159

St. Francois Missouri 3.03 2.54 4 1663

Taney Missouri 2.56 1.46 2 753

Warren Missouri 2.06 1.59 1 516

Webster Missouri 3.43 2.11 3 764

Box Butte Nebraska 6.43 6.26 1 708

Buffalo Nebraska 10.00 7.89 7 3637

Cass Nebraska 6.59 5.66 5 1429

Dakota Nebraska 3.96 2.81 1 590

Dawson Nebraska 4.99 4.02 3 978

Dodge Nebraska 11.71 11.21 8 4113

Hall Nebraska 9.21 8.11 7 4752

Lancaster Nebraska 6.16 4.57 14 113043

Madison Nebraska 26.64 23.66 10 8250

Platte Nebraska 13.28 13.26 7 4276

Saunders Nebraska 2.99 2.54 2 527
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Counties where LCMS has grown in absolute numbers and as a proportion of the population

Seward Nebraska 32.40 30.30 10 5075

Burleigh North Dakota 3.93 3.29 3 2671

Cass North Dakota 3.68 2.26 5 3387

Stark North Dakota 1.48 1.39 2 336

Lawrence South Dakota 3.19 2.41 2 581

Pennington South Dakota 4.58 3.76 7 3792

South Atlantic
Counties where LCMS has grown in absolute numbers and as a proportion of the population

County State % LCMS  
1970

% LCMS  
2010

LCMS congregations 
2010

LCMS adherents 
2010

Kent Delaware 0.60 0.46 2 744

Sussex Delaware 0.35 0.28 2 560

Alachua Florida 0.57 0.37 2 905

Charlotte Florida 1.62 0.47 3 754

Citrus Florida 1.09 0.45 2 640

Duval Florida 0.35 0.26 6 2236

Hernando Florida 1.61 0.49 3 852

Highlands Florida 0.88 0.41 3 403

Hillsborough Florida 0.47 0.33 11 4039

Indian River Florida 0.19 0.16 1 219

Lake Florida 0.81 0.63 3 1876

Lee Florida 1.26 0.55 7 3421

Leon Florida 0.35 0.24 2 665

Manatee Florida 0.49 0.40 3 1293

Marion Florida 0.86 0.53 6 1766

Martin Florida 1.25 0.59 2 867

Miami-Dade Florida 0.00 0.08 12 1888

Osceola Florida 0.66 0.08 1 225

Palm Beach Florida 1.02 0.40 11 5245

Pasco Florida 1.15 0.26 4 1191

Polk Florida 1.42 0.64 5 3860

St. Lucie Florida 0.71 0.21 2 578

Santa Rosa Florida 0.68 0.25 2 382

Seminole Florida 1.78 1.49 5 6306

Cobb Georgia 0.42 0.15 2 1028

Coweta Georgia 0.23 0.07 1 86

Douglas Georgia 0.21 0.17 1 231

Hall Georgia 0.23 0.16 1 289

Richmond Georgia 0.28 0.26 1 526

Tift Georgia 0.42 0.33 1 132

Charles Maryland 0.87 0.75 2 1096

Garrett Maryland 2.18 1.83 2 550

Hartford Maryland 0.66 0.39 2 960

St. Mary's Maryland 1.15 0.62 2 657

Talbot Maryland 0.76 0.67 1 254
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Counties where LCMS has grown in absolute numbers and as a proportion of the population

County State % LCMS  
1970

% LCMS  
2010

LCMS congregations 
2010

LCMS adherents 
2010

Baldwin Alabama 2.12 0.85 8 1544

Cullman Alabama 2.17 1.48 2 1192

Madison Alabama 0.51 0.35 5 1160

Calloway Kentucky 0.73 0.55 1 204

Fayette Kentucky 0.32 0.27 3 792

Forrest Mississippi 0.36 0.34 1 256

Hancock Mississippi 0.33 0.31 1 136

Lafayette Mississippi 0.18 0.12 1 58

Lee Mississippi 0.30 0.18 1 153

Oktibbeha Mississippi 0.17 0.14 1 67

Pearl River Mississippi 0.37 0.24 1 134

Bradley Tennesse 0.54 0.37 1 364

Coffee Tennesse 0.59 0.52 1 277

Hamblen Tennesse 0.20 0.17 1 109

Maury Tennesse 0.22 0.21 1 172

Rutherford Tennesse 0.21 0.19 1 489

Counties where LCMS has grown in absolute numbers and as a proportion of the population

Washington Maryland 0.26 0.24 2 350

Alexander North Carolina 1.71 1.14 1 425

Buncombe North Carolina 0.28 0.23 1 546

Catawba North Carolina 8.19 4.85 12 7493

Haywood North Carolina 0.24 0.23 1 137

Iredell North Carolina 0.16 0.08 1 125

Mecklenburg North Carolina 0.52 0.28 8 2608

New Hanover North Carolina 0.18 0.08 1 159

Onslow North Carolina 0.21 0.13 1 231

Aiken South Carolina 0.14 0.09 1 137

Lexington South Carolina 0.31 0.14 1 364

Chesterfield South Carolina 0.82 0.46 3 1452

Fairfax Virginia 0.67 0.41 7 4424

Prince Edward Virginia 1.04 0.85 3 198

East South Central

West South Central
Counties where LCMS has grown in absolute numbers and as a proportion of the population

County State % LCMS  
1970

% LCMS  
2010

LCMS congregations 
2010

LCMS adherents 
2010

Baxter Arkansas 3.88 1.46 1 607

Benton Arkansas 0.61 0.51 5 1126

Craighead Arkansas 0.24 0.16 1 158

Faulkner Arkansas 0.40 0.34 3 385

Pope Arkansas 1.51 0.86 2 534
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Counties where LCMS has grown in absolute numbers and as a proportion of the population

Saline Arkansas 0.88 0.70 4 747

Sharp Arkansas 2.15 1.26 1 218

Beauregard Louisiana 0.30 0.26 1 92

Bossier Louisiana 0.47 0.39 1 453

Tangipahoa Louisiana 0.27 0.16 1 195

Terrebonne Louisiana 0.34 0.28 1 310

Beckham Oklahoma 0.19 0.14 1 32

Cleveland Oklahoma 1.38 0.48 2 1215

Grady Oklahoma 0.43 0.25 1 129

Mayes Oklahoma 0.81 0.64 2 262

Payne Oklahoma 0.88 0.61 2 470

Rogers Oklahoma 1.13 0.39 2 341

Tulsa Oklahoma 0.91 0.69 9 4163

Anderson Texas 0.59 0.33 1 190

Aransas Texas 0.83 0.41 1 94

Bastrop Texas 2.64 1.34 5 992

Bell Texas 0.98 0.58 3 1800

Bexar Texas 0.98 0.66 12 11316

Bowie Texas 0.51 0.46 1 424

Brazos Texas 1.32 .064 2 1239

Burleson Texas 0.36 0.24 1 41

Cameron Texas 0.73 0.32 6 1298

Comal Texas 1.95 0.56 1 607

Ellis Texas 0.29 0.19 1 287

Fannin Texas 0.39 0.28 3 95

Fort Bend Texas 0.57 0.22 5 1280

Guadalupe Texas 0.85 0.29 3 384

Hays Texas 0.54 0.18 2 276

Johnson Texas 0.24 0.13 1 189

Kerr Texas 1.21 0.60 2 300

Lee Texas 37.20 20.88 7 3469

Liberty Texas 0.28 0.15 1 111

McLennan Texas 1.47 0.96 6 2259

Medina Texas 0.29 0.25 1 114

Midland Texas 3.74 3.41 2 845

MilM Texas 3.74 3.41 2 845

Montgomery Texas 0.92 0.34 4 1551

Parker Texas 0.37 0.26 1 302

Polk Texas 0.62 0.35 1 158

San Patricio Texas 0.26 0.20 3 131

Smith Texas 0.40 0.36 1 755

Tarrant Texas 0.70 0.47 15 8591

Taylor Texas 0.76 0.75 2 981

Walker Texas 1.02 0.35 1 151
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Mountain
Counties where LCMS has grown in absolute numbers and as a proportion of the population

County State % LCMS  
1970

% LCMS  
2010

LCMS congregations 
2010

LCMS adherents 
2010

Coconino Arizona 0.51 0.19 2 257

LaPaz Arizona 0.00 0.47 1 96

Maricopa Arizona 0.89 0.48 34 18408

Pima Arizona 0.94 0.37 9 3600

Pinal Arizona 0.36 0.20 3 734

Yuma Arizona 1.42 0.46 3 898

Arapahoe Colorado 2.55 0.97 8 5552

Chaffee Colorado 1.67 1.52 2 271

Custer Colorado 12.05 5.99 1 255

Delta Colorado 1.55 1.25 2 388

Douglas Colorado 3.70 0.53 5 1508

El Paso Colorado 1.50 0.65 8 4058

Garfield Colorado 1.64 0.76 2 429

Gunnison Colorado 0.96 0.50 1 76

Larimer Colorado 3.10 1.70 6 5093

Mesa Colorado 0.94 0.80 1 1177

Moffat Colorado 1.52 0.80 1 110

Montezuma Colorado 1.09 0.68 1 173

Morgan Colorado 2.62 2.25 1 634

Pitkin Colorado 0.74 0.39 1 67

Routt Colorado 1.99 1.32 1 310

Teller Colorado 5.94 2.18 1 510

Weld Colorado 2.21 .083 7 2092

Yuma Colorado 8.98 8.30 2 834

Ada Idaho 1.26 0.48 4 1887

Elmore Idaho 1.26 1.23 1 333

Owyhee Idaho 1.37 0.78 1 90

Valley Idaho 2.38 1.40 2 138

Flathead Montana 2.62 2.29 4 2078

Gallatin Montana 2.04 0.84 3 753

Jefferson Montana 2.06 1.06 2 121

Lewis and Clark Montana 1.83 1.07 1 679

Ravalli Montana 2.78 1.18 2 475

Yellowstone Montana 2.65 2.08 7 3084

Churchill Nevada 0.83 0.70 1 174

Clark Nevada 0.88 0.22 10 4261

Douglas Nevada 5.77 1.33 2 627

Elko Nevada 0.66 0.44 1 213

Humboldt Nevada 1.95 1.31 1 217

Lyon Nevada 0.30 0.18 2 94

Washoe Nevada 0.74 0.41 2 1716

Chaves New Mexico 0.60 0.46 1 305

Cibola New Mexico 0.00 0.08 1 22

Dona Ana New Mexico 0.36 0.18 2 373
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Counties where LCMS has grown in absolute numbers and as a proportion of the population

San Juan New Mexico 0.34 0.19 1 241

Santa Fe New Mexico 0.47 0.25 2 361

Valencia New Mexico 0.27 0.15 1 115

Grand Utah 0.46 0.35 1 32

Salt Lake Utah 0.36 0.18 5 1894

Weber Utah 0.56 0.35 1 809

Converse Wyoming 1.45 1.40 2 194

Lincoln Wyoming 1.28 0.89 2 161

Park Wyoming 2.59 2.41 2 681

Sheridan Wyoming 3.35 2.63 1 766

Sublette Wyoming 2.16 2.16 2 221

Sweetwater Wyoming 1.71 0.78 2 341

Pacific
Counties where LCMS has grown in absolute numbers and as a proportion of the population

County State % LCMS  
1970

% LCMS  
2010

LCMS congregations 
2010

LCMS adherents 
2010

Del Norte California 2.77 1.76 1 503

El Dorado California 1.83 0.49 3 887

Glenn California 1.24 0.78 2 220

Inyo California 1.18 1.10 1 204

Kern California 0.63 0.38 12 3187

Placer California 0.31 0.27 3 927

Riverside California 0.85 0.26 21 5663

Solano California 0.64 0.32 3 1328

Tehama California 0.61 0.40 2 252

Tuolumne California 0.99 0.52 1 289

Deschutes Oregon 2.32 .63 3 987

Jackson Oregon 0.99 0.48 5 966

Lincoln Oregon 1.01 0.61 3 282

Union Oregon 0.63 0.54 1 139

Washington Oregon 2.61 0.83 10 4403

Clallam Washington 1.74 1.06 3 759

Clark Washington 2.03 0.62 7 2624

Douglas Washington 1.30 0.71 1 272

Lewis Washington 0.56 0.47 1 353

Spokane Washington 1.38 0.89 9 4190

Whatcom Washington 0.93 0.52 3 1055

Whitman Washington 0.54 0.54 1 242
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Again, the LCMS is successful in these counties in the 
sense that, in the aggregate, their total numbers are not 
shrinking. However, they are holding steady or becoming 
a smaller percentage of the overall population, meaning 
that other religious groups are growing faster, or a grow-
ing share of the population in these counties belong to no 
organized religious group. 

Conclusion
The trends in LCMS affiliation are concerning, but it is 
important to note that the trends have not been uniformly 
negative across all counties in states where the LCMS has 
a significant presence. Since the 1970s, the LCMS has 
actually seen an increase in the absolute number of adher-
ents in hundreds of counties. However, in these counties 
the overall population growth rate has significantly out-
paced the growth rate for the LCMS, meaning that LCMS 
adherents are nonetheless shrinking as a percentage of 
their total population. We see slightly fewer counties 
where the LCMS is experiencing major decline. However, 
in places where the LCMS has been shrinking, the decline 
has been, on average, precipitous.

Statistical Appendix 1: The Spatial Regression 
Model
As noted in the main text, discerning which county-level 
attributes actually influence LCMS affiliation is challeng-
ing because so many of these attributes are correlated 
with each other. Multiple regression is the most common 
solution to this problem. Because the dependent variable 
in this case (the percentage of the population that is affil-
iated with the LCMS) is continuous, an ordinary least 
squares model (OLS) is most appropriate.

However, in order to draw correct inferences from 
an OLS model, a number of assumptions must hold. 
The assumption of zero autocorrelation (also known 
as serial correlation) is particularly problematic when 
working with geographic units of analysis such as coun-
ties. Most common statistical techniques assume that 
different measured outcomes are independent of each 
other. Autocorrelation is most commonly an issue when 
working with time-series data, but it is also problem-
atic when working with geographic data. Specifically, 
many variables tend to cluster together geographically; 
a county with a large LCMS population is often right 
next to another county with a large LCMS population. 
The presence of this clustering will violate the assump-
tion of independence among the observations, which 

will subsequently lead the researcher to underestimate 
the error term. In practical terms, this will make it more 
likely that the researcher will infer a relationship that may 
not actually exist.

Spatial error and spatial lag models are two common 
means of correcting for this issue. In this case, we rely on 
a spatial error model.5 In these models, the spatial depen-
dence is found in the error term. Spatial error models 
may be written as follows:

y = βx + ε and ε = λWe + u

Where λ is a coefficient for spatially correlated errors 
and W is a connectivity matrix. The connectivity matrix 
in this case was a queen weight matrix. That is, it defines a 
county’s neighbors based on a shared border, rather than 
distance. As noted above, the percentage of the population 
that was an LCMS adherent as of 2010 was the dependent 
variable. The independent variables included the percent-
age of the population that voted for John McCain in 2008, 
the natural log of the total population, the percentage of 
the county that is classified as rural, whether or not the 
county had lost population in the preceding decade, the 
percentage of the population employed in agriculture, 
the unemployment rate, the percent black, the percent 
Hispanic, the percent German American, the percent 
that identifies as being descended from another Northern 
European country (such as a Scandinavian county), the 
percent descended from a Southern European country 
(such as Italy), the percent descended from an Eastern 
European country (such as Poland) and the county 
median age. The model also includes dummy variables 
for the nine census regions, with West North Central (the 
region of the greatest LCMS strength) serving as the base 
category.

The full model appears below. The interpretation of 
the model appears in the main text.

5 I also generated a spatial lag model (not provided) in which a 
coefficient for the spatial relationship was included in the model. The 
results of this model were substantively similar to the model provided.
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Spatial-Error Model for Percentage of County that are  
LCMS Adherents

Coef. Robust Std. Err.

% Voted McCain 2008 0.00 (0.01)

Log of Total Population -0.01 (0.04)

% Rural 0.00 (0.00)

Lost Population, 2000-2009 0.15 (0.11)

% Farmers -0.04 (0.01)*

% Unemployed -0.02 (0.02)

% Black 0.00 (0.01)

% Hispanic 0.02 (0.01)*

% German 0.14 (0.02)*

% Other Northern European -0.02 (0.02)

% English -0.04 (0.01)*

% Irish -0.05 (0.03)*

% Southern European -0.02 (0.02)

% Eastern European 0.01 (0.04)

Median Age 0.05 (0.01)*

New England -0.39 (0.59)

Mid Atlantic -1.61 (0.55)*

East North Central -0.89 (0.59)

South Atlantic -0.63 (0.47)

East South Central -0.29 (0.47)

West South Central -0.49 (0.47)

Mountain -0.47 (0.61)

Pacific -0.75 (0.54)

Constant -0.98 (0.76)

0.78 (0.07)

Observations 30077.00

Log Likelihood -7094.99

* p<0.05

To put the above regression model into greater context, 
I created three additional models with different denomi-
nations serving as the dependent variable: the percent of 
a county that was an adherent of the Evangelical Lutheran 
Church of America, the percent that was an adherent of 
the Presbyterian Church, USA, and the percent that was 
an adherent of Southern Baptist Convention. The results 
of these models are below. We see that the contextual 
determinants of the size of these denominations were 
different from those for the LCMS, and from each other. 
While we might anticipate that the predictors for the 
LCMS and the ELCA would be broadly congruent, we see 
a number of interesting differences. For example, while 
the coefficient for the percent German was statistically 

significant for both denominations, it is much more sub-
stantively significant for the LCMS. Relatedly, while the 
coefficient for the percent of the population descended 
from a Northern European country other than Germany 
was not statistically significant for the LCMS, it was sta-
tistically and substantively significant for the ELCA. 
This seems to indicate that the ELCA is more heavily 
Scandinavian than the LCMS. Like the LCMS, the coeffi-
cient for the percent of a county that identifies as English 
American was negative and statistically significant. It 
is also worth noting that, while the political makeup of 
a county was not statistically significant for the LCMS, 
it was statistically significant for the ELCA. Where John 
McCain’s share of the vote in 2008 was lower, on average 
and controlling for all other variables, the percentage of 
the county that belonged to the LCMS was higher.

We see different results for the ethnic variables in the 
models for the non-Lutheran denominations. For the 
Presbyterian Church, the only ethnic category with a 
positive coefficient was English American. The Southern 
Baptist Convention seems to be the least “ethnic” of all 
the churches we examined here; while obviously Southern 
Baptists must have some kind of ethnic background, 
the coefficients for all of these ethnic groups was neg-
ative in this case. This may be due to the fact that the 
Southern Baptists are heavily located in areas where white 
Americans have little knowledge of their own ethnic 
background and simply answer “American,” when asked 
by census questionnaires.

The main thing to take away from this aspect of the 
analysis is that the LCMS is not unique in that its size 
at the county level is at least partially determined by the 
ethnic makeup of the county. This indicates that, as is 
the case for the LCMS, membership in other Protestant 
denominations is usually inherited. We also see from 
these models that the LCMS is not unique in that it is 
strongest in places with a higher median age — this is also 
true of the other denominations we examined.
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Spatial Error Models for Percentage of County that is an Adherent of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of America, the  
Presbyterian Church USA, and the Southern Baptist Convention

ELCA PCUSA South. Bapt.

Coef. Robust Std. Err. Coef. Robust Std. Err. Coef. Robust Std. Err.

% Voted McCain 2008 -0.04 (0.01)* 0.00 (0.00) 0.05 (0.02)*

Log of Total Population -0.02 (0.08) -0.04 (0.03) 0.06 (0.09)

% Rural 0.00 (0.00) -0.01 (0.00)* -0.2 (0.01)

Lost Population, 2000–2009 0.16 (0.15) 0.05 (0.05) 0.35 (0.35)

% Farmers 0.00 (0.02) 0.01 (0.01) 0.08 (0.04)*

% Unemployed 0.00 (0.01) -0.03 (0.01)* 0.00 (0.07)

% Black -0.02 (0.01) 0.01 (0.00) -0.18 (0.03)*

% Hispanic 0.04 (0.01)* 0.00 (0.00) -0.12 (0.04)*

% German 0.09 (0.02)* 0.00 (0.01) -0.23 (0.03)*

% Other Northern European 0.36 (0.07)* 0.01 (0.01) -0.20 (0.03)*

% English -0.02 (0.02) 0.03 (0.01)* -0.15 (0.06)*

% Irish -0.11 (0.04)* -0.02 (0.01) 0.13 (0.08)

% Southern European -0.01 (0.04) 0.01 (0.02) -0.47 (0.07)*

% Eastern European -0.07 (0.05) 0.00 (0.01) -0.20 (0.04)*

Median Age 0.16 (0.03)* 0.02 (0.01)* 0.29 (0.04)*

New England -2.43 (1.62) -0.60 (0.42) 3.23 (2.44)

Mid Atlantic -0.61 1.25) 1.02 (0.47) 4.37 (2.42)

East North Central -0.54 (0.97) -0.04 (0.21) -1.96 (1.74)

South Atlantic -0.45 (0.86) 0.13 (0.23) 5.99 (2.67)*

East South Central -0.12 (0.78) -0.26 (0.20) 12.80 (2.79)*

West South Central -0.94 (0.67) -0.43 (0.20)* 12.80 (2.43)*

Mountain -1.31 (1.79) -0.20 (0.32) 2.21 (1.75)

Pacific -1.49 (1.87) -0.22 (0.31) 2.27 (2.08)

Constant -3.53 (1.56)* 0.86 (0.54) 3.13 (4.43)

0.94 (0.05)* 0.77 (0.07) 0.96 (0.02)*

Observations 3077 3077 3077

Log Likelihood -8330.01 -4452.21 -10244.7

Appendix 2: The State of German America
Because we see such a strong relationship between 
German ancestry and LCMS affiliation, it is worth briefly 
considering what aggregate and individual data tell us 
about German Americans today. To consider this issue 
looking at aggregate data (keeping in mind the same cave-
ats about the ecological inference fallacy), we can again 
look at county level data, comparing counties with a com-
paratively large percentage of German Americans to all 
U.S. counties. For this analysis, I identified a county as 
having a large German-American presence if its German-
American population was one standard deviation above 
the national county mean (about 30 percent of the county 
population); 489 counties meet this standard.

We can look at how these counties differ on a number 
of economic and social characteristics. We immediately 
see that counties with a higher average German-American 

population differ from the national mean in a number 
of important ways. For example, such counties, on aver-
age, have a much higher LCMS population. They are also 
much more rural, have a higher percentage of farmers, 
have a much lower mean population, and have a higher 
median age. 

There are a number of ways in which these counties 
exhibit many healthy characteristics. On all measures 
of “social capital,” counties with a large percentage of 
German Americans outperform the national county aver-
age. They have higher voter turnout, a greater number of 
social institutions, and a higher social capital index score.6  
They are also generally more successful economically, 
having lower unemployment and higher home ownership 

6 For a thorough discussion of this score, see Anil Rupasingha, Stephan 
J. Goetz, and David Freshwater, “The Production of Social Capital in 
U.S. Counties,” The Journal of Socio-Economic 35 (2006): 83-101.
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rates, while also being unlikely to be classified as suffering 
from persistent poverty.

Characteristics of Counties with Large German-American Population versus All U.S. Counties

All U.S. Counties High German-American Population*

Mean % Rural 60.04 70.93

Mean % LCMS 1.44 5.42

Mean Median Age 38.65 41.40

Mean Total Population 96,854.57 30,390.85

Mean % Employed in Agriculture 8.49 14.01

Mean % of Women who Gave Birth in Prev. Year 5.56 6.04

% of Counties Classified as "Persistent Poverty" 12.27 0.82

Mean % Unemployed (2009) 9.37 6.65

Mean Social Capital Index Score 0.00 1.36

Mean Voter Turnout Rate, 2008 58.89 65.33

Number of Social Capital Building Associations per 10,000 People 143.53 213.06

Mean % of Population in Housing Units in Owner Occupied Housing Units

*Defined as counties in which at least 30 percent of residents identify as German Americans. 489 counties meet this threshold. Counties are not weighted by population

We can again turn to the GSS to look at individ-
ual data on German Americans. We see similar results 
when we aggregate GSS surveys for the last several years 
(since 2010). Compared to the national average, German 
Americans are older, more likely to be married, more likely 
to own a home, and more likely to have a higher income. 
Politically, this demographic appears considerably more 
conservative than the national average, being much more 
likely to identify as Republican and much less likely to 
identify as Democrat. On the questions of religious com-
mitment, however, German Americans do not appear 
different from the national averages.

Summary Statistics for German Americans vs. U.S. Average

German American U.S. Mean

Mean age* 49.57 48.44

Married 50.82 44.98

Attend worship once a week or more 26.00% 25.11%

Never attend worship 25.77% 25.05%

Mean number of children 1.74 1.86

Income, less than $15,000 13.17% 17.08%

Income, $15,000–$30,000 15.05% 17.87%

Income, $30,000–$50,000 18.61% 18.61%

Income, $50,000–$75,000 17.41% 17.62%

Income, $75,000–$110,000 14.19% 16.32%

Income, above $110,00 14.84% 19.20%

Has 4-year college degree 29.06% 31.97%

Owns home 61.88% 71.17%

Republican 31.33% 22.15%

Democrat 26.96% 34.15%

*The mean age is higher in the GSS than the true national mean age because the GSS does not include people under the age of 18
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SECTION 4: NATALIST POLICIES: 
WHAT WE KNOW

Introduction
In the long run the baby bust will create many severe eco-
nomic and social challenges. As a result, governments 
around the globe have begun to realize the dangers of 
low birthrates, and many have experimented with poli-
cies aimed at increasing native fertility. No country that 
has dropped far below replacement level fertility has yet 
successfully brought its total fertility rate back up to the 
replacement rate of 2.1 children per woman. However, 
some policies have proven more efficacious than others, 
and we are beginning to discern which pronatalist policies 
work and which are ineffective or even counterproductive.

While the LCMS is not in the same position as a 
national government, the knowledge of which policies 
can effectively encourage family formation is nonetheless 
useful. Many of these efforts can possibly be replicated on 
a smaller scale. The LCMS may also choose to lobby gov-
ernments to support effective pronatalist policies that will 
help both LCMS adherents and other elements of society 
create large, strong families. 

As discussed throughout this project, the long-term 
consequences of below-replacement fertility are poten-
tially dire. That being the case, it is curious that national 
governments have not been even more aggressive in 
efforts to raise their countries’ TFRs. There are a number 
of explanations for this seeming insouciance. To begin 
with, the problems associated with low fertility take many 
years to materialize. In fact, at the start of a period of 
low fertility, the economic effects of fertility decline will 
actually be positive. Pronatalist policies actually require a 
great deal of foresight on the part of legislators and other 
policymakers. Additionally, at the start of the SDT, it was 
generally assumed that low fertility was a short-term 
phenomenon that would eventually reverse itself with-
out expensive social policies. By the time it was clear that 
low fertility was the new norm, twenty years had passed 
and severe damage had already been done. There is also 
now a common assumption that pronatalist policies are 
ineffectual and therefore not worth their cost. Finally, 
throughout the developed world there remains a belief 
that immigration can resolve the problems of low fertil-
ity. To some extent, immigration is more economical than 
natural growth. After all, children are an economic drain 
on both their parents and on the larger economy. Adult 

immigrants, in contrast, are able to immediately contrib-
ute to the greater economy, costing nothing in terms of 
public education and other government services aimed at 
children. This argument was actually specifically made as 
an argument against pronatalist policies in Australia by 
Treasurer Peter Costello in 2004:

Boosting fertility rates actually reduces the 
proportion of the population of working age at 
least for a generation. It increases the dependent to 
worker ratio with a higher number of children. It has 
a negative effect for around 30 years before you get 
the pay off. 
Boosting fertility rates may well reduce participation 
rates because mothers stay out of the workforce if 
only for a time. What this means is that in the near 
term there are two factors likely to reduce GDP 
before the pay-off after a generation.1

Those who are concerned about the cost of pronatal-
ist policies and their lack of efficacy are quick to point 
out that a combination of higher levels of immigration 
and keeping people in the workforce until later in life 
will likely be able to partially offset the economic chal-
lenges associated with low fertility. While this may not 
be an ideal solution, it is more cost-effective than paying 
families large sums of money to grow naturally or to fun-
damentally alter the economy in a more family-friendly 
direction.

The effectiveness of pronatalist policies is largely deter-
mined by which theory regarding the causes of fertility 
decline is correct. That is, has fertility dropped because 
the economic costs of having children now outweigh 
the economic benefits, or has fertility dropped because a 
cultural shift has occurred whereby people have simply 
stopped valuing children and instead prefer to focus on 
other post-materialist values? If the former is the case, we 
can easily imagine that changes in public policy can have 
a positive impact on fertility; new policies simply need 
to be implemented in order to make parenthood more 
economically desirable. If the latter is the case, however, 
policy changes will likely have little impact; regardless 
of pronatalist public policies, if people have no desire 
for children (or at least no more than one child), then a 
modest subsidy or tax break will surely be insufficient to 
cause a baby boom. While the precise causal mechanism 
of fertility decline is still being debated, the good news is 

1 Peter Costello, “Transcript of the Treasurer” (budget lock-up press 
conference, The Honourable Peter Costello MP, Parliament House, May 
11, 2004).
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that a transition to individualistic, post-materialist values 
is probably not the entire story. If it was, we would not 
have such a gap between desired fertility and achieved 
fertility in most countries. Something other than a lack of 
desire for children is causing low fertility.

Discerning the effectiveness of pronatalist policies is 
actually quite difficult, especially when using nations as 
the unit of analysis. In theory, it should be possible to 
create a statistical model in which fertility rates are the 
dependent variable, and various family policies and eco-
nomic indicators are the independent variables. If we see 
a statistically significant and substantively important rela-
tionship between policies and fertility, we could infer that 
policies are having their desired effect. 

Creating such statistical models is more challeng-
ing than it first appears. First, the causal arrow may not 
always point in the expected direction. That is, a country 
may implement pronatalist policies precisely because it 
has a dangerously low birthrate, and countries that have 
high birthrates may not bother with generous pro-fam-
ily policies. While pro-family policies may actually have 
a small positive effect in the countries where they are 
implemented, the model will actually show a negative 
relationship between pro-family policies and fertility. 
Second, there will surely be a lag between when a policy 
is implemented and when we see any change in birthrates. 
Without any clear expectation of how long this lag will be, 
it is hard to judge the efficacy of a policy. Third, a country 
may implement a number of policies at around the same 
time, which makes it difficult to judge which policy, if any, 
was having an effect. Finally, different countries may have 
certain characteristics that are difficult to quantify and put 
in a model. For example, one could argue that France has 
long had a pro-family culture, at least compared to other 
countries in Western Europe. This, however, is not easily 
incorporated into a statistical analysis. Because it is dif-
ficult to test hypotheses regarding the impact of culture, 
culture tends to be disregarded — with some exceptions.2  
All of these reasons may explain why models looking at 
trends across multiple countries fail to find strong evi-
dence for a relationship between policy and fertility, even 
when studies looking at specific countries in isolation do 
often suggest such a relationship.3 

2 For an example, see Raquel Fernández and Alessandra Fogli, “Fertility: 
The Role of Culture and Family Experience,” Journal of the European 
Economic Association 4, no. 2‐3 (2006): 552-561.
3 Jonathan Bradshaw and Shalhevet Attar-Schwartz, “Fertility and 
Social Policy,” in Fertility and Public Policy: How to Reverse the Trend 

This section will focus on the policies implemented by 
various countries that have attempted to influence fertil-
ity. When such studies exist, this section will also discuss 
which policies have proven effective. While all of these 
case studies offer potentially useful information, we must 
acknowledge that not all of the policies considered here 
could be easily emulated in the United States. What is 
politically feasible in Sweden or France may not be polit-
ically feasible elsewhere. Further, different economic and 
cultural contexts may mean that an effective policy in one 
country will be less successful in another country.

Australia
Like many advanced economies, Australia has a birthrate 
below the replacement level. It is not exceptionally low, 
however. In fact, the CIA estimates that the total fertility 
of Australia was 1.77 children per woman, which is higher 
than the TFR in most western European countries.4 The 
World Bank provided an even higher TFR estimate of 
1.9.5 While Australia may not be particularly unique in 
its fertility levels, it has been unusually aggressive in its 
efforts to fight below-replacement fertility.

Australia’s shift toward pronatalism was heralded by 
a series of government reports. One such report, titled 
National Strategy for an Ageing Australia, was released 
in 2002.6 The paper acknowledged that low fertility was 
the primary cause of Australia’s quickly aging population 
— though the paper was not predominantly focused on 
pronatalist policies. An additional report noting the many 
problems caused by low fertility, Australia’s Demographic 
Challenges, was released in 2004 — though it also 
refrained from calling explicitly for pronatalist policies.7 

In 2004, Australia introduced a form of maternity 
payment known colloquially as the “baby bonus.”8 This 

of Declining Birthrates, eds. Noriyuki Takayama and Martin Werding 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2011).
4 “Country Comparison: Total Fertility Rate,” The World Fact 
Book, Central Intelligence Agency 2014, accessed February 13, 
2015, https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/
rankorder/2127rank.html.
5 “Fertility Rate, Total (Births per Woman),” The World Bank, 2014, 
accessed February 13, 2015, http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/
SP.DYN.TFRT.IN.
6 Department of Health and Aged Care, National Strategy for an Ageing 
Australia. An Older Australia, Challenges and Opportunities for All 
(Canberra, Australia, 2001).
7 Australian Government, Australia’s Demographic Challenges 
(Canberra, Australia, 2004).
8 Natalie Jackson and Amina Casey, “Procreate and Cherish: A Note 
on Australia’s Abrupt Shift to Pro-Natalism,” New Zealand Population 
Review 35 (2009): 129-138.

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/rankorder/2127rank.html
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/rankorder/2127rank.html
http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.DYN.TFRT.IN
http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.DYN.TFRT.IN
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bonus offered new parents $3,000 upon the birth of a 
child. This amount was raised to $4,000 in 2006 and to 
$5,000 in 2008. This policy was explicitly justified as being 
necessary to reverse the falling birthrate. Important fig-
ures within the Australian government at this time also 
began to explicitly use pronatalist language. For exam-
ple, the Federal Treasurer famously declared that women 
should have three children: “One for the father, one for 
the mother, and one for the country.”

Scholars have debated the effectiveness of this policy. 
It is true that Australia experienced an uptick in its birth-
rate around this time. By 2009, the Australian government 
announced that its birthrate had risen to 1.978,9 which 
indicates that this policy worked as intended. However, it 
is also true that the birth rate had stopped falling a few 
years before this policy was developed. Part of the uptick 
can also be ascribed to the comparatively large cohort of 
women in peak fertility years at this time. However, in 
spite of these other potential explanations, there is schol-
arship indicating the effectiveness of this policy. 

Drago et al. concluded in a 2010 paper that the baby 
bonus both increased the number of children people 
claimed they intended to have, and boosted the actual 
birthrate.10 The effects of this policy were modest, accord-
ing to this study, and one may question whether the small 
increase in the birthrate was worth the cost. A challenge 
for these kinds of policies is that they cannot be targeted 
specifically at those families who are on the fence about 
having a child. As a result, large sums of money were 
given to parents who would have surely had a child in 
the absence of such a policy. The study referenced above 
indicates that each additional child born as a result of 
this policy cost the government at least $126,000. Thus, 
if boosting fertility is the only goal, cash payments to new 
parents may not be the most cost-effective method.

The exact effectiveness of Australia’s baby bonus is 
not entirely clear, however. Other studies have indicated 
that this policy was more cost-effective than the Drago et 
al. study indicated. A report by Sinclair, Boymal, and de 
Silva indicated that, by 2009, as many as 119,000 births in 
Australia could be attributed to the baby bonus policy, at 

9 Australian Bureau of Statistics, Births, Australia (Catalog Number 
3301.0, 2009).
10 Robert Drago, Katina Sawyer, Karina Schreffler, Dianna Warren, and 
Mark Wooden, “Did Australia’s Baby Bonus Increase Fertility Intentions 
and Births?,” Population Research and Policy Review 30, no. 3 (2010): 
381-397.

a cost of $39,000 per child.11 A study by Laine et al., also 
published in 2009, further indicated that the policy led to 
an increase in the birthrate, and was especially effective in 
boosting the number of second and third children born 
to families.12 In spite of evidence for its effectiveness, the 
Australian government decided to abolish the baby bonus 
policy in 2013, with the expectation that such a change 
will save the government more than one billion dollars.13

France
France possesses one of the healthier birthrates in 
Western Europe. At present, the French TFR is just below 
the replacement rate. The CIA estimates the French TFR 
at 2.08 and the World Bank estimated its TFR at 2. Part 
of this is due to the large immigrant population in France 
and the comparatively high fertility of immigrants and the 
children of immigrants. However, the fertility of native-
born French citizens is also higher than is typically found 
in Western Europe. The relatively healthy fertility rate in 
France can be at least partially ascribed to explicitly pro-
natalist policies pursued by the French government.

When we look at trends in fertility across the eco-
nomically developed world, a paradox becomes apparent. 
Given the argument that low fertility is driven at least 
partially by changing social norms, declining religiosity, 
and women entering the workplace, we could plausibly 
infer that fertility will be lowest in countries that are the 
most socially liberal, the most secular, have high average 
levels of educational attainment, and have the highest 
rates of female employment. This is not what we see. In 
fact, it is those parts of Europe that remain fairly tradi-
tional in their attitudes toward gender that have the most 
abysmal birthrates. In contrast, while their low levels of 
fertility are still a source of concern, countries such as 
France have some of the higher birthrates in Europe — 
while also being fully committed to feminism, secularism, 
and keeping women in the workforce.

As is often the case with these kinds of questions, it 

11 Sarah Sinclair, Jonathan Boymal, and Ashton de Silva, “A Re‐
Appraisal of the Fertility Response to the Australian Baby Bonus,” 
Economic Record 88, no. 1 (2012): 78-87.
12 Samantha J. Lain, Jane B. Ford, Camille H. Raynes-Greenow, Ruth 
M. Hadfield, Judy M. Simpson, Jonathan M. Morris, and Christine L. 
Roberts, “The Impact of the Baby Bonus Payment in New South Wales: 
Who is Having ‘One for the Country’?,” Medical Journal of Australia 
190, no. 5 (2009): 238.
13 Patricia Karvelas, “’Excessive’ Baby Bonus Scrapped,” The Australian, 
May 15, 2013, accessed February 16, 2015, http://www.theaustralian.
com.au/national-affairs/excessive-baby-bonus-scrapped/story-
fnhi8df6-1226642532079.

http://www.theaustralian.com.au/national-affairs/excessive-baby-bonus-scrapped/story-fnhi8df6-122664
http://www.theaustralian.com.au/national-affairs/excessive-baby-bonus-scrapped/story-fnhi8df6-122664
http://www.theaustralian.com.au/national-affairs/excessive-baby-bonus-scrapped/story-fnhi8df6-122664
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is difficult to prove which causal mechanisms are influ-
encing the French birthrate. However, some scholars have 
argued that attitudes toward childcare in France, and 
government support for childcare, are responsible for the 
higher birthrate,14 while in a more traditionalist cultural 
setting, it is generally accepted that women will have to 
choose between being mothers and having successful, 
fulfilling careers. In France, according to this argument, 
it is socially acceptable for women to return to work on a 
full-time basis shortly after having children, minimizing 
the damage children impose on women’s careers. By not 
feeling that they must choose between their careers and 
having children, French women are more willing to have 
children at an earlier age.

In France, it is not just socially acceptable to be a 
mother with full-time employment, but the government 
actively supports working mothers via subsidized child-
care and other costs associated with parenthood. France 
has actually long embraced pronatalist policies, and 
implemented maternity leave at the start of the twentieth 
century. France presently has a very generous maternity 
leave system, guaranteeing sixteen weeks of maternity 
leave at 100 percent of normal wages.15 France also guar-
antees two weeks of paid paternity leave. French parents 
are also guaranteed the right to take unpaid parental leave 
for up to one year or transition to part time work after 
having a child.

As the twentieth century progressed, additional poli-
cies were developed. In order to avoid a labor shortage, the 
French government began setting up government-funded 
day care centers. This policy was less designed to encour-
age more births than to encourage women to remain in 
the work force after becoming mothers.16

The French government also provides a number of 
additional benefits for parents. Most notably, France 
developed a “family allowances” program designed to 
assist families with the costs of children. This program 
provides financial support to all families with at least 
two children. This program additionally supplements the 

14 Jeanne Fagnani, “Why Do French Women Have More Children Than 
German Women? Family Policies and Attitudes Towards Child Care 
Outside the Home,” Community, Work, and Family 5, no. 1 (2002): 
103-119.
15 “Maternity Leaves Around the World: Worst and Best Countries 
for Paid Maternity Leave,” Huffington Post Canada, May 22, 2012, 
accessed February 23, 2015, http://www.huffingtonpost.ca/2012/05/22/
maternity-leaves-around-the-world_n_1536120.html.
16 Marie-Thérèse Letablier, “Fertility and family policies in France,” 
Journal of Population and Social Security 1, no. 1 (2003): 242-258.

income for families that choose to have one parent reduce 
their working hours during the early years of a child’s life 
and provides supplements for childcare. For many people, 
economic considerations play a key role in the decision to 
have children. By limiting the likelihood that parenthood 
will permanently damage one’s economic standing and 
career prospects, the French government weakens that 
particular disincentive to having children. 

It is difficult to discern which of these policies has been 
most effective at raising the French birthrate. However, it 
is clear that childlessness in France is lower than elsewhere 
in Europe and the TFR is higher than the norm. It is also 
clear that high levels of state investment into families is 
part of the explanation for France’s relatively healthy TFR. 
However, it should also be noted that French citizens also, 
on average, have a comparatively positive attitude toward 
family and parenthood, and this cultural difference may 
be part of French exceptionalism when it comes to fertil-
ity. In France, the average stated ideal number of children 
is higher than elsewhere in Europe.17

Sweden
Even more than France, Sweden is committed to gender 
equality in the workplace. It has also maintained a rather 
high fertility level by European standards. It is perhaps 
ironic that, although changing social norms regard-
ing gender and the family certainly played a part in the 
Second Demographic Transition, those countries that 
have most fully embraced the ideals of working moth-
erhood and two-earner families were among the first to 
rebound in fertility. Sweden has been of great interest to 
demographers because it was one of the first countries to 
experience a large fertility decline, it has experienced an 
unusual amount of fluctuation in its fertility rates, and 
it has experienced one of the more rapid turnarounds in 
fertility. A large amount of literature argues that Sweden’s 
efforts to reconcile female employment and parenthood is 
the cause of the country’s relatively healthy demographic 
outlook.18

There is another interesting aspect to Sweden’s social 
policies and its demographic trends. The policies that 
are now generally credited with the country’s relatively 

17 Oliver Thévenon, “Does Fertility Respond to Work and Family-Life 
Reconciliation Policies in France?,” in Fertility and Public Policy: How to 
Reverse the Trend of Declining Birth Rates, eds. Takayama and Werding 
(Cambridge, MA/London, UK: MIT-Press, 2010).
18 Jan M. Hoem, “Why Does Sweden Have Such High Fertility?,” 
Demographic Research 13, no. 22 (2005): 559-572.
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healthy birthrate were not actually intended to raise the 
birthrate. Instead, they were motivated by the country’s 
commitment to feminism, individualism, and gender 
equity — social values that are not generally associated 
with large families. Sweden has one of the highest rates 
of female participation in the workforce and rates of edu-
cational attainment for women. Sweden has long been 
known for its extraordinarily generous welfare state — 
including high-quality public childcare.

We have already noted the complicated relationship 
between education and family formation. On the one 
hand, in the United States, high levels of education are 
associated with stronger marriages — those with high 
levels of education are much less likely to get divorced 
than those with low levels of education. However, high 
levels of education are also associated with delayed mar-
riage and childbearing. This is problematic because 
biological limitations limit how long parenthood can be 
delayed before infertility becomes a problem. In Sweden, 
these problems may be partially ameliorated because 
their education policy makes it comparably easy to take 
a break from education and return at a later time with-
out incurring a significant penalty. This greater flexibility 
may make women feel more comfortable having a child 
before they have achieved their desired level of educa-
tional attainment.19

Fear that parenthood will derail careers is considered 
a key reason many people delay or forgo having children. 
Sweden has also implemented policies designed to reduce 
this fear. Sweden first implemented a parental leave policy 
in the 1970s, which became more generous in subsequent 
decades. The country also extends family leave policies to 
fathers.

While Sweden is often touted as a success story, there 
are reasons it may not represent an ideal model. For 
example, more than half of all children in Sweden are 
now born to unwed mothers.20 This is obviously not a 
trend the LCMS wishes to promote in the U.S. It should 
be noted, however, that the percentage of out-of-wed-
lock births in Sweden is somewhat misleading because 
long-term cohabitation is also much more common in 
that country; while the parents are unmarried more often 
than not, children are still being born into a two-parent 
environment. 

19 Hoem, “High Fertility.”
20 Sharon Jayson, “Out-of-Wedlock Births on the Rise Worldwide,” 
USA Today, May 13, 2009, accessed March 12, 2015, http://usatoday30.
usatoday.com/news/health/2009-05-13-unmarriedbirths_N.htm.

The United States
Unlike France and other nations of Western Europe, the 
United States has a stronger tradition of limited gov-
ernment and has not traditionally possessed a culture 
that viewed children as a collective investment. Further, 
while fertility in the United States has dropped dramat-
ically since the 1960s, and it will face challenges due to 
an aging population, its fertility rate has hovered near the 
replacement level, making pronatalist policies appear less 
immediately pressing. Thus it is not surprising that the 
United States does not have a formal family policy. 

While it has not made pronatalism a declared goal, 
specific policies implemented by the U.S. government 
have influenced trends in fertility — both increasing and 
decreasing fertility. However, as we will see, not all poli-
cies that led to a higher birthrate necessarily did so in a 
positive way. Ideally, we want to see policies that foster 
marriage and family formation among economically 
self-sufficient adults, not out-of-wedlock births among 
teenagers or the welfare dependent. Much of the dis-
cussion of policies in the United States and fertility has 
focused on the latter category.

The discussion regarding policies that inadvertently 
raise fertility, and do so among the population least able 
to provide a secure environment for children, was largely 
begun by Charles Murray in his book, Losing Ground.  
21Murray argued that current welfare policies, while 
intending to help underprivileged populations, actually 
caused harm to the very people they were intending to 
assist. They did so by providing incentives to engage in 
shortsighted behaviors — for example, having children 
outside of marriage. Policies like Aid to Families with 
Dependent Children, which provided a subsidy to low-in-
come unwed mothers, necessarily reduced the cost of 
children and weakened the necessity to wait until one was 
financially secure before getting pregnant. Murray argued 
that this policy had the unanticipated effect of raising the 
birthrate among low-income, unmarried women. The 
fact that more families with more children were entitled 
to additional benefits further increased the incentive for 
low-income people to have even more children. Murray’s 
arguments were apparently compelling, as similar logic 
was used to justify major overhauls to the American 
welfare system in the 1990s — the Aid to Families with 
Dependent Children Program was replaced by the 

21 Charles Murray, Losing Ground: American Social Policy, 1950-1980 
(New York: Basic Books, 1984).
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Temporary Assistance to Needy Families program, which 
was intended to provide a safety net for low-income fami-
lies without also providing perverse incentives.

Other scholars have debated the relationship between 
welfare policies and fertility, with inconclusive results. 
Different statistical models and variables yielded different 
results. Lopoo and Raissian provided an exhaustive sum-
mary of all the relevant literature on American natalist 
policies in order to discern what results were consistent 
across studies.22 They found that the relationship between 
welfare and fertility was not as strong as many conser-
vatives argued, but it nonetheless existed. There was 
consistent evidence that welfare reform reduced teenage 
childbearing, for example.

For the LCMS, the goal is not just more births, but 
more births in the context of Christian marriage. In 
spite of inconclusive evidence regarding the relationship 
between welfare and fertility, the lesson from the United 
States is that, while needy single mothers should have 
support to ensure that their children do not go hungry, we 
should not incentivize irresponsible behavior.

Conclusion
A look at the relationship between fertility and policy 
across different countries reveals a curious, and perhaps 
counterintuitive, finding. In most of the developed world, 
two-earner families are now the norm, as are small fam-
ilies. Some of this is surely due to cultural changes and 
an increase in individualistic, post-materialist values; 
many women choose to focus on their careers rather than 
family because doing so provides a great sense of satisfac-
tion. However, much of this trend is also due to changing 
economic conditions. The reality is that the number of 
jobs that provide sufficient income to support a family 
has dropped. The days where a high-school graduate can 
easily and immediately begin a blue-collar job and sup-
port a wife and children are clearly behind us, and many 
families require two earners just to stay afloat financially. 
While families with stay-at-home mothers are an ideal 
worth aspiring toward, many Americans do not view it 
as practical even when they view it as desirable. Those 
countries that have accepted women in the workforce as 
acceptable or even ideal, and have developed policies that 
attempt to make career and motherhood compatible, have 
experienced the most significant rebounds in fertility.

22 Leonard M. Lopoo and Kerri M. Raissian, “Natalist Policies in the 
United States,” Journal of Policy Analysis and Management 31, no. 4 
(2012): 905-946.

There are reasons to pause before embracing the natal-
ist policies of countries like Sweden, however, for two 
reasons. First, while two-earner families may be the norm 
— and in many cases they may be necessary — they may 
not be the ideal. While society may increasingly denigrate 
motherhood as a vocation, the church presumably should 
not simply change its teachings and priorities in order to 
“get with the times.” More importantly, the church should 
not support initiatives that incentivize single motherhood.

Conclusions and Recommendations
In the preceding pages, we examined some of the major 
demographic trends that will influence the LCMS in the 
future. We specifically looked at the alarming trend of fer-
tility decline, which is a problem for much of the world. 
We also examined the major trends in LCMS affiliation 
across the United States over time. This section will sum 
up the findings from the previous sections, and provide a 
number of recommendations that may assist the LCMS as 
it moves forward.

The problem of fertility decline has caused consider-
able consternation for demographers and policymakers 
for several decades, as it became clear that the declining 
birthrate that followed the post-war baby boom was not 
a temporary aberration and has instead become the norm 
in most of the world’s countries with developed econo-
mies — and is also increasingly the norm in developing 
economies. While certain pronatalist policies appear 
to be having the desired effect in some countries, most 
countries with very low fertility have not been able to 
successfully raise their TFR above the replacement rate. 
We should therefore have realistic expectations regard-
ing how much the LCMS can accomplish on this front. 
Nonetheless, this issue is so important to the future of the 
church that some effort to increase marriage and fertil-
ity among the denomination’s members and adherents is 
critical.

In reading this report, the reader may have noticed 
an omission that deserves an explanation. As others 
have noted, one possible way for the LCMS and other 
Protestant denominations to thrive in the twenty-first 
century is to gain new adherents from new immigrant 
communities, particularly Hispanics. In fact, this is often 
treated as a panacea for a Christian denomination’s prob-
lems. While the author of this study encourages outreach 
and evangelism among all communities, there are reasons 
to be skeptical that this approach will save the LCMS or 
any other Protestant denomination. 
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One thing worth noting is that Hispanics may not be 
the cure-all to the problem of low birthrates that many 
assume. While the Hispanic birthrate is still higher than 
that of non-Hispanic whites, and slightly above the 
replacement rate, it has fallen farther and faster than 
the fertility rate of any other demographic group in the 
United States. If current trends continue, we may see 
the fertility rate for this demographic converge with the 
national average.

The failure of the Lutheran Church, and many other 
Protestant denominations, to increase their number 
of Hispanic adherents has worried many church lead-
ers. While the demographics of the United States have 
changed markedly since the immigration reforms of the 
United States in the 1960s, the demographic profile of the 
LCMS has changed little in the last hundred years. The 
LCMS remains 95 percent non-Hispanic white and dis-
proportionately strong in communities originally settled 
by Germans. Outreach to immigrant communities in the 
United States should certainly be encouraged. But given 
the impressive resources expended on this project up to 
this point, and the relatively paltry return on investment, 
it is not clear how to make such efforts successful. 

The inability to attract a large number of Hispanics 
into LCMS pews is probably not due to any moral fail-
ing on the part of either LCMS members or the Hispanic 
community. A majority of U.S. Hispanics are Catholic, 
and less than one quarter identify as Protestant. It is 
true that the LCMS has had less success in growing its 
number of Hispanic adherents than other Protestant 
denominations. However, there are many possible rea-
sons the LCMS is not strongly appealing to Hispanics 
that have nothing to do with racial or ethnic animus on 
the part of LCMS congregations. The strong similarities 
between the Lutheran Church and the Catholic Church 
may explain much of this. While we should not downplay 
the significant theological differences between Lutherans 
and Catholics — the doctrine of Petrine supremacy, the 
number of sacraments, the role of Mary, etc. — there are 
many ways in which Catholics and Lutherans are remark-
ably similar. Lutherans and Catholics follow a similar 
liturgy; a Lutheran would find a Catholic worship service 
very familiar, and vice versa. For this reason, a Latino 
who was raised Catholic would have little reason to join 
a Lutheran congregation. Similarly, a Latino who left the 
Catholic Church for aesthetic or theological reason would 
probably also find the LCMS objectionable.

Policy Recommendations
Given the vast research on this subject, we can infer 

that a number of policies will assist with family forma-
tion. Some of the following recommendations may be 
relatively cheap to implement, whereas others may be 
prohibitively expensive.

Efforts to Increase Home Affordability
We have seen a consistent relationship between the 
affordability of single family homes and marriage and fer-
tility. Some of this relationship may be due to the effect 
of selective moves; that is, some couples may simply leave 
expensive urban areas for the suburbs or small towns after 
deciding to form a family unit. However, many others are 
certainly waiting to get married or bring children into the 
world until they are able to afford a home of sufficient size 
to raise a family. To assist young families with this pro-
cess, a program that provides active church members with 
low-interest home loans may be one of the more useful 
methods for raising the birthrate. While this may be pro-
hibitively costly, it would potentially have the benefits of 
raising fertility among current members, and make the 
LCMS more attractive to young families by providing a 
tangible material benefit for church membership.

Provide Quality, Affordable Daycare
I offer this suggestion with some ambivalence. The 

ideal family from the church’s perspective is likely one in 
which a family has a sole breadwinner and another parent 
at home, solely responsible for raising children. However, 
simply telling women to become stay-at-home moth-
ers ignores the economic realities of many families. The 
number of middle class jobs that can support a stay-at-
home spouse and several children has declined and shows 
no sign of rebounding. Further, as we saw in the case of 
Western Europe, policies that actively support women 
who wish to transition back to the workforce following 
childbirth appear to facilitate higher levels of fertility. For 
these reasons, providing quality daycare probably does 
more good than harm from a fertility perspective.

To partially offset the problem of incentivizing two-
earner families when a single earner family may be 
economically sufficient and socially ideal, the church 
should provide education regarding the costs and benefits 
associated with women returning to work following the 
birth of a child. Once the financial costs of daycare, the 
increased taxes of being in a higher income bracket, and 
the additional financial and psychological costs of return-
ing to work are tallied up and explained, many families 
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may determine that cutting some expenses in order to 
keep a parent at home may be preferable to having both 
parents in the workforce full time. Education regarding 
how families can reduce their costs of living may be useful 
in this regard.

Before the LCMS puts its hopes in daycare as a means 
to encourage higher birthrates and to entice young fam-
ilies to join the church, it will be useful to conduct a 
thorough longitudinal study that examines how the 
establishment of daycare centers influences subsequent 
church growth.

Encouraging Responsible Higher Education
The relationship between education and family forma-
tion is far from straightforward. The evidence consistently 
shows that higher education causes a significant delay in 
marriage and childbearing. However, having a college 
degree is also very positively associated with stronger 
marriages and fewer divorces. Further, we should again 
note that a college degree is now almost a requirement for 
a middle-class lifestyle in the United States. 

The LCMS must balance these competing concerns. 
While it should not discourage education per se, it should 
encourage adherents to pursue an education that will 
provide the skills needed to support a family and incur 
a minimal amount of debt. An education that provides 
a strong return on investment (ROI) with compara-
tively few years of schooling will be the most conducive 
to higher levels of fertility. While the LCMS obviously 
cannot tell its adherents what to study or where to go 
to college, it can provide education to graduating high 
school seniors about the likelihood that a particular col-
lege major will be a sound financial investment. Students 
should know that all college degrees are not equal in this 
regard — a degree in math will, all other things being 
equal, yield greater dividends than a degree in communi-
cation studies, for example.

The LCMS may also want to reorganize its Concordia 
University System to emphasize degrees that will provide 
a middle-class income following a short period of study 
— perhaps even emphasizing vocational degrees rather 
than traditional liberal arts degrees. Such degrees can be 
earned in about half the time as a traditional four-year 
degree, while providing a comparable average starting 
salary. The earlier a young person completes his or her 
education and has established a career, the better that per-
son’s long-term fertility prospects.

The LCMS should also take whatever steps possible to 

demonstrate that education and family formation are not 
mutually exclusive. At present, the cultural norm dictates 
that marriage and children should wait until a student has 
completed his or her highest level of education. While 
there is some logic to this norm, the decision to delay 
family formation often leads to no family formation. To 
combat this trend, a system that provides affordable stu-
dent housing for married couples and scholarships for 
students with families may be helpful.

Education about Fertility
One way to combat infertility is simply to make it clear 
what a problem it can be for women who choose to delay 
motherhood until later in life. Unfortunately, a woman’s 
decision to put off family formation until she has accom-
plished a laundry list of other goals may cause her to 
never start a family. The odds of infertility skyrocket after 
age 35. New medical techniques have partially amelio-
rated the problem of infertility, but they still do not have a 
high rate of success and are morally fraught for traditional 
Christians. Thus, if a woman wishes to have children, it is 
important that she does so while she is relatively young. 
Simply providing this information to young people who 
may be ignorant of how human biology contradicts the 
claim that everyone can “have it all” will be a step in the 
right direction.

Encourage Parental Involvement
To keep teenagers and young adults involved in the life 
of the church after confirmation, youth groups and other 
activities targeted at that demographic specifically can 
certainly be helpful. However, one the best predictors that 
a young person will remain a faithful church member is 
the faithfulness of his or her parents. Parents should be 
actively encouraged to demonstrate commitment to the 
church — via Sunday school attendance, volunteering, 
etc. — to set a positive example for their children.

Less Expensive Weddings
Ideally, we want people to wait until they have found a 
suitable partner to get married, and no longer. Once a 
couple has decided to become engaged, the church should 
endeavor to make the actual wedding as inexpensive as 
possible. While much of the costs of weddings goes toward 
extravagant dresses and other nonessentials, the church 
should endeavor to make other elements of a wedding as 
inexpensive as possible. Offering free use of church space 
for wedding receptions is one possible option. 
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Counties with High Rates of Marriage and Fertility
When considering where to plant churches in the future, 
it may be useful to focus on communities where we 
already see a large percentage of women who are mar-
ried and who are having children. Planting new LCMS 
congregations in counties that already have high rates of 
childbearing within the context of marriage may increase 
the odds that these congregations will attract a large 
number of families with young children. In creating the 
forthcoming table, I relied on the American Community 
Survey’s five-year estimates from 2013, which provides 
the number of women between the ages of fifteen and fifty 
who have given birth over a given period. I am specifically 
interested in the percentage of the female population that 
has given birth and that is married. I did not disaggregate 
by age, race, or any other demographic attribute, though 
it will be possible to look more specifically at particular 
groups if that is helpful.

For all U.S. counties, the mean percentage of women 
who were married and gave birth over a twelve month 
period was approximately 3.8 with a standard deviation of 
approximately 1.9. A county with a percentage of women 
who meet this description that is approximately one 
standard deviation above the mean (5.7 percent) would 
necessarily be fairly uncommon but may be a useful place 
to consider planting a new church. The complete list is 
below, again disaggregated by region.

Because the list below uses counties, which typically 
contain a large number of communities, it will be neces-
sary to conduct a more detailed examination of different 
cities and suburbs to determine an ideal location for a 
new church. Nonetheless, the list provides a starting point 
if the goal is to find communities characterized by many 
married couples with young children.

New England
No New England counties had high rates of marital births.

Mid Atlantic
Rockland County, New York

Yates County, New York

East North Central
East North Central Carroll County, Ohio

De Witt County, Illinois Fayette County, Ohio

Edwards County, Illinois Jackson County, Ohio

Hardin County, Illinois Mercer County, Ohio

Adams County, Indiana Vinton County, Ohio

Boone County, Indiana Clark County, Wisconsin

LaGrange County, Indiana Monroe County, Wisconsin

Pike County, Indiana Richland County, Wisconsin

Baraga County, Michigan Vernon County, Wisconsin

West North Central
Adams County, Iowa Allamakee County, Iowa

Buchanan County, Iowa Calhoun County, Iowa

Dallas County, Iowa Davis County, Iowa

Greene County, Iowa Ida County, Iowa

Lyon County, Iowa Ringgold County, Iowa

Van Buren County, Iowa Wapello County, Iowa

Washington County, Iowa Winnebago County, Iowa

Allen County, Kansas Anderson County, Kansas

Cheyenne County, Kansas Comanche County, Kansas

Ford County, Kansas Franklin County, Kansas

Geary County, Kansas Gove County, Kansas

Graham County, Kansas Gray County, Kansas

Harper County, Kansas Hodgeman County, Kansas

Jewell County, Kansas Kingman County, Kansas

Lincoln County, Kansas Marion County, Kansas

Meade County, Kansas Morton County, Kansas

Nemaha County, Kansas Neosho County, Kansas

Ness County, Kansas Pottawatomie County, Kansas

Pratt County, Kansas Rawlins County, Kansas

Republic County, Kansas Scott County, Kansas

Seward County, Kansas Stanton County, Kansas

Wallace County, Kansas Washington County, Kansas

Wichita County, Kansas Clearwater County, Minnesota

Fillmore County, Minnesota Jackson County, Minnesota

Le Sueur County, Minnesota Polk County, Minnesota

Redwood County, Minnesota Rock County, Minnesota

Todd County, Minnesota Wadena County, Minnesota

Atchison County, Missouri Caldwell County, Missouri

Clark County, Missouri Dallas County, Missouri

Harrison County, Missouri Maries County, Missouri

Moniteau County, Missouri Morgan County, Missouri

Putnam County, Missouri Scotland County, Missouri

Webster County, Missouri Antelope County, Nebraska

Arthur County, Nebraska Banner County, Nebraska 
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Burt County, Nebraska Cass County, Nebraska

Cheyenne County, Nebraska Colfax County, Nebraska

Cuming County, Nebraska Dawson County, Nebraska

Franklin County, Nebraska Hayes County, Nebraska

Hitchcock County, Nebraska Holt County, Nebraska

Hooker County, Nebraska Howard County, Nebraska

Johnson County, Nebraska Kearney County, Nebraska

Kimball County, Nebraska Knox County, Nebraska

McPherson County, Nebraska Merrick County, Nebraska

Nemaha County, Nebraska Otoe County, Nebraska

Perkins County, Nebraska Pierce County, Nebraska

Polk County, Nebraska Richardson County, Nebraska

Sarpy County, Nebraska Sherman County, Nebraska

Stanton County, Nebraska Thomas County, Nebraska

Billings County, North Dakota Burke County, North Dakota

Dickey County, North Dakota Divide County, North Dakota

Eddy County, North Dakota Hettinger County, North Dakota

McKenzie County, North Dakota Nelson County, North Dakota

Oliver County, North Dakota Ransom County, North Dakota

Steele County, North Dakota Towner County, North Dakota

Ward County, North Dakota Aurora County, South Dakota

Brule County, South Dakota Clark County, South Dakota

Davison County, South Dakota Deuel County, South Dakota

Douglas County, South Dakota Faulk County, South Dakota

Hamlin County, South Dakota Hanson County, South Dakota

Hughes County, South Dakota Jackson County, South Dakota

Jerauld County, South Dakota Kingsbury County, South Dakota

Lincoln County, South Dakota Marshall County, South Dakota

Meade County, South Dakota Miner County, South Dakota

Moody County, South Dakota Spink County, South Dakota

Stanley County, South Dakota Sully County, South Dakota

Todd County, South Dakota Union County, South Dakota

Walworth County, South Dakota

South Atlantic
Gilchrist County, Florida Madison County, Florida

Appling County, Georgia Atkinson County, Georgia

Brooks County, Georgia Burke County, Georgia

Butts County, Georgia Carroll County, Georgia

Chattahoochee County, Georgia Crisp County, Georgia

Douglas County, Georgia Early County, Georgia

Franklin County, Georgia Irwin County, Georgia

Liberty County, Georgia Long County, Georgia

McDuffie County, Georgia Putnam County, Georgia

Quitman County, Georgia Talbot County, Georgia

Tattnall County, Georgia Taylor County, Georgia

Wilcox County, Georgia Craven County, North Carolina

Cumberland County, North Carolina Gates County, North Carolina

Halifax County, North Carolina Hoke County, North Carolina

Onslow County, North Carolina Pamlico County, North Carolina

Beaufort County, South Carolina McCormick County, South Carolina

Bath County, Virginia Bland County, Virginia

Goochland County, Virginia Highland County, Virginia

Galax City, Virginia Portsmouth city, Virginia

Taylor County, West Virginia

East South Central
Barbour County, Alabama Cleburne County, Alabama

Greene County, Alabama Henry County, Alabama

Macon County, Alabama Washington County, Alabama

Adair County, Kentucky Ballard County, Kentucky

Butler County, Kentucky Carlisle County, Kentucky

Christian County, Kentucky Hart County, Kentucky

Mercer County, Kentucky Metcalfe County, Kentucky

Owen County, Kentucky Robertson County, Kentucky

Todd County, Kentucky Trigg County, Kentucky

Washington County, Kentucky Bolivar County, Mississippi

Calhoun County, Mississippi Clarke County, Mississippi

Franklin County, Mississippi Humphreys County, Mississippi

Issaquena County, Mississippi Kemper County, Mississippi 

Leflore County, Mississippi Monroe County, Mississippi

Montgomery County, Mississippi Neshoba County, Mississippi

Newton County, Mississippi Simpson County, Mississippi

Stone County, Mississippi Tunica County, Mississippi

Wayne County, Mississippi Webster County, Mississippi

Bradley County, Tennessee Cannon County, Tennessee

Chester County, Tennessee DeKalb County, Tennessee

Dyer County, Tennessee Fayette County, Tennessee

Lauderdale County, Tennessee Lincoln County, Tennessee

Montgomery County, Tennessee Pickett County, Tennessee

Sequatchie County, Tennessee

West South Central
Boone County, Arkansas Calhoun County, Arkansas

Chicot County, Arkansas Columbia County, Arkansas

Desha County, Arkansas Franklin County, Arkansas

Little River County, Arkansas Polk County, Arkansas

Searcy County, Arkansas Cameron Parish, Louisiana

Evangeline Parish, Louisiana Morehouse Parish, Louisiana

Pointe Coupee Parish, Louisiana St. James Parish, Louisiana

Vernon Parish, Louisiana Greer County, Oklahoma

Haskell County, Oklahoma Noble County, Oklahoma

Baylor County, Texas Borden County, Texas

Camp County, Texas Castro County, Texas

Childress County, Texas Cochran County, Texas
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Collingsworth County, Texas Comanche County, Texas

Concho County, Texas Dallam County, Texas

Deaf Smith County, Texas Delta County, Texas

Gaines County, Texas Gonzales County, Texas

Hansford County, Texas Hardeman County, Texas

Haskell County, Texas Hopkins County, Texas

Hudspeth County, Texas Kendall County, Texas

Kenedy County, Texas Kent County, Texas

Leon County, Texas Lipscomb County, Texas

Matagorda County, Texas Montague County, Texas

Morris County, Texas Motley County, Texas

Oldham County, Texas Parmer County, Texas

Real County, Texas Shackelford County, Texas

Shelby County, Texas Somervell County, Texas

Sterling County, Texas Stonewall County, Texas

Sutton County, Texas Terrell County, Texas

Upton County, Texas Val Verde County, Texas

Wheeler County, Texas

Mountain
Graham County, Arizona Chaffee County, Colorado

Cheyenne County, Colorado Kit Carson County, Colorado

Mineral County, Colorado Montezuma County, Colorado

Phillips County, Colorado Rio Blanco County, Colorado

Summit County, Colorado Washington County, Colorado

Yuma County, Colorado Bear Lake County, Idaho

Bingham County, Idaho Bonneville County, Idaho

Boundary County, Idaho Canyon County, Idaho

Cassia County, Idaho Clark County, Idaho

Elmore County, Idaho Franklin County, Idaho

Fremont County, Idaho Jefferson County, Idaho

Jerome County, Idaho Madison County, Idaho

Oneida County, Idaho Owyhee County, Idaho

Payette County, Idaho Shoshone County, Idaho

Washington County, Idaho Big Horn County, Montana

Daniels County, Montana Fallon County, Montana

Granite County, Montana Hill County, Montana

McCone County, Montana Richland County, Montana

Sanders County, Montana Wibaux County, Montana

Esmeralda County, Nevada Eureka County, Nevada

Lincoln County, Nevada Pershing County, Nevada

Storey County, Nevada Colfax County New Mexico

Union County New Mexico Beaver County, Utah

Box Elder County, Utah Cache County, Utah

Davis County, Utah Duchesne County, Utah

Emery County, Utah Iron County, Utah

Juab County, Utah Kane County, Utah

Millard County, Utah Rich County, Utah

Sevier County, Utah Uintah County, Utah

Utah County, Utah Washington County, Utah

Wayne County, Utah Weber County, Utah

Converse County, Wyoming Goshen County, Wyoming

Hot Springs County, Wyoming Johnson County, Wyoming

Sweetwater County, Wyoming

Pacific
Modoc County, California Yuba County, California

Baker County, Oregon Adams County, Washington

Lincoln County, Washington

Dr. George Hawley is assistant professor of Political Science 
at the University of Alabama.
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Psalm 78:5–8
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Executive Summary
1. A pervasive pattern of numerical decline has challenged the LCMS for decades:

Change Time Period

Baptized Membership –21% 1972 (historic peak) to 2012

Communicant Membership –16% 1976 (historic peak) to 2012

Number of Pastors, Missionaries, and Teachers –16% 1988 to 2008

K–8 Lutheran School Pupils –21% 1998 to 2008

Number of Elementary Schools –11% 2008 to 2013

Children Baptized per Year –70%
–30%

1959 (historic peak) to 2012
2002 (recent peak) to 2012

Youth Confirmed per Year –64%
–33%

1969 (historic peak) to 2013
1995 (recent peak) to 2013

Adults Baptized per Year –22% 2000 (first available) to 2013

Charitable Offerings, in Proportion to Personal Income –18% 1970 to 2005

Percentage of FT Faculty at Concordia University Wisconsin who are Lutheran –8% 2002 (72%) to 2012 (64%)

2. The “Standard Stories” fail to explain the pervasive patterns of decline. Examples:
 •  “If only we could evangelize like the Baptists” (… but in fact the Southern Baptist Convention also is in decline 

and cannot boast of an evangelism yield any higher than that of the LCMS).
 •  “It’s because we were always a rural synod, but now the nation is urban” (… but in fact rural, urban, and subur-

ban congregations all have experienced numerical declines).
 •  “If only we weren’t so conservative, more people would come and more people would stay” (… but in fact liberal 

church bodies have declined even faster than conservative ones).
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 •  “If only we had better youth programs, then our young people wouldn’t leave after confirmation” (… but in fact 
a congregation cannot possibly retain a confirmand who never existed in the first place, and youth confirmations 
dropped 66% from 1969 to 2008).

 •  “We need more early childhood centers to attract young families” (… but in fact the number of child baptisms 
per year plunged 55% from 1990 to 2010 — precisely the era in which early childhood centers were growing in 
both numbers and aggregate enrollment).

3.  One factor has overpowered all other factors in the synod’s numerical decline: a plummeting birth rate during the 
1960s, which never rebounded but instead fell further during the 1990s.

 • The birth rate peaked in 1956 at 4% (four births per 100 baptized members).
 • In the 1970s and the 1980s, the birth rate averaged about 2%.
 • Today, the birth rate is scarcely higher than 1%.

4.  Seven factors jointly have contributed to a steep and persistent decline in births, most of which factors also have hin-
dered retention from baptism through confirmation:

 • Delayed Marriage • Infertility • Student Debt • Vocational Confusion
 • Birth Control • Divorce • Doctrinal Change

5. Three actions are recommended for rebuilding baptized/confirmed membership:
 • Revive the teaching of a biblical and confessional Lutheran understanding of family vocations.
 • Foster intergenerational models of ministry.
 • Provide economic support for young and growing families.

INTRODUCTION

Background
As the 2014 State of the Synod issue of The Lutheran 

Witness made clear, there are systematic demographic 
challenges to the future of The Lutheran Church—
Missouri Synod (LCMS).1 Membership within the LCMS 
has declined in recent decades and many congrega-
tions struggle financially. Synod leaders wonder about 
the causes of these transformations and the appropriate 
response.

At root, both the problem and the solution must 
be understood in spiritual terms. However, spiritual 
problems also manifest themselves in material ways. 
Demographic analysis reveals that declines in both mar-
riage and procreation have played significant roles in the 
demographic and financial struggles that the synod has 
experienced.

How, then, can stewardship initiatives, evangelism 
programs, and long-range strategic plans be improved to 
meet the current challenges? In particular, how can the 
Bible’s teachings concerning marriage and parenting be 

1 Matthew Harrison, “Unworthy Servants,” The Lutheran Witness, 
November 2014, http://blogs.lcms.org/2014/unworthy-servants.

reintegrated into the church’s ministry in order to equip 
members for their vocations in Christ? What does it look 
when the Body of Christ entrusts not only the present 
generation, but also future generations, to the Lord’s care?

Objectives of This Study
The LCMS commissioned this study pursuant to the fol-
lowing aims:
1.  Provide analysis and advice consistent with, and 

enriched by, the LCMS’s confessional Lutheran faith, 
e.g., law/gospel distinction, means of grace, doctrine of 
vocation, theology of the cross (see especially Sections 
4.6, 4.7, 5.1, 5.2, and 5.3, plus Appendix B).

2.  Identify the pertinent demographic factors that have 
shaped the growth and decline of synod membership 
over the past several decades (see Sections 1–4).

3.  Explain how particular trends in family dynamics, 
both within the LCMS and in the broader culture, have 
shaped the synod’s current trajectory (see Sections 2, 
3, and 4).

4.  Suggest possible courses of action for prudently 
addressing the synod’s numerical decline and finan-
cial struggles in a manner that integrates stewardship 

http://blogs.lcms.org/2014/unworthy-servants
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and evangelism with biblical teachings concerning the 
family (see Section 5).

Outline of Sections 1–5
1.  A pervasive pattern of numerical decline has chal-

lenged the LCMS for decades.
2.  The “Standard Stories” fail to explain the pervasive pat-

terns of decline.
3.  One factor has overpowered all other factors in the syn-

od’s numerical decline: a plummeting birth rate during 
the 1960s, which never rebounded but instead fell fur-
ther during the 1990s.

4.  Seven factors jointly have contributed to a steep and 
persistent decline in births: delayed marriage, birth 
control, infertility, divorce, student debt, doctrinal 
change, and vocational confusion.

5.  Three actions are recommended for rebuilding bap-
tized/confirmed membership:
1.  Revive the teaching of a biblical and confessional 

Lutheran understanding of family vocations.
2.  Foster intergenerational models of ministry.
3.  Provide economic support for young and growing 

families.

Appendix A identifies statistical sources and evaluates 
their reliability. Appendix B highlights key components 
for a Lutheran perspective on the issues explored in this 
report.

1.  A PERVASIVE PATTERN OF NUMERICAL 
DECLINE HAS CHALLENGED THE LCMS 
FOR DECADES.

LCMS President Matthew Harrison recently unveiled sev-
eral statistics that indicate a pervasive numerical decline 
across the synod.2 His article noted:

• “slow numeric decline since about 1970”
•  “decrease in membership in 1977, due to the break 

off of the AELC”
•  “the decline since 2000 has been even more pro-

nounced … down 12 percent in the past 10 years”
Harrison also noted that “districts in the most sec-

ular areas of the country have declined most rapidly 
(down 25 percent or more in just ten years).” Even the 
most stable district, South Dakota, has declined 4% in the 
past decade. All districts have declined, whether urban 
or rural, whether the district experienced growth in the 

2 Harrison, “Unworthy Servants.”

preceding decades or not. Why?
Harrison concluded firmly:
The single most significant factor causing our 
decline has been that fact that we have largely 
adopted the prevailing cultural attitudes toward 
marriage and reproduction. Our young people 
are marrying later, if at all, and are having far 
fewer children. 
Conversely, when the synod was growing, it was grow-

ing because its members were having babies. “The greatest 
source of growth in the Missouri Synod (and especially 
following WWII) has been procreation.”

Baptized membership, which peaked in 1972 at 2.78 
million, has fallen to 2.16 million as of 2014.3 As Figure 
1 indicates, this was precipitated by a peak in 1965 of 
pre-confirmed, that is, youth membership. The peak in 
youth membership, in turn, may be traced back to the 
peak in the annual number of child baptisms in 1959: 
83,000, compared to 25,000 fifty years later in 2009 
(Appendix D). The annual number of child baptisms 
taken as a percentage of the prior year’s baptized mem-
bership provides a close proxy for the birth rate, given 
that the LCMS practices infant baptism. The birth rate 
peaked in 1956 at 4% but is only 1% today (Figure 2). 
Thus, from 1956 onward, the synod has been on a declin-
ing trend, which has gradually manifested itself in various 
age groups and thus far has not been reversed (Figures 
1 and 6). In fact, the synod’s membership gains through 
natural increase have declined in each succeeding decade 
since 1950: from 622,000 during the 1950s to 125,000 
during the first decade of the current century (Figures 3 
and 4).

Unfortunately, evangelistic outreach generally has not 
provided a source of net growth, but rather “back door 
losses” appear to exceed “front door gains” (Figure 3 and 
4). This is true regarding both “net migration” (gains/
losses from other Lutheran churches) and “net outreach” 
(gains/losses from beyond Lutheranism), which are the 
standard categories tracked by the synod’s statistical 
office.

The sponsorship of elementary schools and early child-
hood centers, however, tends to correlate positively with 
three important markers of effective ministry: child bap-
tisms (Figures 7 and 8); the retention of baptized children 
into confirmed youth (Figure 9); and, adult evangelism 
yields (Figure 10). Even so, the advantages conferred by 

3 LCMS Fact Sheet, November 2014, www.lcms.org.

http://www.lcms.org
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schools appears to be shrinking in recent years (Figure 
8). Moreover, a correlation does not indicate causation: 
a congregation cannot simply start a school in order to 
cause more baptisms, youth confirmations, or adult con-
firmations; rather, the conditions that make a school 
feasible in the first place (including a critical mass of 
young, growing families) also lead to these results some-
what independently of the school’s existence—although a 
school certainly may reinforce these trends.

As best as it can be estimated from available data, 
the proportion of household income given to the church 
appears to have declined in the 1970s and remained at a 
lower level since 1980 (Figure 5).

The pattern of decline across the synod is both 
important and complicated, and therefore merits care-
ful discussion and prayerful planning for the future. This 
report seeks to begin that process.

2. THE “STANDARD STORIES” FAIL TO 
EXPLAIN THE PERVASIVE PATTERNS OF 
DECLINE.
As organizations such as congregations, synods, and 
their constituent boards seek to understand their circum-
stances, it is important to separate the “standard stories” 
that ring true simply because they are repeated so often 
from those explanations that hold up to the scrutiny of 
research. Some standard stories might be true, others 
false, and many of them a mixture of truth and false-
hood. The following pages seek to sift through both the 
suppositions and the evidence behind the standard sto-
ries in order for the synod to formulate a more accurate 
self-understanding.

2.1 “If only we could evangelize like the Baptists 
…”

(… but in fact the Southern Baptist Convention also 
is in decline and cannot boast of an evangelism yield any 
higher than that of the LCMS).

Stereotypically, Lutherans are at best modest and at 
worst aloof — but either way, they are reserved; Baptists, 
by contrast, are outgoing, and the accepted folk wisdom 
is that Baptist conviviality fuels evangelism whereas 
Lutheran congregations stagnate in the quietism of Lake 
Wobegon.4

Statistics, however, indicate that Lutherans and 

4 The allusion is to Garrison Keillor’s comic portrayal of Midwestern 
Lutherans on the long-standing National Public Radio program, A 
Prairie Home Companion.

Baptists have followed quite similar trajectories in church 
growth, as well as in church decline. The number of 
baptisms per year for the Southern Baptist Convention 
peaked in 1972, just three years after the peak for youth 
confirmations in the LCMS. (Given the theological dif-
ferences between Lutherans and Baptists, Lutheran 
confirmation and Baptist baptism are roughly analo-
gous as demographic indicators, since both events tend 
to involve youth of similar ages.) As a 2005 analysis of 
Southern Baptists’ numerical stagnation concluded:

The Southern Baptist Convention has been, since 
1950, in an epoch of plateaued baptisms and 
decreasing evangelism effectiveness as measured 
by the number of baptisms and the Baptisms-to-
Membership ratio. During this 55-year period, 
Southern Baptists have engaged in many activities 
and emphases whose goal was to increase baptisms 
and evangelism. It would appear that none of these 
actions have resulted in any long-term, sustainable 
increase of evangelistic growth.5

How many Lutheran adults does it take to convert 
another adult to Lutheranism? About the same as the 
number of Baptists it takes to make another Baptist: 
40-some people. In 2008, one person (whether youth or 
adult) was baptized in the SBC for every 47 current bap-
tized members (young adult and older).6 In that same 
year, one person (whether youth and adult) was con-
firmed in the LCMS for every 55 baptized members (all 
ages) while one person was confirmed in the LCMS for 
every 42 confirmed members (young adult and older). 
Given that the LCMS’s baptized members include infants 
and young children, whereas the SBC’s baptized members 
begin somewhere between ages 5 and 13,7 it seems rea-
sonable to split the difference between the LCMS’s ratios 
of new confirmations to baptized members (1:55) and 
new confirmations to confirmed members (1:42), arriving 
at an intermediate value that conforms to the SBC’s ratio 
of new baptisms to baptized members (1:47).

The Southern Baptist Convention achieved peak 
membership about a decade ago, and has been declin-
ing since then. In part, this may be due to less effective 

5 J. Clifford Tharp, Jr., “Reflections on Southern Baptist Baptisms,” 
June 2005, http://www.bpnews.net/pdf/TharpBaptisms.pdf, (emphasis 
added).
6 SBC, “Southern Baptist Convention Statistical Summary–2009,” 
Baptist Press, http://www.bpnews.net/pdf/2009sbcstatssummary.pdf.
7 “Most people who accept Christ as Savior do so between the ages of 5 
and 13,” George Barna, Grow Your Church from the Outside In (Ventura, 
CA: Regal, 2002), 172.

http://www.bpnews.net/pdf/TharpBaptisms.pdf
http://www.bpnews.net/pdf/2009sbcstatssummary.pdf
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evangelistic outreach than in prior decades, but in part it 
also has resulted from a declining birth rate. “Let’s pray 
for busy baptistries and crawling cradle rolls,” urged 
Southern Baptist Theological Seminary’s Russell Moore 
in 2006. “Otherwise, it doesn’t matter how respectable we 
are in the community. … Without a next generation, we’ll 
just be Baptist dead.”8 For Baptists, however, the birth 
rate does not impact membership statistics immediately, 
because children are not baptized when they are born; 
they are baptized later, and thus the statistical record of 
membership decline would trail behind that of Lutherans 
by about a decade based on the baptismal delay alone. So, 
before borrowing evangelism methods from the Baptists, 
Lutherans would be wise to project, “Where will Baptists 
be ten years from now? Growing?” Unlikely. The Southern 
Baptist Convention recently has experienced seven con-
secutive years of decline.9

What are the implications of this comparison between 
Lutherans and Baptists? First, Lutherans should not 
expect to increase their evangelism success by borrowing 
from Baptists, since Lutherans already appear to be about 
as successful as Baptists in that regard. Second, Christians 
across denominations must awaken to the sobering real-
ity of mediocre evangelism yields and inquire about the 
causes. It appears that as the public culture becomes more 
secular, and private life becomes more idiosyncratically 
“spiritual,” religious organizations are competing against 
one another for pieces of a shrinking pie. The Barna 
Group has attributed the stagnation of evangelism yields 
to widespread apathy toward Christianity in the gen-
eral American population compounded by the failure of 
evangelism gimmicks (innovative worship styles, VBS 
programs, etc.) to make any difference.10

Lutherans in any case already know better: the Holy 
Spirit converts people through Word and Sacrament, and 
the harvest is great, but the workers are few. Before asking 
whether LCMS congregations have adopted the latest five-
step evangelism program or conducted market research 
in the latest target neighborhood, it would be worthwhile 
to ask how many members of the congregation have 
developed a relationship with an unbeliever in their midst 
and shared with that person the comfort and joy that they 
know in Christ Jesus. To this end, the “Witnessing Stories” 

8 Russell D. Moore, “Baptist Born? Baptist Bred,” Moore to the Point 
blog, Sept. 7, 2006, www.russellmoore.com.
9 Travis Loller, “Southern Baptist Convention Declined for Seventh Year 
in a Row,” Huffington Post (May 29, 2014).
10 Barna, Grow Your Church.

exchanged through the LCMS’s Ablaze! website offer a 
step in the right direction: mentoring members to share 
their faith with others.11 Sadly, Lutherans have not grown 
up with many examples in their midst of how to do this. 
Lifestyle evangelism simply has not been the definitive 
lifestyle of the LCMS, and when something is not mod-
eled, it is not learned, and therefore is not practiced. Lord 
willing, the Ablaze! movement marks a turning point in 
that regard, but for its long-term success in transforming 
the hearts of members, two things must happen:

1.  Pastors must build up the older generation of believ-
ers to mentor the younger generation of believers, 
as St. Paul advised in Titus 2 (see Section 5.2). This 
general approach of spiritual nurture has specific 
application to evangelism, as one can discern in the 
New Testament a pattern of Christ discipling His 
apostles to in turn become disciplers of other disci-
ples — and of other disciplers.12

2.  Adult believers also must share their faith directly 
with adult unbelievers, rather than relying upon 
drawing in adult unbelievers through their chil-
dren’s enrollment in Vacation Bible School, 
Lutheran preschools, and the like (see Sections 2.4 
and 2.5).

2.2 “It’s because we were always a rural synod, 
but now the nation is urban …”
(… but in fact rural, urban, and suburban congregations all 
have experienced numerical declines).

As mentioned in Section 1, President Harrison has 
noted that the stereotype of rural decline and urban 
growth does not always hold true, nor does it account 
fully for the most significant factor shaping the synod’s 
demographic trajectory: a declining birth rate. Even in 
suburban areas, where population trends are strong, 
demographic challenges remain.

Moreover, suburbanization does not correlate with the 
kind of growth that fosters church membership. Yes, sub-
urban populations have increased, but the lifestyle of the 
suburbs is one of isolation, not community; rather than 
gathering regularly with friends and neighbors, people 
simply “bowl alone.”13 Not surprisingly, George Barna has 

11 “Ablaze! Movement,” www.lcms.org/ablaze.
12 For a helpful discussion of the “concentric circles” of mentoring 
relationships applied to evangelism, see Robert E. Coleman, The Master 
Plan of Evangelism (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Revell, 1993).
13 Robert D. Putnam, Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of 
American Community (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2000).

http://www.russellmoore.com
http://www.lcms.org/ablaze
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found that the fast-paced, stressful lifestyles associated 
with late twentieth-century patterns of suburbanization 
have resulted in an increasing number of people disengag-
ing from organized religion under the pretense of being 
too busy. While parents of young children may be willing 
to prioritize the perceived needs of their children — such 
as by enrolling them in a Lutheran preschool or elemen-
tary school — these same parents also fit precisely the 
age group that Barna identifies as feeling the busiest and 
therefore being the most reluctant to commit to attend-
ing church regularly. Unless adults can be convinced that 
the congregation offers something for them, rather than 
merely for their children, they will not participate for the 
long-term.14 The recommendation, therefore, once again 
is for the LCMS to mentor its adult believers to reach out 
to adult unbelievers with a lifestyle that demonstrates the 
profound relevance of the Gospel to the lives of other 
adults as well as their children (see Sections 2.4 and 2.5).

2.3 “If only we weren’t so conservative, more 
people would come and more people would stay 
… ”
(… but in fact liberal churches have declined even faster 
than conservative ones).

As President Harrison noted in his State of the 
Synod commentary, many denominations have suffered 
numerical losses over the past generation.15 Liberal main-
line denominations have taken an especially hard hit: 
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, –27%; United 
Methodist Church, –30%; Presbyterian Church in the 
U.S.A., –36%; Episcopal Church, –42%; United Church 
of Christ, –48%. All of these have declined more steeply 
than the LCMS, –20%, since 1970, and all of these are 
notably more liberal than the LCMS. The Roman Catholic 
Church, +43%, and the Southern Baptist Convention, 
+42%, are more moderate if not conservative in com-
parison to the others, and they have grown. “Being too 
conservative” can be an advantage rather than a disadvan-
tage in the numbers game, and yet a myth persists that the 
LCMS has declined due to excessive conservatism.

Why did LCMS membership level off in the 1970s and 
then decline to the present day? “The story is, in general, 
one of a moderate, inclusive ethnic denomination —
then the eighth largest denomination in the U.S. — torn 
apart by conservative activism.” So writes Betty DeBerg, 

14 Barna, Grow Your Church.
15 Harrison, “Unworthy Servants.”

Professor of Religion at the University of Northern Iowa. 
She bases this statement on her own personal memories, 
as a graduate of Concordia College (Fargo) and former 
faculty member with LCMS colleagues at Valparaiso 
University, as well as her reading of James C. Burkee’s 
Power, Politics, and the Missouri Synod: A Conflict That 
Changed American Christianity (2011).16

Burkee documented how Herman Otten’s conservative 
watchdog newspaper, Christian News, broadened the gulf 
between liberals and conservatives within the synod and 
forced synod leaders — most notably, President J.A.O. 
Preus — to purge Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, of lib-
eral professors. “It is no coincidence,” concluded Burkee, 
“that a church that had grown almost continuously since 
its inception in the mid-nineteenth century began, at the 
height of the conflict in the 1970s, to hemorrhage mem-
bership. …In 1972, membership in the Missouri Synod 
peaked at nearly 2.9 million members. Since then the 
church has lost over five hundred thousand members.” 
Burkee also noted significant declines in congregational 
donations to the synod budget and in enrollment at the 
seminaries. By comparison, he indicated that the conser-
vative Southern Baptist Convention thrived during the 
same period, adding “nearly six million members between 
1960 and 2000.”17 The problem with Missouri was that it 
had once been a thriving and broadly moderate church 
body, but since the 1970s had become a stagnating con-
servative-moderate church body.

To be sure, Burkee acknowledged that liberals were 
not the only ones to leave the LCMS: “by 1971, several 
congregations in the Midwest had severed their ties with 
the Missouri Synod to join the ELS or WELS.”18 Indeed, 
back-door losses began exceeding front-door gains for 
the LCMS in the early 1960s, perhaps due to the exodus 
of conservatives a decade before the post-Seminex exodus 
of liberals occurred (see Figure 3). Burkee’s overall assess-
ment, however, was that Otten pulled Preus too far to 
the right and, consequently, “Missouri’s [conservative] 
clerical oligarchy … alienated the laity and atomized the 
church.”19

Burkee’s data generally are not mistaken, but his 

16 Betty DeBerg, rev. of Power, Politics, and the Missouri Synod by James 
C. Burkee, Church History 81, no. 1 (March 2012): 247–48, quoting 247.
17 James C. Burkee, Power, Politics, and the Missouri Synod: A Conflict 
That Changed American Christianity (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 
2011), 182–83.
18 Burkee, Power, Politics, Missouri Synod, 112.
19 Burkee, Power, Politics, Missouri Synod, 183.
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method was selective and his interpretations fail for lack 
of considering a fuller range of information. Whereas 
Burkee identified 1972 as the year of peak membership, 
he neglected to report 1959 as the peak year for the 
number of child baptisms; a declining birth rate, more 
than the purging of liberals, determined the subsequent 
drop in total membership. In fact, the Southern Baptist 
Convention (which Burkee hailed as successful) peaked 
with 16.6 million members in 2006, and now also is in 
decline, with a total fertility rate of 1.96—that is, below 
replacement level.20 Fewer births for the LCMS, starting 
in the 1960s, also meant fewer young men available to 
enroll at the seminary, starting in the 1980s.

Of course, even if Burkee were correct that a con-
servative theological agenda in the 1970s, rather than a 
depressed birth rate or liberal tolerance in the 1960s, was 
the primary cause of the synod’s numerical decline, this 
does not answer the question of what should be done in 
the future. It would be foolish for the LCMS to become 
either more conservative, more moderate, or more liberal 
just for the sake of stabilizing or increasing its numerical 
membership; Christ calls the church to be faithful to His 
Word, regardless of political labels that others may place 
upon biblical orthodoxy.

2.4 “If only we had better youth programs, then 
our young people wouldn’t leave after confirma-
tion … ”
(… but in fact a congregation cannot possibly retain a con-
firmand who never existed in the first place, and youth 
confirmations dropped 66% from 1969 to 2008).

The received wisdom is that young people tend to 
leave the church after confirmation (approximately eighth 
grade or age 14) and that the most effective remedies for 
this problem are a vibrant youth group for high school 
students, Lutheran high schools, Lutheran colleges, 
and campus ministry programs at secular universities. 
While each of these approaches have merit, they share 
in common two limitations: they start too late (confir-
mation rather than sooner, as discussed in the following 
paragraphs); and, they operate on a ministry model inde-
pendent of, and to some degree counterproductive to, the 
vocation of parenthood (see Sections 4.7, 5.1, and 5.2).

20 Moore, “Baptist Born? Baptist Bred.” It takes 2.0 children to replace 
both mom and dad, although demographers generally suggest a total 
fertility rate (number of children per woman per lifetime) of 2.1 
for replacement level, accounting for childhood mortality or adult 
infertility.

In Already Gone, Ken Ham (of the Answers in Genesis 
creationist ministry) argues that churches fail to engage 
young people with the Christian faith even before the 
teen years, in part because Sunday school lessons pro-
mote cutesy Bible stories which children later dismiss 
as childish legends; in response, Ham recommends an 
emphasis on the factual, historical characteristics of 
Scripture’s teachings in order to edify the youth with a 
firm grasp of the Christian worldview.21 Kendra Creasy 
Dean (Professor, Princeton Theological Seminary) issues 
a parallel diagnosis in her study, Almost Christian: What 
the Faith of Our Teenagers Is Telling the American Church. 
Having been nurtured in a vague, feel-good religion, chil-
dren emerge into teenagers who embrace a “moralistic, 
therapeutic deism” that lacks uniquely and specifically 
Christian content, such as the Trinity or the atonement. 
Today’s youth have a pleasant disposition toward this 
watered-down Christianity without grasping the rele-
vance of the historic Christian faith to their lives.22

Both authors also note that parental church affiliation 
strongly shapes the religious behaviors of youth. This also 
implies that when parents enroll their children in youth 
programs but do not themselves participate in the adult 
activities of the church, the children learn through their 
parents’ modeling that they should “outgrow” the church 
in the coming years.

Numerically speaking, the future of the LCMS 
depends not only upon the retention of members after 
confirmation, but also the retention of members prior 
to confirmation, as well as the natural increase through 
procreation and infant baptism. While it may be the case 
that “better youth programs” can contribute to improved 
retention, the definition of “better” deserves careful atten-
tion. The studies cited above indicate that the youth need 
larger servings of theological meat, rather than psycho-
logical gravy; attempts to entertain the youth into the 
church do not succeed in the long run, but instead mis-
shape them into people who crave entertainment for its 
own sake — which they soon will discover is available in 
richer variety outside of the church. Once again, Barna’s 
conclusion is sobering: people of all ages disengage from 
the church (if they ever engaged in the first place) not 
so much because they are opposed to Christianity, but 

21 Ken Ham, Already Gone: Why Your Kids Will Quit Church and What 
You Can Do to Stop It (Green Forest, Ark.: Master Books, 2009).
22 Kendra Creasy Dean, Almost Christian: What the Faith of Our 
Teenagers Is Telling the American Church (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2010).
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because they do not perceive it to be relevant for the long 
haul.23

2.5 “We need more early childhood centers to 
attract young families … ”
(… but in fact the number of child baptisms per year 
plunged 55% from 1990 to 2010—precisely the era in which 
early childhood centers were growing in both numbers and 
aggregate enrollment).

The LCMS operates one of the largest networks of 
early childhood centers (ECEs) in the nation, with 1,200 
to 1,400 preschools submitting reports during recent 
years. While the average enrollment per ECE is 68 chil-
dren, four ECEs enroll more than 250 students.24 In the 
past ten years, enrollment in ECEs has typically exceeded 
total K-8 enrollment in Lutheran elementary schools 
(LESes). Although LES enrollment reportedly surpassed 
ECE enrollment for 2013–2014, the number of preschools 
continue to outnumber the number of elementary schools 
by roughly 50%:25  

  

Data provided by the synod’s statistical office indi-
cates that approximately 1,800 congregations operate an 
ECE as “sole owner” with an additional 150 congregations 
doing so as “affiliate owners” in cooperation with one or 
more other congregations. These numbers suggest an 
even higher congregational participation rate for ECEs 
than the table provided above, which was based on data 
from annual fact sheets furnished by the School Ministry 
division of the synod.

Evangelistic outreach has consistently served as a 
motivation for establishing and maintaining ECEs. For 
example, in 2005, Our Savior’s Way (Ashburn, VA), the 
synod’s largest preschool today (enrolling 402 in 2013–
2014), sponsored a “Gospel Outreach with Childcare” 
conference.26 Slightly over half of the children enrolled in 

23 Barna, Grow Your Church.
24 Lutheran School Statistics, 2013–2014, www.lcms.org.
25 Lutheran School Statistics, 2008–2009; 2009–2010; 2012–2013; and 
2013–2014, www.lcms.org.
26 “‘Gospel Outreach with Childcare’ Conference Set,” August 22, 2005, 

ECEs circa 2006 came from outside of the LCMS. About 
20% had no church affiliation. Of those claiming a non-
LCMS affiliation, only about half were active in their 
stated church. “The mission field is on our doorsteps 
and in our buildings.”27 LCMS schools (ECE and LES 
together) reported 2,812 child baptisms from among their 
students in 2013–2014.28

ECEs within the LCMS have demonstrated that the 
harvest is plentiful, but the workers are few. “The rapid 
expansion of LCMS early childhood centers in the 80s 
and 90s quickly out-distanced the number of graduates 
available for placement through the Concordia University 
System.” During the 1990s, the proportion of childhood 
educators who were LCMS “ministers of religion, com-
missioned” fell by about half, down to 9%.29

While ECEs may attract young families to the church, 
and congregations operating ECEs tend, therefore, to 
experience a higher child baptism rate than congregations 
lacking ECEs, the child baptism rate among ECE-
sponsoring congregations has declined since 1990 and 
the child baptism rate gap between ECE-congregations 
and non-ECE-congregations also has narrowed (Figure 
7). Insofar as the broader American culture has come 
to depend upon daycare as a tool for enabling young 
mothers to return to the workforce, it likely is the case 
that Lutheran ECEs foster two counterproductive ten-
dencies: attracting young and growing families to the 
congregation, and yet providing a tool by which families 
facilitate their plan to stop growing, as mom returns to 
employment and forgoes future childbearing. The poten-
tial pitfall of sending this mixed message to the outreach 
community will be addressed further in Section 4.7.

Another question worth examining concerning ECEs 
is staffing. If fewer than one out of ten ECE educators 
have been trained through the Concordia University 
System, then what procedure is in place for equipping the 
remaining 90+% of the staff members to serve as heralds 
of the Gospel? Are all staff members confirmed members 
of the church? (This author knows of instances in which 
this is not the case for LCMS ECEs and LESes.) Does the 
congregation offer continuing education programs to pre-
pare all staff members for the work of evangelism? If not, 

https://blogs.lcms.org/2005/gospel-outreach-with-childcare-conference-set.
27 Judith Christian, “The State of Early Childhood Education in the 
LCMS,” Issues (Spring 2008): 8–15, at 12–13.
28 Lutheran School Statistics, 2013–2014.
29 Christian, “Early Childhood Education,” 10–11.

Number of Schools Total Enrollment

ECE LES ECE LES

2008–2009 1,406 986 131.361 120,684

2009–2010 … 1,400 945 129,351 107,370

… 2012–2013 1,376 871 121,980 90,904

2013–2014 1,285 880 87,728 113,919

http://www.lcms.org
http://www.lcms.org
https://blogs.lcms.org/2005/gospel-outreach-with-childcare-conference-set


94 Journal of Lutheran Mission | The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod

why should a congregation support an ECE as if it is an 
evangelical outreach tool?

A closely related issue involves identifying the target 
audience for ECE-based evangelistic outreach: the chil-
dren or their parents? Rather than reaching out to other 
adults, LCMS congregations have been socialized into 
focusing primarily on a ministry to children through 
Lutheran elementary schools, Sunday schools, and—more 
recently—Lutheran preschools. The New Testament, how-
ever, presents evangelism primarily as an activity of adult 
Christians sharing the Gospel with adult unbelievers, and 
then reaching the children through their parents, rather 
than vice versa. The relationship between family vocations 
and evangelism will be explored again in Section 4.7.

2.6 “We need to focus on Hispanic outreach, to 
keep pace with the changing face of America … ”
(… for some neighborhoods, yes, but be realistic about 
growth potential).

As a result of both immigration and natural increase, 
the U.S. Hispanic population has experienced notable 
growth in recent decades. In application of the Great 
Commission, LCMS congregations have responded to this 
demographic shift through a variety of Hispanic outreach 
programs. Such efforts should be continued precisely 
because they fulfill Christ’s calling to “make disciples of 
all nations [ethna, ethnicities]” (Matthew 28:19). However, 
Hispanic outreach programs do not come with any guar-
antee of numerical increase for themselves, nor can the 
LCMS be assured that Hispanic outreach will suffice to 
reverse the overall decline in synodical membership.

Strategic planning with respect to Hispanic outreach 
should include the following considerations:

1.  Beginning in 2007, birth rates among Hispanic women 
(whether U.S.-born or foreign-born) have declined and 
at steeper rate than for the general U.S. population.30

2.  When the Rev. Dan P. Gilbert, President of the Northern 
Illinois District, recently reviewed Hispanic-serving 
congregations in his district, he identified Evangélica 
Iglecia Luterana San Pablo (East Benton, Illinois) 
as a self-sustaining congregation served by Pastor 
Alex Merlo. This pastor has successfully recruited 
and trained several men who presently are serving as 

30 Gretchen Livingstone and D’vera Cohn, “U.S. Birth Rate Falls to a 
Record Low; Decline Is Greatest Among Immigrants,” Pew Research 
Social & Demographic Trends, November 29, 2012, http://www.
pewsocialtrends.org/2012/11/29/u-s-birth-rate-falls-to-a-record-low-
decline-is-greatest-among-immigrants/.

bi-vocational pastors. “San Pablo,” writes Gilbert, “is 
a truly sending church.” Gilbert hopes that this model 
can be replicated, and for the Northern Illinois District 
in particular, he would like to see five self-supporting 
Hispanic congregations within the next decade.31

3.  After reaching a peak of 244 congregations in 1991, the 
Northern Illinois District dropped to 241 congregations 
ten years later (2001) and to 225 congregations after 
another ten years (2011). Opening five new Hispanic 
congregations will not suffice to make up for the loss of 
Anglo congregations.

4.  Baptized membership within the Northern Illinois 
District fell during those same years from 159,000 
(1991) to 150,000 (2001) to 120,000 (2011). In 1970, 
by contrast, the district numbered 203,000 souls; even 
in 1980—after any losses attributed to the Seminex 
affair—the district still numbered 173,000 souls.

5.  The greatest decline has occurred among pre-con-
firmed youth, who in 1970 accounted for 31% of all 
members in the district but in 2012 accounted for only 
23% of the members (cf. the synod-wide pattern dis-
played in Figure 5). The declining birth rate has played 
a significant role in this change.

6.  LCMS congregations with Hispanic outreach programs 
have experienced mixed results as to numerical growth. 
Because not all congregations with Hispanic outreach 
programs communicate their efforts to the synod’s 
statistical office, a reliable comparison of “Hispanic 
Outreach” versus “No Hispanic Outreach” cannot be 
made.32 However, among those congregations that 
do indicate Hispanic outreach, it appears that more 
of them are shrinking than are growing. For exam-
ple, of the seventeen congregations within the Pacific 
Southwest District indicating “Hispanic services,” only 
four are growing while eleven are shrinking and two 
have not furnished sufficient data. Similarly, for the 
Florida District, seven Hispanic-outreach congrega-
tions are shrinking, three are growing, and four have 
not furnished sufficient data.33

31 Dan Gilbert, email to Heath Curtis, November 10, 2014, forwarded to 
the author by Heath Curtis, December 9, 2014.
32 Ryan Carnutt, email to the author, December 8, 2014.
33 This information was derived by searching for “Hispanic” under 
“Filter by Service” for selected districts and then examining the 
membership trajectory for recent years. Of the six districts thus 
sampled, none showed a greater number of growing congregations 
than shrinking congregations. “Locate a Church, School, or Worker,” 
accessed November 2014, http://locator.lcms.org/nchurches_frm/

http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2012/11/29/u-s-birth-rate-falls-to-a-record-low-decline-is-greatest-among-immigrants/
http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2012/11/29/u-s-birth-rate-falls-to-a-record-low-decline-is-greatest-among-immigrants/
http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2012/11/29/u-s-birth-rate-falls-to-a-record-low-decline-is-greatest-among-immigrants/
http://locator.lcms.org/nchurches_frm/church.asp


95Journal of Lutheran Mission | The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod

Should the synod continue, and even expand, 
Hispanic outreach programs? For congregations with siz-
able Hispanic populations in their midst, such a calling 
appears obvious. The synod at large should not, how-
ever, regard Hispanic outreach as a tool for reversing 
the synod’s overall decline, but rather regard it as a tool 
for bringing the Gospel to local populations of Hispanic 
Americans, regardless of the synod-wide numerical 
results. Meanwhile, congregations must also reach out 
to other ethnicities in their midst. As one LCMS district 
president recently lamented, “It’s time for repentance. 
We haven’t started a mission in a predominantly Anglo 
neighborhood for over 15 years.”34 

2.7 “Congregations cannot afford pastors any-
more. We need bi-vocational ministers — like 
St. Paul the tent-maker … ”
(… but recognize that today’s pastors are not in every 
respect analogous to Paul, and that both the synod at large 
and congregations individually have stewardship responsi-
bilities toward their pastors and their pastors’ families.)

The research efforts behind this report did not 
discover any statistics regarding bi-vocational minis-
tries. However, anecdotal and circumstantial evidence 
gleaned from conversations with numerous pastors and 
laypersons within the LCMS and demographically sim-
ilar synods indicate that congregations are increasingly 
resorting to calling pastors to part-time ministries due to 
the insufficiency of resources (whether perceived or real) 
for providing a full-time salary and benefits. The pastor, 
in turn, is then expected to support himself and his family 
by obtaining additional employment outside of the con-
gregation, thus serving in a “bi-vocational” manner. This 
practice receives apparent justification from the example 
of St. Paul, who worked as an apostle free of charge while 
supporting himself as a tentmaker. The LCMS Council of 
Presidents and the faculties of the LCMS seminaries have 
been in dialogue about how best to handle bi-vocational 
ministries.35 The LCMS Office of National Mission also 
has fostered discussion of this topic.36 Even in the absence 
of firm statistics regarding the trend toward bi-vocational 

church.asp.
34 Quoted in Matthew Harrison, “Unworthy Servants.”
35 James Heine, “COP Assigns First Calls, Hears Updates,” June 1, 2011, 
http://blogs.lcms.org/2011/cop-assigns-first-calls-hears-updates.
36 James Heine, “Conference Addresses Rural Challenges, 
Opportunities,” November 21, 2012, http://blogs.lcms.org/2012/
conference-addresses-rural-challenges-opportunities.

ministry, it appears that the matter will continue to be rel-
evant into the near future.

Can a bi-vocational call satisfy the needs of the 
pastor and his family while also adequately serving 
the congregation? Rarely can all parties be well served 
simultaneously, and therefore great caution is in order 
whenever bi-vocational calls are proposed. In practice, a 
bi-vocational ministry tends to injure the pastor and his 
family while failing to adequately nurture the congrega-
tion.37 Moreover, the concept of a bi-vocational ministry 
lacks exegetical support, for upon careful inspection the 
analogy from “St. Paul, the tent-maker” to contemporary 
practice rarely holds.

It is important to note that St. Paul served as a short-
term missionary, not a long-term pastor. He spent only 
about three weeks in Thessalonica (Acts 17:3) while sup-
ported by his own toil (1 Thess 3:9); in a subsequent visit 
to Thessalonica, he relied on aid from the Philippians 
(Phil 4:16). On his first pass through Achaia, Paul spent 
a year and a half in Corinth (Acts 18:11) while supported 
by his own labors as a tentmaker (Acts 18:2–3) as well as 
receiving support from other congregations (2 Cor 11:7–8). 
He did not hesitate, after leaving Corinth, to exhort them 
to give generously to other congregations in need (2 Cor 

8:1–9:15). Moreover, he held up his own example not as a 
model to be emulated by all other preachers of the Gospel, 
but rather as an extraordinary display of self-sacrificial 
love intended to motivate their generosity all the more (1 

Cor 9:19). Indeed, the generally applicable standard that 
Paul set forth was that “the Lord has commanded that 
those who preach the gospel should live from the gospel” 
(1 Cor 9:14).

Contemporary experience recognizes the wisdom 
in that command. Not only the pastor and his family, 
but also the congregation, tend to suffer when a pastor 
is spread thin by laboring in both a secular job and for 
a congregation. The ministry is demanding enough upon 
a full-time pastor; the duties to visit shut-ins, provide 
funeral services, and so forth can hardly be diminished 
by a budgetary decree that the pastor is “part-time.” 
Particularly young pastors, pinched between student loans 
and the expenses of a growing household, require more 
than a part-time salary. Bi-vocational ministry tends to be 
detrimental to both marriage and parenting, and it has a 
negative influence on procreation. Bi-vocational ministry 

37 This conclusion is based upon the author’s participation in a study 
of bi-vocational ministries conducted within the Evangelical Lutheran 
Synod a few years ago.

http://locator.lcms.org/nchurches_frm/church.asp
http://blogs.lcms.org/2011/cop-assigns-first-calls-hears-updates
http://blogs.lcms.org/2012/conference-addresses-rural-challenges-opportunities
http://blogs.lcms.org/2012/conference-addresses-rural-challenges-opportunities
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thereby tends to run counter to one of the basic qualifica-
tions for the ministry: a pastor who has his own house in 
order and can teach others to do the same (1 Tim 3:4–5).

Every established congregation has a stewardship 
responsibility to its pastor, just as the synod has a steward-
ship responsibility toward its missionaries, domestic and 
foreign. If one congregation truly cannot afford a pastor, 
then other congregations should share in that burden; the 
pastor should not be expected to bear that burden himself 
— although he may, in exceptional cases, freely choose to 
do so, as Paul did.

On average, LCMS households donate roughly 2% 
to 2.5% of their income to the church (Figure 6).38 In 
this case, it would take 40 to 50 households to support 
a pastor and his family at the same average salary that 
those households have. (With the U.S. median household 
size being 2.54 in 2010, the estimate of 40 to 50 house-
holds to support one pastor’s salary is consistent with the 
adage commonly echoed within the LCMS that “it takes 
120 people to support a pastor.”) It would take additional 
households to provide for the pastor’s benefits beyond a 
salary, and even more households to cover other church 
expenses, such as the church mortgage, utilities, and addi-
tional staff.

If, on the other hand, LCMS households tithed an 
average of 10%, then a pastor and his congregation could 
be supported by far fewer members. What does a 2% 
offering indicate about one’s trust in God to meet one’s 
own needs of daily bread? What does it indicate about 
one’s trust in God to bless each member to be a channel 
of blessings to others? What does it mean to say, “We 
cannot afford a pastor”? How might the situation appear 
if instead the members committed 10% as “firstfruits” to 
the Lord, entrusted that he would later supply a harvest 
(Pentecost), and then inquired what they still could afford 
to share with more needy congregations afterward?

A helpful, and conscience-challenging, application 
of pertinent Bible passages has been provided by Randy 
Alcorn in The Treasure Principle.39 While Alcorn is a 
Baptist not a Lutheran, and some Lutherans may fault 
him with legalism, a careful reading reveals that he under-
stands how Law and Gospel each apply distinctly to the 

38 The tentative estimates arrived at in Figure 6 may be compared with 
the finding that Lutherans (across synods) give an average of 2.38% 
of their income to charitable causes, 1.48% to religious organizations 
in particular. David H. Smith, Religious Giving: For Love of God 
(Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana University Press, 2010), 7.
39 Randy Alcorn, The Treasure Principle (Multnomah Books, 2001).

issue of stewardship, perhaps better than some Lutherans. 
In the end, complaining that a synod is declining and no 
longer can afford pastors will not do anything to slow or 
reverse that trend, nor will a fatalistic insistence that “2% 
is all that people can afford to give these days.” The time 
has come to “bring all the tithes into the storehouse” and 
“test” God to see if he “will not open for you the windows 
of heaven and pour out for you such blessing that there 
will not be room enough to receive it” (Micah 3:10).

3. ONE FACTOR HAS OVERPOWERED ALL 
OTHER FACTORS IN THE SYNOD’S NU-
MERICAL DECLINE: A PLUMMETING BIRTH 
RATE DURING THE 1960S, WHICH NEVER 
REBOUNDED BUT INSTEAD FELL FURTHER 
DURING THE 1990S.
As President Harrison has recognized, “The reasons we 
use to beat one another over the head about decline are 
simply unfounded.”40 Although numerous factors have 
contributed to the declining demographics of the LCMS, 
one factor stands out as being the most decisive, long-
term determinant: a declining birth rate.

As Figure 2 demonstrates, the estimated birth rate 
for the synod has declined from about 4% (1956 peak) to 
about 1% (recent years). This estimate may not be wholly 
accurate given the data limitations indicated in Appendix 
A. What if the real numbers should be 3.5% to 1.5%? 
This would more closely match the Evangelical Lutheran 
Synod, in which the birth rate declined from 3.8% to 1.8% 
during that same period.41 In any case, there has been a 
decline, whether 83,000 child baptisms in 1959 compared 
to 23,000 in 2010 as reported to the synod’s statistical 
office (Appendix D), or some slightly different pair of 
numbers. Whatever the details, that decline is momen-
tous enough to merit prayerful discussion and prudent 
action.

Section 4 points to seven factors that have contrib-
uted to the decline in the birth rate. Before continuing 
to that section, it is worth briefly noting another factor 
that neither explains the decline nor even adequately 
describes it, but often is supposed to do so: the end of the 
so-called “baby boom.” Too often commentators refer 
to the baby boom and its reversal fatalistically, as if it is 

40 Harrison, “Unworthy Servants.”
41 Ryan C. MacPherson, “Becoming Less Fruitful: A Demographic 
Analysis of the Evangelical Lutheran Synod, 1928–2008,” February 25, 
2010, http://www.ryancmacpherson.com/download/research-papers/els-
demographic-history.pdf.
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natural that after a mid-century increase in the birth rate 
there would be a decrease. There are several problems 
with that account. For one thing, the baby boom never 
really happened, at least not in the general population. A 
mid-century rise in the birth rate was primarily a Catholic 
phenomenon, and since more than one in five Americans 
were Catholics, this rise impacted the national average 
substantially.42 For their part, immigrant Lutherans did 
not so much increase their birth rates during the “boom” 
years as they maintained their previously high birth rates 
and then plummeted in the 1960s during a decade of 
rapid Americanization. Finally, it must be emphasized 
that the dramatic decline in the birth rate during the 
1960s was brought about by social pressures that, for the 
most part, run contrary to historic Christian teachings.43

4. SEVEN FACTORS JOINTLY HAVE CON-
TRIBUTED TO A STEEP AND PERSISTENT 
DECLINE IN BIRTHS.
Why has the birth rate declined, and remained depressed, 
within the LCMS? The short answer likely is that the 
synod has been “keeping down with the Jones”: marrying 
later, remaining married shorter, and having fewer chil-
dren whether married or not—just like typical Americans.

This section draws insights from broad cultural pat-
terns within the United States and situates the LCMS 
within those patterns by a combination of statistical 
correlations and inferences drawn from documents pro-
duced by or written about the synod. The resulting picture 
suggests that seven factors have jointly contributed to the 
steep and persistent decline in births within the LCMS: 
delayed marriage; birth control; infertility; divorce; stu-
dent debt; doctrinal change; and vocational confusion.

While it may be difficult to ascertain which of these 
factors played stronger roles and which played weaker 
roles in shaping the birth rate within the LCMS, Section 
5 will suggest courses of action that can feasibly be imple-
mented to address at least some of these factors.

4.1. Delayed Marriage
When people marry later, they have fewer fertile years 
available for marital procreation. Nationwide, the aver-
age age of first marriage has increased from the early 20s 
to the late 20s during the past half century. Although the 

42 Allan C. Carlson, Conjugal America: On the Public Purposes of 
Marriage (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers, 2007), chap. 2.
43 MacPherson, “Less Fruitful.”

LCMS does not record synod-wide statistics of marriages, 
much less the ages of people when marrying, the synod’s 
members apparently have followed the national trend 
toward delayed marriage. As President Harrison has 
observed, “Our young people are marrying later, if at all, 
and are having far fewer children.”44

Compared to the mid-1900s, LCMS members also 
have become increasingly likely to marry outside of the 
synod or even outside of Lutheranism altogether. “Today 
a Lutheran marrying a Lutheran is an exception, not the 
rule,” observed one researcher 20 years ago. “A[n] LCMS 
marrying a[n] LCMS is even a greater exception.”45 It is 
unclear, however, whether religious exogamy would lead 
to growth or decline for the synod, since such mixed mar-
riages could result in the non-LCMS spouse joining the 
synod or else the LCMS spouse leaving. Possibly, how-
ever, mixed marriages are more likely to end in divorce, a 
topic to be considered in Section 4.4.

4.2. Birth Control
From 1916 to 1926, LCMS membership increased by 
68%; meanwhile the Roman Catholic Church grew by 
18%, the Presbyterian Church in the United States grew 
by 26%, the Southern Baptist Convention grew by 30%, 
the Churches of Christ grew by 36%, and the African 
Methodist Episcopal Zionist Church grew by 78%. Other 
leading denominations were relatively stagnant, if not 
declining. In some cases, the growth differentials may be 
attributed partly to immigration or conversions, but nat-
ural increase undoubtedly played a major role. It is quite 
revealing that among the twenty-eight largest denomina-
tions at the time, rates of growth varied in close relation to 
those denominations’ views on birth control. In denomi-
nations whose periodicals publicly criticized birth control 
(a category to which the LCMS belonged), the median 
growth rate was 35%. In denominations expressing toler-
ation or acceptance, the median growth rate was only one 
tenth of that — averaging about 3% to 4%.46

During the 1920s through 1940s, prominent LCMS 
theologians continued to warn against contraception, 
identifying it as intrinsically in violation of the First, 

44 Harrison, “Unworthy Servants.”
45 Eldor Meyer, “Preserving and Growing Rural Congregations: A 
Report on Rural Ministry to the Lutheran Church Missouri Synod” 
(1994).
46 Melissa J. Wilde and Sabrina Danielsen, “Fewer and Better Children: 
Race, Class, Religion, and Birth Control Reform in America,” American 
Journal of Sociology, 6 (2014): 1710–60, at 1728–29.
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Fifth, and Sixth Commandments.47 Like Martin Luther, 
Martin Chemnitz, and Johann Gerhardt before them, 
they regarded God’s punishment of Onan for “wast[ing] 
his seed” (Gen 38:9) as testimony that any contemporary 
form of contraception was unacceptable.48

The tone changed in the 1950s. Alfred Rehwinkel, a 
highly respected conservative professor at the Missouri 
Synod’s Concordia Seminary in St. Louis, published 
Planned Parenthood and the Christian, which presented 
contraception as an adiaphoron, just as liberal denomi-
nations had begun doing in the 1930s.49 In the wake of 
Rehwinkel’s book, the early 1960s witnessed a host of 
publications among confessional Lutherans that invited 
Christian married couples to consider contraception in 
the realm of “Christian freedom.”50 Meanwhile, the FDA 
authorized the distribution of the oral contraception pill 
in 1960, and the U.S. Supreme Court struck down the 
last state prohibitions against contraception in 1965.51 By 
1968, when Pope Paul VI repeated a traditional Christian 
argument against birth control, few Lutherans seemed to 
remember that just one generation ago their own forefa-
thers had been in agreement with the Catholic Church 
on this matter. Empowered by the modern pharmacy, 

47 Paul E. Kretzmann, Popular Commentary of the Bible (St. Louis: 
Concordia Publishing House, 1921), vol. 1, re Gen. 38:9; Walter A. 
Maier, For Better Not Worse (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 
1935), 358–59; Louis Nuechterlein, “Series on the Christian Marriage 
Relation,” Concordia Pulpit 11 (1939): 389–409.
48 Martin Luther, Lectures on Genesis: Chapters 38–44 (1544), in 
Luther’s Works, ed. Jaroslav Pelikan, et al. (St. Louis: Concordia 
Publishing House, 1955-1986), 7:20–21; Lukas Osiander, Commentary 
on Genesis, re 38:9; Martin Chemnitz, Loci Theologici, trans, J. A. O. 
Preus, 2 vols. (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1989), 2:405-6; 
Johann Gerhardt, Commentary on Genesis (1637), as quoted in Charles 
D. Provan, The Bible and Birth Control (Monongahela, PA: Zimmer, 
1989), 68.
49 Alfred M. Rehwinkel, Planned Parenthood and Birth Control in 
Light of Christian Ethics (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 
1959). Oddly, Rehwinkel overlooked Margaret Sanger’s vitriolic attacks 
against marriage and Christianity, and her open support of atheism 
and socialism, when portraying her as a heroine in the crusade to 
legalize contraception in America. A reviewer for Christianity Today 
was shocked that Rehwinkel would endorse birth control. E. P. Schulze, 
“Limitation of Offspring,” rev. of Planned Parenthood and Birth Control 
in the Light of Christian Ethics by Alfred Martin Rehwinkel, Christianity 
Today (1 Feb. 1960): 40–41. For a more recent discussion, see Robert 
C. Baker, “Medicating against Motherhood?: As the Pill Turns 50, a 
New Generation Seeks to Rediscover Marital Chastity,” The Hausvater 
Project, May 2010, http://www.hausvater.org/articles/214-medicating-
against-motherhood.html.
50 Alan Graebner, “Birth Control and the Lutherans: The Missouri 
Synod as a Case Study,” Journal of Social History 2, no 4 (1969): 303-32; 
Mark Braun, “Changes in the Wisconsin Synod,” Charis: A Journal of 
Lutheran Scholarship, Thought, and Opinion 5, no. 1 (2006): 10-34, at 
14-15, 22-23.
51 Griswold v. Connecticut 381 U.S. 479 (1965).

Lutherans, like others in America, became less “fruitful” 
and therefore did not “multiply” as much as they had in 
the past.52 Contraceptive intercourse became the norm 
for marital relations nationwide.53

What does contraception reveal about people’s con-
fidence in that God provides daily bread, both in the 
present and into the future? What does it reveal about 
how they understand themselves as individuals, versus as 
a couple, or as a family? In recent years, LCMS members 
have increasingly pondered questions such as these. For 
example, the Rev. Dr. Gary Zieroth led a session at the 
January 2015 LCMS youth rally exploring the following 
issues:

Are children seen as a blessing anymore? For 1,900 
years, the entire Christian Church was strongly 
opposed to any form of birth control. What happened 
in the history of the Church to change this way of 
thinking—and specifically — how did the LCMS 
follow suit? Does birth control and contraception go 
against the Bible? What are some consequences of a 
low fertility rate? What options should husbands and 
wives consider?54

The practical ramification of contraception for the 
LCMS cannot be doubted: fewer babies, far fewer than 
in previous decades (Figure 2). As a theological matter, 
the topic deserves further attention, both regarding Law 
and Gospel, than fits the scope of this report. Suffice it 
to say, even if some forms of contraception may mor-
ally be used within marriage to limit family size or space 
children under certain circumstances, such decisions — 
while seemingly individual and private—have deprived 
the synod — collectively and publicly — of the only 
stable source it has ever known for numerical growth. 
The exhortations from LCMS leaders in favor of procre-
ation accomplished more for the growth of the synod 

52 The allusion is to Genesis 1:28. Of this passage, the Lutheran 
Confessions write: “The nature of men is so formed by the word of God 
that it is fruitful not only in the beginning of the creation, but as long as 
this nature of our bodies will exist.” Apol. XXIII (XI), 8.
53 98% of American women, ages 15 through 44, who have ever had 
sexual intercourse also have used some form of contraception. 75% 
of women who had sexual relations during the three months before 
their interview had used contraception. Only 9% were refraining from 
contraception while sexually active despite their lack of intention to 
conceive a child. The remaining women were either seeking pregnancy 
(5%), pregnant or experiencing postpartum temporary infertility 
(6%), sterile due to other factors (4%), or else practicing natural family 
planning (1%). U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Fertility, 
Family Planning, and Reproductive Health, Tables 53, 56, and 57.
54 LCMS Campus Ministry Conference, Taboo Conference Handbook 
(January 2015): 10.

http://www.hausvater.org/articles/214-medicating-against-motherhood.html
http://www.hausvater.org/articles/214-medicating-against-motherhood.html


99Journal of Lutheran Mission | The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod

during the early 1900s than any “evangelism program,” 
“contemporary worship service,” or “youth ministry” has 
accomplished in the last fifty years. While the growth of 
early childhood programs may give the appearance that 
the synod values children, the fact remains that 53,000 
children were baptized in 1990 (just before the heyday of 
ECEs) compared to only 23,000 in 2010. Not even both 
of these numbers added together can approach the peak 
of 83,000 child baptisms back in 1959, the year before the 
FDA authorized the oral contraceptive pill.

4.3. Infertility
It would be both unwarranted and insensitive to assume 
that the declining fertility of LCMS couples has been 
entirely voluntary. While elective contraception no doubt 
has played a major role, for many couples the desire to 
conceive a child has been frustrated by circumstances 
entirely beyond their control. LCMS laywoman Katie 
Schuermann has authored the devotional He Remembers 
the Barren to assist couples in the spiritual challenges 
of medical infertility.55 She also contributes to a blog by 
the same title.56 Additional support is available through 
the synod’s publishing house in Living with Infertility, a 
Bible study by Roger and Robin Sonnenberg.57 No statis-
tics are available to indicate how widespread infertility is 
within the LCMS, but it does appear that rates of clinical 
infertility have risen nationwide.58 Any encouragement 
for procreation within the synod should, therefore, be 
presented with compassion and sensitivity toward those 
couples from whom God, in His unsearchable wisdom, 
thus far has withheld that blessing.

4.4. Divorce
An estimated 25% to 30% of LCMS adults (age 18+) have 
been divorced. According to a 2008 study by the Pew 
Forum on Religion and Public Life, 11% of LCMS adults 
are currently divorced, closely tracking the national aver-
age of 12%.59 The 60% of LCMS adults who currently are 

55 Katie Schuermann, He Remembers the Barren (Lutheran Legacy, 
2011).
56 “He Remembers the Barren,” www.heremembersthebarren.com.
57 Roger and Robin Sonnenberg, Living with Infertility: Christian 
Support Studies for Individuals or Groups (St. Louis: Concordia 
Publishing House, 1994).
58 The source for this claim has been misplaced. The author does recall, 
however, that some medical professionals have considered modifying 
the definition of medical infertility from the inability to conceive 
naturally within 12 months to the inability to do so within 18 months, 
due to the rising number of couples falling into the first category.
59 Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life, U.S. Religious Landscape 

married likely includes a notable proportion of persons 
who have married a new spouse following a divorce. In 
the general U.S. population, 23% of currently married 
persons previously married and then divorced someone 
else.60 If the same proportion holds true for the LCMS, 
then 14% (= 23% x 60%) of LCMS adults are currently 
married following a previous divorce. Added to the 11% 
who have divorced and currently are not married, this 
brings the estimated number of LCMS adults who have 
been divorced to 25%. The plausibility of this estimate 
is reinforced by a report that one out of four candidates 
in the Specific Ministry Pastor Program at Concordia 
Theological Seminary (Fort Wayne, Ind.) are divorced, 
most of whom also are remarried.61

The divorce rate nationwide rose from 9 out of every 
1,000 married couples in 1960 to 23 out of every 1,000 
married couples in 1980.62 Although the divorce rate has 
leveled off, and possibly declined, since the early 1980s, 
cohabitation rather than marital stability has been on the 
rise for the past twenty years. Within the LCMS, 5% of 
adults designate “living with partner” when interviewed 
concerning their marital status — once again not far out 
of step with the general population: 6%.63 Since cohabi-
tation with an adulterous partner often precipitates as 
well as follows divorce, some of these cohabiting couples 
may include individuals who previously were married 
and divorced, thus requiring an increase in the previously 
arrived at estimate that 25% of LCMS adults have been 
divorced.

From a child’s perspective, the result of divorce has 
been fatherlessness: mothers, rather than fathers, tend 
to receive custody of children. While a father’s neglect of 
his children sometimes precedes and precipitates divorce, 
the problem almost always worsens following a divorce. 
Pertinent to this study, fatherly absence in the home 
makes fatherly absence in the congregation all but inev-
itable — and it is the absence of fathers in the pews that 

Survey (February 2008): 74.
60 Gretchen Livingston, “Four-in-Ten Couples are Saying ‘I Do,’ Again,” 
Pew Research: Social & Demographic Trends, Nov. 14, 2014, http://www.
pewsocialtrends.org/2014/11/14/four-in-ten-couples-are-saying-i-do-
again/.
61 LCMS Specific Ministry Pastor Committee, “The Specific Ministry 
Pastor Program: A White Paper Presented to the Lutheran Church 
Missouri Synod,” March 15, 2013, 20.
62 Jack O. Balswick and Judith K. Balswick, The Family: A Christian 
Perspective on the Contemporary Home (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1991), 
260.
63 Pew Forum, U.S. Religious Landscape Survey, 74.
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puts their children at the most at risk for disengaging 
from the life of the congregation as they transition into 
adulthood, no matter how diligently their mother attends 
to their spiritual needs. “Statistically the single most 
important factor in whether a child will go to church as 
an adult is whether the child’s father did.”64

4.5. Student Debt
Dr. Allan C. Carlson, an internationally renowned social 
historian of the family, has attributed the delaying of 
marriage (and a corresponding decline in marital pro-
creation) during the 1970s to student loan debt. Prior to 
the federal education loan programs that began in the late 
1960s, students generally did not go to college unless they 
could pay for college. Today, college students typically 
graduate with tens of thousands of dollars in loan debt. 
Writes Carlson, “The unanticipated consequences of this 
method for funding higher education become especially 
evident when we consider its effects on family formation, 
notably marriage and childbearing.” Specifically, people 
assuming student loan debt tend to marry later, delay 
childbearing longer, and have fewer children during their 
lifetime.65 Recent research confirms Carlson’s conclusions. 
Dora Gicheva has found that each $10,000 in student 
debt decreases the long-term probability of marriage by 
7% for men and 14% for women; for a younger subset, 
the impact is even stronger: 11% and 17% for men and 
women, respectively.66 Although some studies suggest that 
the monthly share of college graduates’ budgets allocated 
toward loan repayments has not increased, the duration 
of those payments has expanded by 80% — from 7.4 years 
in 1992 to 13.4 years in 2014.67

As President Dale Meyer of Concordia Seminary, St. 
Louis, noted in June 2014, “70% of college students now 

64 Gene Edward Veith, Jr., and Mary J. Moerbe, Family Vocation: God’s 
Calling in Marriage, Parenting, and Childhood (Wheaton, Ill.: Crossway 
Books, 2012), 122–23.
65 Allan C. Carlson, “‘Anti-Dowry’?: The Effects of Student Loan Debt 
on Marriage and Childbearing,” The Family in America 19, no. 12 
(2005), http://ticas.org/sites/default/files/pub_files/carlson_student_
loans_final.pdf.
66 Dora Gicheva, “Does the Student-Loan Burden Weigh into the 
Decision to Start a Family?” (working paper,  Dept. of Economics, 
University of North Carolina, 2011). Similar results were found by 
Philip Anderson, “Postponing the Family? The Relationship between 
Student Debt and Lifecycle Transitions,” (honor’s thesis, University of 
Notre Dame, April 2013).
67 Mike Konczal, “The Devastating, Lifelong Consequences of 
Student Debt,” New Republic, June 24, 2014, https://newrepublic.
com/article/118354/brookings-study-student-debt-misses-lifelong-
consequences.

graduate with debt, with the average student debt rising 
from $31,000 to $33,000 in the last year alone.” Concordia 
Seminary is therefore launching a $500 scholarship for 
Concordia University System graduates who enter the 
seminary, plus merit-based awards of $2000, $1500, and 
$1000 to the top three ranking student from each of the 
CUS colleges.68

Of course, student debt is only one form of debt. 
According to stewardship materials prepared for the 
synod’s “Faith Aflame” initiative, “70% of congregational 
members are burdened by excessive debt.”69 Consumer 
debt rates increased in the 1960s and the 1970s, precisely 
when the use of birth control also increased and the birth 
rate decreased. Poor household financial stewardship 
reinforces the conviction that “we cannot afford to have 
children,” which in turn reinforces the decision to limit 
family size through delayed marriage or contraception.

Stewardship education programs that foster debt 
avoidance and debt reduction plus stewardship funding 
programs that provide financial assistance to families 
in need, or to students pursuing higher education, may 
provide a helpful scaffolding to support theological 
encouragement for an openness to God’s blessings of mar-
riage and children. These suggestions will be expanded in 
Section 5.3.

4.6. Doctrinal Change
Although the LCMS is recognized among American 
denominations for its conservative adherence to a tra-
ditional creed, the synod has experienced changes in 
both doctrine and practice regarding birth control and 
divorce, and these changes no doubt have shaped the 
synod’s declining demographic trends. For the purposes 
of this report, the term “doctrine” will be employed in a 
broad sense, including not only synodical resolutions 
and reports by the Commission on Theology and Church 
Relations (CTCR), but also patterns of consensus as 
revealed by publications that enable the investigator to 
“check the pulse” of the LCMS.

Regarding birth control, Alan Graebner has identified 
a three-phase transition within the LCMS from opposi-
tion (pre-1940s) through silence (1940s) to acceptance 

68 “New Scholarship Opportunity for Incoming Seminary Students,” 
June 27, 2014, www.csl.edu/2014/06/newscholarship.
69 “Stewardship Primer Appendix 2: Four Pillars of an Effective 
Stewardship Education Process,” n.d., http://faithaflame.lcms.org/
documents/SubType.asp?iType=34&iSubType=59.
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(1950s and 1960s).70 While it is beyond the scope of the 
present report to evaluate this transition theologically, 
demographically the ramifications are obvious for persons 
of all persuasions to recognize: the birth rate declined sig-
nificantly when opposition became silent enough to allow 
the practice to become acceptable.

A broad spectrum of viewpoints concerning birth 
control has been expressed by LCMS clergy and laity 
since the publication of Graebner’s study in 1969. In 1981, 
the CTCR suggested that although couples ordinarily 
should be open to having children, they may in good con-
science use contraception.71 In 2009, the LCMS Sanctity 
of Human Life Committee issued guidelines concern-
ing which forms of contraception may be used in good 
conscience — particularly in relation to the concern 
that some forms may be abortifacient.72 In 2012, LCMS 
layman and nationally recognized apologist Gene Edward 
Veith respectfully acknowledged both the historical and 
logical force of the current Roman Catholic opposition to 
contraception (an opposition, he notes, most Protestants 
formerly shared), and warned against the idolatrous sense 
of “controlling” births, while still allowing for married 
couples to prayerfully consider that at least some forms 
of contraception are morally licit in at least some cir-
cumstances.73 Meanwhile, a young cadre of Lutheran 
laypeople, seminary students, and clergy, most of whom 
have ties to the LCMS, have actively explored these topics 
for the past ten to fifteen years on the blog “Lutherans 
and Procreation,” which strongly advocates a revival of 
the pre-1950s consensus favoring marital procreation and 
disapproving of birth control.74 As suggested in Section 
4.2, this topic deserves further discussion, particularly 
among those who are concerned about the practical ram-
ifications of a declining birth rate for the synod’s overall 
demography.

Regarding divorce, the consensus within the LCMS 
also shifted substantially from the early 1900s to the pres-
ent. A century ago, American Lutherans — including 

70 Graebner, “Birth Control.”
71 LCMS Commission on Theology and Church Relations, “Human 
Sexuality: A Theological Perspective,” 1981.
72 LCMS Sanctity of Human Life Committee, “Resolution 6–10: 
Guidance on Contraceptive Methods,” n.d. http://www.lcms.org/page.
aspx?pid=864.
73 Veith, Jr., and Moerbe, Family Vocation, 109–12.
74 See, for example, the recently posted “Resources for 
Comprehensive Study,” Lutherans and Procreation, Sept. 2014, http://
lutheransandcontraception.blogspot.com/2014/09/resources-for-
comprehensive-study.html.

the LCMS — strictly prohibited divorce except upon the 
narrowly construed grounds of adultery or malicious 
desertion; remarriage of the offending party generally was 
prohibited, and remarriage of the innocent party often 
was discouraged, at least for the short term, with a hope 
that reconciliation may still be effected. By the middle of 
the century, liberal Lutherans had expanded their defini-
tions of “adultery” and “malicious desertion” as well as 
entertained broader conditions, such as general unhappi-
ness, as sufficient grounds for divorce. In fact, a committee 
within a liberal Lutheran church body called for no-fault 
divorce even before the civil legislatures enacted those 
reforms in the 1970s. By the 1970s and 1980s, prominent 
conservative Lutherans — within both the LCMS and 
the Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran Synod — had effec-
tively met the liberals halfway: although conservatives 
did not openly endorse no-fault divorce, they had broad-
ened their interpretations of “adultery” and “malicious 
desertion” to include pornography and emotional deser-
tion, for example, which the earlier writers had explicitly 
rejected as grounds for divorce. Lutheran writers in the 
early 1900s also had stated that offending parties should 
be subject to church discipline, but by the late 1900s the 
consensus was that divorce is too complicated a matter 
to have guilty and innocent parties, and that love should 
simply refrain from judging what one cannot understand. 
For pastors, the dilemma is compounded by the fact that 
parishioners contemplating a divorce often do not seek 
pastoral counsel until the papers are about to be signed.75

While it is beyond the scope of this report to deter-
mine whether the earlier consensus or the recent 
consensus has stronger biblical support (or whether some 
third position should be articulated), the practical ram-
ifications remain clear: divorce occurs more frequently 
than it once did, and with a lower sense of disapproval 
than it once had. The breakdown of marriage as a nor-
mative institution has, in turn, contributed to a decline in 
marital procreation and a weakening not only of the bond 
between husbands and wives, but also their shared bond 
with their children. Divorce, therefore, provides part of 
the explanation to the synod’s declining membership.

75 Ryan C. MacPherson, “‘In the Pursuit of Happiness’: A Legal History 
of No-Fault Divorce,” in Torn Asunder: Children, the Myth of the Good 
Divorce, and the Recovery of Origins, ed. Margaret McCarthy (Grand 
Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2017 [in press]). This chapter includes a 
section concerning shifts within the theological community in relation 
to legal reforms.

http://www.lcms.org/page.aspx?pid=864
http://www.lcms.org/page.aspx?pid=864
http://lutheransandcontraception.blogspot.com/2014/09/resources-for-comprehensive-study.html
http://lutheransandcontraception.blogspot.com/2014/09/resources-for-comprehensive-study.html
http://lutheransandcontraception.blogspot.com/2014/09/resources-for-comprehensive-study.html
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4.7. Vocational Confusion
LCMS layman Gene Edward Veith has contributed 
significantly to the revival of Luther’s doctrine of “voca-
tion,” or what “God does in and through us” to serve 
others.76 Influenced by Veith’s work, the present author 
has defined “vocation” for students at Bethany Lutheran 
College as “how your station in life serves as a channel of 
God’s blessings to the people around you.” The Lutheran 
Reformation not only restored to prominence and clarity 
the doctrine of justification by faith alone, but also the 
vocations of marriage and parenthood as holy callings 
from God.77 In fact, the Lutheran Confessions speak of 
marriage as the highest estate (LC I, 208) and the office of 
fatherhood as the source from which all earthly author-
ity has been derived (LC I, 141). The confessions present 
a husband’s role in providing for his family and a wife’s 
role in nurturing their children as the primary callings 
for most men and woman (AC XXVI, 10–11), since only 
those persons who receive a supernatural gift to celibacy 
should remain unmarried (LC I, 211). The Gospel does 
not supplant the family, but rather supports it (AC XVI).

Surrounded in a culture that celebrates both individ-
ualism and materialism, LCMS members must guard 
carefully their confessional Lutheran doctrine of vocation, 
particularly in view of the deterioration of the American 
family in recent decades. Delayed marriage (Section 4.1), 
contraception (4.2), divorce (4.4), and debt (4.5) have 
jointly contributed to a declining birth rate. These fac-
tors have been bolstered by intense social pressures and, 
as a result of doctrinal change (Section 4.6), the synod 
has done less and less over the years to counteract these 
pressures. The result is vocational confusion: marriages 
are delayed or dissolved, childbearing is avoided, and the 
church has stagnated and declined — numerically, if not 
also spiritually. These problems compound through the 
generations: just as a depressed birth rate in the 1960s led 
to a further drop in the 1990s, so also a divorce in one 
generation leaves the children of divorce fearful of trust-
ing anyone — thus, marrying later, if at all, and struggling 
to remain married.

Despite the myriad challenges, God intends for the 

76 Gene Edward Veith, Jr., God at Work: Your Christian Vocation in All 
of Life (Wheaton, Ill.: Crossway Books, 2002), 9.
77 Ryan C. MacPherson, Introduction to Section 1, Telling the Next 
Generation: Essays Concerning the Significance of Christian Education 
in the Evangelical Lutheran Synod, 1918-2011 and Beyond, co-edited 
with Paul Madson and Peter Anthony, with assistance from Bethany 
Lutheran College student interns (Mankato, MN: Evangelical Lutheran 
Synod, 2011), 13–15.

family to incarnate His love to the world. Husbands live 
as Christ figures, loving their wives sacrificially (Eph 5). 
Wives submit to their husbands, even as Christ submit-
ted to the Father (1 Cor 11:3). These distinctions do not 
make one spouse more important than the other, but 
rather affirm equality within a mystery akin to the equal-
ity and difference celebrated among the Persons of the 
Holy Trinity, as confessed in the Athanasian Creed.78 
Parents love their children, even as God loves us and calls 
us His children (1 John 3:1). The Christian family, there-
fore, grows the church in two ways: natural increase and 
evangelistic outreach.

5. THREE ACTIONS ARE RECOMMENDED 
FOR REBUILDING THE BAPTIZED AND CON-
FIRMED MEMBERSHIP OF THE LCMS.
The inability of recent generations of LCMS members 
to form and maintain vibrant, childrearing families 
has led to pervasive demographic decline for the synod 
(Sections 1 and 3). The challenges to forming and main-
taining a family are multi-faceted, and therefore require a 
multi-faceted solution. Perceiving that raising a family is 
not affordable, many young people are delaying marriage 
(Section 4.1) and, once married, delaying or avoid-
ing pregnancy (Section 4.2); student debt (Section 4.5) 
contributes significantly to this challenge, while the wide-
spread occurrence of divorce in the preceding generation 
(Section 4.4) robs the younger generation of confidence 
that marriage can be a successful, life-long endeavor. As a 
result, the rising generation suffers from vocational con-
fusion (Section 4.7); their aspirations toward marriage 
and parenthood are weak in comparison to their desires 
to find fulfillment through higher education, career 
advancement, or recreational activities, all of which are 
pursued within the framework of American individu-
alism characteristic of suburban life (Section 2.2). The 
following concrete suggestions provide the synod with 
places to begin making a difference, one congregation, 
one family, one person, at a time.

5.1. Revive the teaching of a biblical and confes-
sional Lutheran understanding of family voca-
tions.
In Ephesians 5, Colossians 3, Titus 3, and 1 Peter 3, the 

78 Ryan C. MacPherson, “The Trinitarian Foundation for Genuine 
Marriage Equality,” The Hausvater Project, September 2010, http://www.
hausvater.org/articles/227-trinitarian-foundation-for-genuine-marriage-
equality.html.

http://www.hausvater.org/articles/227-trinitarian-foundation-for-genuine-marriage-equality.html
http://www.hausvater.org/articles/227-trinitarian-foundation-for-genuine-marriage-equality.html
http://www.hausvater.org/articles/227-trinitarian-foundation-for-genuine-marriage-equality.html


103Journal of Lutheran Mission | The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod

New Testament identifies the peculiar vocations of hus-
bands and wives within marriage. In Deuteronomy 6 
and Ephesians 6, God exhorts fathers for the spiritual 
nurture of their children. Luther’s Small Catechism drew 
upon such passages as these in the Table of Duties. For 
the Christian, these duties provide guidance for sancti-
fied living (the so-called “Third Use of the Law”). In brief, 
these are the vocations for which God has created us, and 
these are the vocations for which God has redeemed us. 
Confessional Lutherans long have recognized that the 
home contains both the church and the state in miniature. 
Rebuilding the family, therefore, can go a long way toward 
revitalizing the church, particularly when one’s blueprint 
for rebuilding the family is the Table of Duties prescribed 
in Holy Scripture.79

In Titus 2, St. Paul instructed Titus to train up pastors 
who in turn would exhort the older generation (grand-
parents) to mentor the younger generation (parents) so 
that the younger generation could in turn nurture the 
children. This intergenerational model of congregational 
ministry was also divided into two parallel tracks, one for 
men who mentor other men and another for women who 
mentor other women. (A visual representation is pro-
vided in Appendix C.) While academic theologians may 
debate whether this Bible passage should be interpreted 
“descriptively” or “prescriptively,” the common ground 
between both positions is this: it was a model intended 
for the island of Crete in the first-century and it can read-
ily be transferred to twenty-first century America if only 
congregations will do so in Jesus’ name — regardless of 
whether they view this as a command or a freely chosen 
opportunity80.

An emphasis on multi-generational ministry 
must be grandparent- and parent-centered as much 
as child-centered. One of the synod’s greatest assets 
today consists of the older generation born before the 
birth rate plummeted. They have wisdom from years 
of Word-and-Sacrament experience. Pastors will serve 
their congregations well by motivating and equipping 
the older generation to mentor the younger generation. 
Fathers, in particular, need advice and encouragement in 
how to remain faithful to their wives and how to nurture 
their children spiritually. These are their Ephesians 5 and 
Deuteronomy 6 callings, but precious few living examples 

79 For a growing collection of resources, see The Hausvater Project, 
www.hausvater.org.
80 Ryan MacPherson, "Inter-Generational Ministry: Where Are You in 
Titus Chapter Two?," www.hausvater.org.

can be found for emulation. Sophisticated ministry pro-
grams are not necessary; gathering men between the ages 
of 16 and 96 for a breakfast Bible study is all it takes to get 
started.

The Titus 2 model also can be coupled with other 
approaches. Recall, for example, that one successful 
Hispanic outreach program in the LCMS involves a 
“sending pastor” who mentors other pastors in start-up 
congregations (Section 2.6). Titus 2 has relevance to 
early childhood centers as well. The Biblical mandate is 
for parents to be open to God’s gift of children (Gen 1:28; 

Ps 127–128) and to nurture them spiritually (Deut 6; Eph 

6). As suggested in Section 2.5, early childhood centers 
risk sending a mixed message: the church values children, 
yes, but the church also empowers parents to forgo having 
more children and thus to follow the prevailing cultural 
message that 1.7 children per woman per lifetime (the 
national average) suffices and then it is time to pursue 
two careers, one for each parent. Meanwhile, spiritual 
nurturing has been delegated to a third party, the pre-
school teacher. Careful planning and monitoring will be 
required, therefore, if congregations are to operate ECEs 
as a supplement to their congregational ministry toward 
parents rather than simply as competitor to neighbor-
hood daycares.

If a congregation wishes to classify its ECE as an evan-
gelistic outreach tool and boast that 60% of its enrolling 
families are non-LCMS, half of those being unchurched 
— which is true, on average, for the synod’s ECEs — then 
it behooves that congregation to minister actively to the 
adults, not merely to their children, and to teach them 
the full counsel of God’s Word. As these parents come to 
know the comfort of forgiveness in Christ, they will dis-
cover joy within their vocations, as they learn that God 
works through them to bless those entrusted to their care 
— most especially, through husbands and wives for each 
other’s sake, and through fathers and mothers for their 
children’s sake. These parents also will come to understand 
that they can perform no higher duty than to nurture 
their children in the Word of God — not merely by dele-
gating this task to a Lutheran preschool, but all the more 
so by practicing a Deuteronomy 6 lifestyle within their 
home and throughout the life course of their maturing 
children. Along the way, the challenges will be great, even 
insurmountable by human standards. There will never be 
enough time, never enough money, never enough of any-
thing; so easy it will be to say “no” to God concerning the 
prospect of receiving another child into their home and to 

http://www.hausvater.org
http://www.hausvater.org
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say “no” about continuing to participate in the divine ser-
vice as a family once the children outgrow the Lutheran 
preschool. To these parents, the congregation must reach 
out in love, with Law and Gospel properly applied, with 
actions that conform to the Word; otherwise, these par-
ents and their children will become another statistic lost 
to the synod. As it stands, fewer than half of the children 
baptized are still present 10 to 15 years later for confir-
mation (Figure 9), no doubt also an indication that their 
parents have disengaged from the congregation.

Finally, Lutheran high schools and the Concordia 
University System also may play a crucial role, as they 
develop programs for mentoring young Christian profes-
sionals. How to prioritize family life amid the demands of 
a career? How to identify one’s talents and share them in 
one’s congregation? If the synod’s rising generation does 
not receive proper guidance for such matters from within 
the church, then they will succumb to the false catechi-
zation of the culture that surrounds them, a culture in 
which individualism and materialism reign, a culture in 
which marriage is not for keeps and children are inconve-
nient. To such a culture, God has called the church — not 
for conformity, but for ministry.

5.2. Foster intergenerational models of ministry.
Many aspects of congregational life are age-segregated. 
Graded Sunday school classes enable instruction and 
supplemental activities to occur at age-appropriate levels. 
Youth programs enable congregations to apply God’s 
Word specifically to issues that adolescents and teens 
may be facing. Adult Bible studies provide opportuni-
ties to discuss mature and delicate subjects that may not 
be appropriate for younger members of the congrega-
tion. Excusing children from the divine service fosters a 
quieter worship atmosphere for the adults and provides 
opportunity for age-specific instruction. Despite these 
advantages, age-segregation also has disadvantages:

•  children learn from the words and deeds of peers, rather 
than from parents or from other Titus 2 mentors

•  as children mature, they strive to “outgrow” the church, 
acquiring the view that Christianity is childish (recall 
the discussion of Already Gone and Almost Christian in 
Section 2.4)

•  a “generation gap” fragments the Body of Christ, which 
should be linked tightly through intergenerational 
cooperation

American pop culture, through various forms of 
media, persistently mocks elders while diverting the 

youth toward their own peers for emulation. In fidel-
ity to God’s own standards, congregations must seek 
ways to integrate the generations and restore the Fourth 
Commandment vocations through which God has prom-
ised to deliver His blessings to young and old alike. Roller 
skating may be a fine youth activity on occasion, but other 
youth group events should be intergenerational, such as 
working alongside parents and grandparents to repaint 
the sanctuary. Even young children can be linked into the 
liturgical life of the adults through resources such as the 
Color the Catechism and Color the Liturgy activity books 
provided by According to Your Word ministry.81 Thus, the 
generation gap is bridged in Christ’s name.

Confirmation instruction also may be pursued in 
partnership between the congregation and the family, 
with the pastor not only instructing the youth directly but 
also mentoring fathers to share in the instructional task. 
For example, some pastors meet with the youth alone, 
the parents alone, and the youth and parents together at 
various stages, while also encouraging the parents to talk 
about the blessings of God with the youth at home. Many 
other strategies could be suggested, some of which may 
be more effective in one congregation than another. The 
central point is to recognize the family as a blessing from 
God through which God intends to mediate other bless-
ings, and to consider how the life of the congregation and 
the life of the family can mutually support one another.

5.3. Provide economic support for young and 
growing families.
From about 1900 to 1970, the “family wage” ideal shaped 
public policy, spiritual shepherding, and personal aspi-
ration in American culture, particularly for the middle 
class. The expectation was that one full-time job could 
support all or nearly all of the needs of an entire house-
hold — often with the husband being the “breadwinner” 
while the wife was at home nurturing the children. This 
expectation influenced wage levels in the free market 
(for example, Henry Ford offered a “family wage” to all 
full-time workers in 1914) as well as labor regulations 
(the 1938 federal minimum wage law was justified by the 
need to ensure a family wage) and welfare programs (the 
1935 Social Security Act included provisions for filling 
in the gap when the head of household was disabled or 
deceased).

By the 1960s, however, support for the family wage 

81 www.accordingtoyourword.com.

http://www.accordingtoyourword.com
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was evaporating as legislation, court rulings, and cultural 
transformations occasioned by the feminist movement 
called for an individualist, rather than familial, economic 
model. In 1972, the minimum wage fell below the Federal 
Poverty Threshold (FPT) for a family of four, never to 
rebound; today’s minimum wages barely meets the FPT 
for a family of two—and the FPT itself no longer has the 
same significance that it once did, now that healthcare 
costs have risen out of proportion with the Consumer 
Price Index by which the FPT is adjusted annually for 
inflation.

Since the 1970s, it has become ever more challeng-
ing for a man to support his wife and children. Even on 
two incomes, many families struggle, particularly young 
and growing families who are pinched between student 
loans, entry-level wages, and childrearing expenses, not 
to mention other perceived necessities: cell phone plans, 
cable television, and the myriad trappings of the new 
“American dream.”82

In view of the preceding conditions, the following ini-
tiatives merit prayerful consideration:
•  Stewardship education (at the synodical, district, and 

congregational levels, as well as through religious 
courses in the Concordia University System and the 
LCMS seminaries; synod-level programs may include 
national youth rallies as well as conferences for church 
workers):

-  tithing one’s firstfruits to the Lord (in the spirit of the 
Old Testament festival of the firstfruits: rather than 
consuming the early harvest, giving it to the Lord in 
trust that He would return a bigger harvest later, cel-
ebrated at Pentecost);

-  optimization of income, not merely in terms of 
money earned but also across the dimensions of time 
and space as these factors impact the bonds between 
husbands and wives, parents and children, and with 
due consideration for expenses incurred by having 
two rather than one parent work, or a long rather 
than a short commute;

-  prioritization of expenses, distinguishing between 
needs and wants and defining both terms consistent 
with God’s Word, including the doctrine of family 
vocations;

-  reduction and avoidance of debt;

82 Ryan C. MacPherson, “Marital Parenthood and American Prosperity: 
As Goes the Middle-Class Family, So Goes the Nation,” The Family in 
America: A Journal of Public Policy 26, no. 1 (Spring 2012): 1–21; Ryan 
C. MacPherson, “One Size Doesn’t Fit All: Why the Minimum Wage 
Is Not a Living Wage Unless It Is a Family Wage” (lecture, Minnesota 
Catholic Conference, University of St. Thomas, St. Paul, MN, Sept. 17, 
2014).

-  intergenerational partnerships (for example, living at 
home after age 18 is not necessarily a sign of laziness 
or irresponsibility; singles in their 20s and beyond 
can remain productive members of the household, 
while also reducing overall expenses); and,

-  all of the above with a spirit of trust in God’s prom-
ises and gratitude for His blessings.83

•  Financial assistance programs (through the Lutheran 
Church Extension Fund, the Concordia University 
System, the LCMS seminaries, or other agencies as may 
be most appropriate):

-  tuition scholarships;

-  discount loan rates (for tuition or for home mort-
gages); and,

-  specific incentives for young and growing families.

•  Congregational budgeting:

-  repayment of church workers’ student loans (real-
izing that the congregation is gaining from the debt 
incurred; in some congregations, special offerings 
are collected for this purpose);

-  favor personnel over facilities—the “workers are 
few” while many buildings sit empty (for example, 
budget for a vicar or a second pastor, and offer mul-
tiple worship services and Bible studies throughout 
the week, rather than leaving fixed assets—land and 
buildings—vacant most hours of the week); and,

-  a “family wage” salary formula for pastors, teachers, 
DCEs, and other church workers.

At the district level, the LCMS offers annually adjusted 
guidelines for salaries and benefits of pastors and teach-
ers. Typically, these guidelines are indexed according to 
educational attainment, tenure of experience, and vari-
able costs (by location as well as by annual inflation). 
None of the districts examined provide any adjustment 
on the basis of household size, which would be necessary 
for ensuring a “family wage,” or at least a family-sensitive 
wage. To the contrary, one district expressly prohibited 
family size from influencing the salary formula: “No dis-
tinction in salary is to be made on the basis of marital 
status or family responsibilities.”84 However benevolent 
the intention behind this policy may have been, the result 
undoubtedly devastates the formation and growth of fam-
ilies among the leading role models in the synod: pastors, 
teachers, DCEs, and other called workers.

Salary guidelines should, therefore, be adjusted toward 

83 As noted earlier, many helpful insights can be gleaned from Randy 
Alcorn, The Treasure Principle.
84 English District, LCMS, “Salary Guidelines, 2014–2015.”
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a “family wage.” Depending upon local costs of living, 
the family-size specific Federal Poverty Threshold (FPT) 
should be multiplied by 150% to 200% for establishing 
a baseline family wage.85 An alternative estimate may be 
calculated from the MIT Living Wage Calculator, which 
takes into consideration local cost variations and often 
approaches 300% FPT.86 The following chart illustrates 
prevailing standards that generally fall below a family 
wage; note, in particular, that 100% FPT is insufficient to 
account for healthcare costs or debt repayment, which is 
why most needs-based programs in both the public and 
private sectors tend to phase out benefits between 150% 
and 200% FPT, with some even paying benefits to house-
holds above 200% FPT.

Some further considerations:
•  Not all congregations follow the district guidelines; 

many pay less than the suggested rate.

•  100% FPT is not truly a family wage; rather, 150% to 
200% would be more appropriate in many locales.

•  The IRS business reimbursement rate for car mile-
age (57.5 cents/mile for 2015) closely matches the 
actual costs of owning and operating a vehicle; there-
fore, it should be preferred for church workers (e.g., 
travel to serve as a guest preacher) rather than the 
charitable rate (14 cents/mile) which the IRS intends 
for volunteers “rendering gratuitous services to a 
charitable organization” and claiming a charitable 
deduction for the use of their vehicle on their indi-
vidual tax returns under 26 U.S.C. 170.

•  Because pastors are treated as self-employed, their 
effective net after-tax income is less than it would 
be for persons receiving similar pay in another 
profession.

•  The typical suggestion of paying a guest preacher/
liturgist $200 should be reconsidered especially for 

85 www.census.gov/hhes/www/poverty/data/threshld
86 “MIT’s Living Wage Calculator,” livingwage.mit.edu.

Minimum Wage Hourly Annually 100% FPT LCMS District Guidelines

MN Small Business $6.50 $13,520 single, no children

Federal $7.25 $15,080 married, no children

MN Large Business $8.00 $16,640 single, 1 child

Gap, Inc. $9.00 $18,720 married, 1 child

Federal Contractors $10.10 $21,008 married, 1-1/2 
children

Ikea, Inc. $10.76 $22,381 married, 2 children base salary for preschool 
teachers

City of Seattle $15.00 $31,200 married, 2 children base salary for beginning 
teachers or pastors (varying 
by district)

young pastors who likely take longer to write ser-
mons, and thus receive a lower corresponding hourly 
wage for this service — for example, if preparation, 
travel, and delivery amounts to 20 hours, then the 
effective wage comes to $10/hour. Meanwhile, if 100 
people attend the service, then they are paying their 
herald of the Gospel less than they would pay for a 
cappuccino.87

•  Plumbers, electricians, and auto mechanics typically 
charge $60 to $100 per hour; granted, some of this 
goes toward company overhead or capital expenses, 
such as a vehicle and tools, but cannot the same be 
said for pastors? Do they not need a car? And does 
not their “tool box” include expensive Greek and 
Hebrew lexicons, a laptop computer, and other capi-
tal investments?

•  Discussion at the February 
3, 2015, workshop concern-
ing this report suggested 
that a significant number 
of preschool and elemen-
tary teachers serving LCMS 
congregations resign within 
the first five or so years of 
service, likely because they 
find their salary insufficient 
for paying off their student 
loans.

In summary, everything 
anyone has is a gift from God, and no gift is more pre-
cious than the Gospel. Therefore, God calls upon the 
church to support pastors (and other church workers) 
and their families in order that the Gospel may continue 
to be proclaimed.

5.4. Additional Suggestions
•  Provide an added-value incentive for congrega-

tions submitting annual statistics. As noted in 
Appendix A, participation rates vary greatly across 
years, despite a synod bylaw requiring report-
ing. Therefore, revise statistical reporting forms 
to include deaths of children and non-confirmed 
adults (presently, only confirmed member deaths 
are counted) as well as marriages and divorces 
(presently, neither are counted). Also, increase par-
ticipation of congregations through an added-value 
incentive, such as returning to each participating 
congregation a report comparing their congregation 
with district and synod averages, broken down by 
pertinent categories, such as urban/suburban/rural, 

87 Cf. John G. Stackhouse, Jr., “Fair Payment for Speakers,” 2005, http://
www.johnstackhouse.com/fair-payment-for-speakers/.

http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/poverty/data/threshld
http://livingwage.mit.edu
http://www.johnstackhouse.com/fair-payment-for-speakers/
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elementary school sponsorship, Hispanic outreach, 
etc. Such an added-value report could be automated 
through database programming, even as the statis-
tics office already has launched an automated, online 
submission form.

•  Foster continuing education opportunities and 
mentoring programs for the leaders of the synod, 
its districts, its universities and seminaries, and its 
congregations (e.g., elders, church council members, 
Sunday school superintendents) in order that they 
may become even more deeply rooted in their con-
fessional Lutheran heritage while also becoming as 
“wise as serpents and harmless as doves” (Matt 10:16) 
in matters of financial and organizational manage-
ment and in their understanding of historical and 
cultural forces that shape their ministry context. 
Continuing education must receive urgent atten-
tion in those congregations served by teachers who 
lack certification through the Concordia University 
System and, in some cases, who are not even mem-
bers of an LCMS congregation. Meanwhile, the CUS 
instruction must itself be periodically reevaluated 
for doctrinal integrity, given the fact that an increas-
ing number of full-time faculty members are not 
only non-LCMS but non-Lutheran—36% in 2012, 
compared to 28% in 2002.88

•  Conduct longitudinal case studies of selected con-
gregations in order to understand patterns of growth 
and decline at the grass-roots level. As a broad gen-
eralization, congregations with early childhood 
centers or elementary schools tend to have higher 
ratios of child baptisms and adult confirmations — 
two marks of a healthy congregation — but they also 
have been slipping in both of these measures, to the 
point that the advantages they hold over churches 
without such programs no longer is so noticeable 
(Figures 7 through 10). What might localized case 
studies reveal about the strengths and weaknesses of 
operating schools as tools for evangelistic outreach? 
Similarly, what can be learned about Hispanic out-
reach through a combination of qualitative research 
(e.g., personal interviews) and quantitative research 
(e.g., membership statistics, budget analysis) focused 
on a few sample congregations?

CONCLUSION

Review of the Objectives of This Study
The synod commissioned this study pursuant to the 

88 Concordia University Wisconsin, “Self-Study Report [for the Higher 
Learning Commission],” 2012, 7. At pp. 21 and 75, the report highlights 
a new orientation program designed to assist faculty members in 
connecting the Christian faith to classroom learning.

following aims:
1.  Provide analysis and advice consistent with, and 

enriched by, the LCMS’s confessional Lutheran faith, 
e.g., law/gospel distinction, means of grace, doctrine of 
vocation, theology of the cross (see especially Sections 
4.6, 4.7, and 5.1 through 5.3).

2.  Identify the pertinent demographic factors that have 
shaped the growth and decline of synod membership 
over the past several decades (see Sections 1–4).

3.  Explain how particular trends in family dynamics, 
both within the LCMS and in the broader culture, have 
shaped the synod’s current trajectory (see Sections 2, 
3, and 4).

4.  Suggest possible courses of action for prudently 
addressing the synod’s numerical decline and finan-
cial struggles in a manner that integrates stewardship 
and evangelism with biblical teachings concerning the 
family (see Section 5).

Summary of Main Findings
1.  The LCMS has experienced numerical decline for 

several decades (Section 1): the estimated birth rate 
peaked in 1956, the number of annual child baptisms 
peaked in 1959, the number of pre-confirmed youth 
members peaked in 1965, and the number of total 
members peaked in 1972. Aside from a significant loss 
of members in the wake of the Seminex affair during 
the 1970s, net outreach and net migration have been 
relatively stable, and both slightly negative, thus failing 
to compensate for a declining birth rate. As a result, the 
synod experienced a 21% decline in total membership 
from 1972 to 2012. Parochial school enrollment and 
adult baptisms also have declined since the turn of the 
century.

2.  The chief cause of numerical decline has been a 
declining birth rate (Section 3), which in turn may 
be attributed to a combination of factors, including: 
delayed marriage, birth control, infertility, divorce, stu-
dent debt, doctrinal change, and vocational confusion 
(Section 4).

3.  Other factors, such as how liberal or conservative the 
synod is, or how rural or urban, or how many early 
childhood centers the synod operates, or how many 
Hispanic outreach programs the synod operates, 
appear to have shaped the synod demographics much 
less than the steep and persistent decline in the birth 
rate (Section 2).
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Next Steps
In view of the main findings of this study, and consistent 
with the synod’s confessional Lutheran heritage, it is rec-
ommended that the synod should:
1.  revive the teaching of a biblical and confessional 

Lutheran understanding of family vocations (Section 
5.1);

2.  foster intergenerational models of ministry (Section 
5.2); and,

3.  provide economic support for young and growing fam-
ilies (Section 5.3).

In addition to pursuing those recommendations, the 
synod also is encouraged to:

•  improve statistical record collection and offer add-
ed-value incentives for participation;

•  foster mentoring programs for leaders at all levels 
— from the synod headquarters down to each local 
congregation; and,

•  conduct longitudinal case studies of selected con-
gregations in order to understand patterns of church 
growth and decline at the grass-roots level (Section 
5.4).

APPENDIX A. STATISTICAL RELIABILITY
The following disclaimer has been included on each graph 
that displays statistical trends for the synod:

The information on this page accurately and 
objectively reflects the best available data from the 
Rosters, Statistics, and Research Services Office of 
the Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod and other 
sources as noted. However, due to incomplete 
reporting by congregations and discrepancies 
between sources, these data may not correspond fully 
to actual congregational experiences. Responsible 
use of this report therefore will focus on obvious and 
long-term trends of stability or change, rather than 
short-term variations of small magnitudes.
This disclaimer was written with the following 

considerations:
• Incomplete or Erroneous Data: 

-  Member congregations are required by Synod Bylaw 
1.3.4 to report statistical data to the Office of Rosters 
and Statistics on an annual basis. However, participa-
tion falls short of 100% and varies considerably from 
one year to the next. Only 64% of congregations 

reported statistics for 2010, but this rose to 86% for 
2011.89 Only 59% of congregations reported statis-
tics for 2013. To fill in the gaps, the synod’s Office 
of Rosters and Statistics “uses the most recently 
reported figures from non-reporting congregations, 
regardless of the year for which they were reported.” 
Slightly more than 90% of all congregations have 
reported at least once in the preceding three years.90

-  “We often hesitate to give out some of this data or 
even use it ourselves, because we know these prob-
lems exist.” Congregations have been more reliable at 
reporting total membership than gains/losses. Prior 
to 1998, the reported gains/losses were artificially 
adjusted to yield the reported membership totals, 
but after 1998 this adjustment procedure was discon-
tinued. “While in theory the number of gains/losses 
should equal the net total change in membership, 
it rarely ever does. … The total membership data is 
reliable for reporting. The gains/losses data at best 
gives us a sense of what happened.” Additional chal-
lenges result from errors printed in Lutheran Annual, 
which often are corrected in the subsequent Annual, 
but in any case provide a possible explanation for 
why LRSS data and Lutheran Annual statistical 
reports do not match each other exactly.91

-  Approximately 1.77 million persons left the synod 
since 1950 without being accounted for in the 
Lutheran Annual (Figure 4).

•  No Attempt to Record Death Statistics for Children: 
Since deaths are tracked only for confirmed members 
(not for pre-confirmed, baptized members), calculations 
for “natural increase” will be somewhat overstated. 92

•  Records of Adult Baptisms Began Only in 1990: For 
this reason, it is difficult to track long-term trends for 
adult evangelism yields.

•  Long-Term, Major Trends Remain Obvious Despite 
Data Limitations: For example, the birth rate in the 
LCMS has declined significantly since 1950. Figure 2 
indicates a decline from 4% to 1%, which may not be 
wholly accurate given the data limitations indicated 
above. What if the real numbers should be 3.5% to 1.5%? 
This would more closely match the Evangelical Lutheran 
Synod, which declined from 3.8% to 1.8% during that 
same period. In any case, there has been a decline, 
and the decline is momentous enough to merit further 

89 Linda C. Hoops, “More LCMS Congregations Return Statistics 
Reports,” LCMS Reporter, October 12, 2012, https://blogs.lcms.org/2012/
more-lcms-congregations-return-statistics-report.
90 Joe Isenhower, Jr., “Lower Response Clouds 2013 Statistics for 
Congregations,” LCMS Reporter, September 3, 2014, https://blogs.lcms.
org/2014/2013-statistics.
91 Ryan Carnutt, email to the author, November 19, 2014.
92 Ryan Carnutt, email to the author, November 19, 2014.

https://blogs.lcms.org/2012/more-lcms-congregations-return-statistics-report
https://blogs.lcms.org/2012/more-lcms-congregations-return-statistics-report
https://blogs.lcms.org/2014/2013-statistics
https://blogs.lcms.org/2014/2013-statistics
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discussion and possible action. In a similar manner, 
other trends charted in this report may be used heuris-
tically to suggest possible interpretations of the past and 
actions for the future.

Special thanks is owed to the Rosters, Statistics, and 
Research Services Office for its efforts in gathering and 
processing data from congregations and districts, and 
for making their data available for the preparation of this 
report.

APPENDIX B. CONFESSIONAL LUTHERAN 
DISTINCTIVES
Confessional Lutherans recognize that human reason, and 
its derivative methods such as science, history, demogra-
phy, statistics, and the like, are blessings from God that 
may properly be used for the edification of His church. 
However, one must remain cautious not to allow human 
reason to usurp the principles of sola scriptura, sola fide, 
etc., or the Means of Grace. In Lutheran parlance, sta-
tistical analysis may be valued for its ministerial use, but 
should not be deployed in a magisterial use.

•  Ministerial Use of Reason: as a servant to the Christian 
faith and to the work of the church

•  Magisterial Use of Reason: as a master to the Christian 
faith and to the work of the church

In Scripture, we find positive examples of statistics 
being used as tools in service to God. God commanded 
Moses to keep statistics (Num 1:2). St. Luke recorded the 
numerical growth of the early church (Acts 2:41, 4:4, 19:5, 

7). Gideon counted his troops, but not for the reason one 
might expect; God commanded Gideon to downsize his 
army and then God brought victory nonetheless (Judg 

7:2ff).
We also find negative examples in the Bible, in which 

people sinfully put their confidence in numbers rather 
than in God. David sinned in commanding Joab to take 
a census of his troops, whereas Joab encouraged David to 
trust in the Lord (2 Sam 24). In a parallel fashion, Judah 
was tempted to trust in the military might of Egypt for 
protection against Assyria, but Isaiah rebuked those who 
“rely on [Egyptian] horses, who trust in chariots because 
they are many, … but who do not look to the Holy One of 
Israel, nor seek the Lord” (Isa 31:1).

Before examining synodical statistics, it is important to 
consider what we might do with such information. When 
Jesus sent out the seventy, the location and duration of their 

mission work was contingent upon people’s responses to 
the Word, but their message was constant regardless (Luke 

10:2, 5–11,16). Rather than conducting “market research,” 
the Apostles preached Christ’s resurrection even in the 
face of persecution; when released from prison, they did 
not pray that the persecution would be lifted, nor did they 
choose to soften their message, but rather they prayed 
that the Holy Spirit would increase their boldness to con-
tinue the work Christ had called them to do (Acts 4:29–31; 

Acts 5:20–21, 29, 40–42).
Particularly when engaging in statistical analysis, con-

fessional Lutherans also should remain mindful of the 
distinction between a theology of glory and the theology 
of the cross:

•  Theology of Glory: expecting a successful congrega-
tion to look successful by human standards

•  Theology of the Cross: recognizing that God triumphs 
through suffering, humility, weakness, and foolish-
ness (e.g., 1 Cor 1:18–31)

This study does not, therefore, seek a strategic plan for 
rebuilding the synod to the 2.8 million members it once 
had, but rather for understanding how and when and 
why membership has risen and fallen and for providing 
encouragement and guidance to serve the Lord regardless 
of future membership trends. One plants, another waters, 
but God gives the increase (1 Cor 3:7).

When that increase comes, let us remain mindful that 
every prospect, every baptized member, every confir-
mand, every communicant member, is a gift from God. 
The synod currently has 2.2 million more baptized mem-
bers than it deserves, for every soul entrusted to its care 
has come to the synod by God’s grace alone. In humility 
and thanksgiving, this report is intended to foster dis-
cussion about God’s blessings in order to foster better 
stewardship of those blessings.

APPENDIX C. THE TITUS 2 MINISTRY MODEL
The following diagram illustrates the mentoring relation-
ships that Paul exhorted Titus to establish in Crete (Titus 

1:5–2:15). The arrows indicate the direction of service, 
not necessarily of authority; that is to say, this chart is 
not intended to promote any particular model of church 
governance, but rather of ministry: the pastor (bishop) 
equips older men to minister to young men, older women 
to minister to younger women, and so on through parents 
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down to the children.93 Although Titus 2 does not explic-
itly identify the arrow between younger men and their 
children, it has been supplied in this diagram on the basis 
of Ephesians 6:4. For further explanation, see “Inter-
Generation Ministry: Where Are You in Titus Chapter 
Two?,” www.hausvater.org.

93 Ryan C. MacPherson, “Spiritual Boot Camp for Christian Manhood: 
Equipping Men for Godly Vocations in the Family, Church, and 
Society,” sponsored by Salem Lutheran Church (Stillwater, MN) and 
Hosted at Beacon Shores Resort on Whitefish Lake, September 19–21, 
2014, p. 9, www.hausvater.org/events/285.

http://www.hausvater.org/events/285
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APPENDIX D. PRINCIPAL LCMS MEMBERSHIP 
STATISTICS, 1950–2012

Year Baptized 
Membership

Confirmed 
Membership

Child 
Baptisms

Adult 
Deaths

1950 1,674,901 1,131,175 61,660 11,535

1951 1,728,989 1,159,991 63,614 10,955

1952 1,784,175 1,191,083 66,186 11,753

1953 1,850,100 1,225,593 68,982 12,556

1954 1,932,470 1,262,354 73,080 12,064

1955 2,004,110 1,298,969 74,879 12,703

1956 2,076,550 1,337,545 80,108 13,584

1957 2,150,229 1,381,407 80,878 13,760

1958 2,234,844 1,428,239 81,942 14,203

1959 2,304,962 1,467,952 82,767 14,697

1960 2,383,692 1,519,899 82,172 15,865

1961 2,456,856 1,577,671 82,248 15,709

1962 2,522,095 1,623,332 80,099 16,180

1963 2,591,762 1,674,234 80,011 16,985

1964 2,650,857 1,719,539 78,815 17,262

1965 2,692,889 1,760,803 72,379 17,601

1966 2,720,541 1,800,702 70,027 17,992

1967 2,749,903 1,839,873 68,273 18,190

1968 2,772,786 1,872,182 66,914 18,893

1969 2,778,238 1,895,750 65,569 19,025

1970 2,780,691 1,917,598 65,901 18,050

1971 2,772,996 1957,922 63,515 18,162

1972 2,781,297 1,963,262 59,970 18,420

1973 2,776,104 1,983,114 55,699 19,181

1974 2,769,594 2,010,456 55,768 19,154

1975 2,762,966 2,018,190 55,724 18,782

1976 2,757,271 2,026,336 54,047 19,292

1977 2,673,321 1,985,706 53,976 18,516

1978 2,631,374 1,969,279 53,758 18,737

1979 2,623,181 1,965,422 55,540 18,540

1980 2,622,847 1,965,211 57,792 18,832

1981 2,626,720 1,975,914 58,694 18,962

1982 2,630,823 1,981,260 58,601 19,094

1983 2,631,141 1,984,299 57,874 19,615

1984 2,628,133 1,986,392 56,375 20,025

1985 2,638,164 1,982,753 56,233 19,948

1986 2,630,588 1,974,798 58,464 20,482

1987 2,614,375 1,973,347 53,978 20,304

1988 2,604,278 1,962,674 53,660 20,776

1989 2,600,864 1,955,008 52,479 20,163

1990 2,603,725 1,954,883 52,569 20,131

1991 2,607,309 1,952,845 52,278 20,452

Year Baptized 
Membership

Confirmed 
Membership

Child 
Baptisms

Adult 
Deaths

1992 2,609,905 1,953,248 50,241 20,390

1993 2,598,935 1,945,077 48,242 20,925

1994 2,596,927 1,944,905 47,763 21,228

1995 2,614,815 1,943,514 49,728 21,649

1996 2,594,358 1,946,645 47,971 21,915

1997 2,606,459 1,946,336 46,984 22,191

1998 2,587,910 1,947,060 46,808 22,382

1999 2,576,520 1,941,340 45,901 22,708

2000 2,521,062 1,922,763 33,865 18,032

2001 2,540,045 1,920,949 32,606 17,985

2002 2,512,714 1,907,923 35,606 20,089

2003 2,488,936 1,894,822 33,959 18,681

2004 2,463,747 1,880,213 32,851 17,589

2005 2,440,864 1,870,659 31,701 18,707

2006 2,417,997 1,856,783 28,507 16,056

2007 2,383,084 1,835,064 27,913 16,399

2008 2,337,349 1,803,900 29,039 17,829

2009 2,312,111 1,784,139 24,745 16,141

2010 2,278,586 1,764,024 23,464 15,516

2011 2,231,858 1,731,522 28,627 19,466

2012 2,196,788 1,707,509 24,917 17,207
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FIGURE 1: Membership Change by Component, 
1950–2012

All Baptized Pre-Con-
firmed

Confirmed

1950 1.67M 544K 1.13M

Peak Year 2.78M in 1972 932K in 1965 2.03M in 1976

2012 2.20M 489K 1.71M

1950 to Peak Year +66% +71% +79%

Peak Year to 2012 -21% -48% -16%

1950 to 2012 +31% -10% +51%

Please Note: The information on this page accurately and objectively reflects the best available data from the Rosters, Statistics, and Research 
Services Office of the Lutheran Church Missouri Synod and other sources as noted. However, due to incomplete reporting by congregations and 
discrepancies between sources, these data may not correspond fully to actual congregational experiences. Responsible use of this report therefore 
will focus on obvious and long-term trends of stability or change, rather than short-term variations of small magnitudes.

LCMS Study Session Charts: “Generational Generosity” (Feb. 9, 2015) Page F-2 

Please Note: The information on this page accurately and objectively reflects the best available data from the Rosters, 
Statistics, and Research Services Office of the Lutheran Church Missouri Synod and other sources as noted. However, due to 
incomplete reporting by congregations and discrepancies between sources, these data may not correspond fully to actual 
congregational experiences. Responsible use of this report therefore will focus on obvious and long-term trends of stability or 
change, rather than short-term variations of small magnitudes. 
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FIGURE 2: Annualized Birth and Death Rates, 
1950–2012

Please Note: The information on this page accurately and objectively reflects the best available data from the Rosters, Statistics, and Research 
Services Office of the Lutheran Church Missouri Synod and other sources as noted. However, due to incomplete reporting by congregations and 
discrepancies between sources, these data may not correspond fully to actual congregational experiences. Responsible use of this report therefore 
will focus on obvious and long-term trends of stability or change, rather than short-term variations of small magnitudes.

Birth Rate Change (since 1956)

1956 Peak 4.00% 0%

1973 New Low 2.00% -50%

1973–1999 Average 2.01% -50%

2000 New Low 1.31% -67%

2000–2012 Average 1.23% -69%

2010 New Low 1.01% -75%LCMS Study Session Charts: “Generational Generosity” (Feb. 9, 2015) Page F-4 

Please Note: The information on this page accurately and objectively reflects the best available data from the Rosters, 
Statistics, and Research Services Office of the Lutheran Church Missouri Synod and other sources as noted. However, due to 
incomplete reporting by congregations and discrepancies between sources, these data may not correspond fully to actual 
congregational experiences. Responsible use of this report therefore will focus on obvious and long-term trends of stability or 
change, rather than short-term variations of small magnitudes. 
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Statistics, and Research Services Office of the Lutheran Church Missouri Synod and other sources as noted. However, due to 
incomplete reporting by congregations and discrepancies between sources, these data may not correspond fully to actual 
congregational experiences. Responsible use of this report therefore will focus on obvious and long-term trends of stability or 
change, rather than short-term variations of small magnitudes. 
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FIGURE 3: Annualized Natural Increase and Net 
Outreach-Migration Rates, 1950–2012
•  The trend line for Natural Increase represents a steeper 

decline than that for Net Outreach-Migration, sug-
gesting that the declining birth rate has had a greater 
influence on overall decline.

•  The steep and relatively short-lived dip in Net 
Outreach-Migration during the mid to late 1970s 
appears to have resulted from a liberal-moderate 
exodus following the Seminex affair.

Please Note: The information on this page accurately and objectively reflects the best available data from the Rosters, Statistics, and Research 
Services Office of the Lutheran Church Missouri Synod and other sources as noted. However, due to incomplete reporting by congregations and 
discrepancies between sources, these data may not correspond fully to actual congregational experiences. Responsible use of this report therefore 
will focus on obvious and long-term trends of stability or change, rather than short-term variations of small magnitudes.

LCMS Study Session Charts: “Generational Generosity” (Feb. 9, 2015) Page F-6 

Please Note: The information on this page accurately and objectively reflects the best available data from the Rosters, 
Statistics, and Research Services Office of the Lutheran Church Missouri Synod and other sources as noted. However, due to 
incomplete reporting by congregations and discrepancies between sources, these data may not correspond fully to actual 
congregational experiences. Responsible use of this report therefore will focus on obvious and long-term trends of stability or 
change, rather than short-term variations of small magnitudes. 
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FIGURE 4: Membership Change per Decade, by 
Factor, 1950–2010

Please Note: The information on this page accurately and objectively reflects the best available data from the Rosters, Statistics, and Research 
Services Office of the Lutheran Church Missouri Synod and other sources as noted. However, due to incomplete reporting by congregations and 
discrepancies between sources, these data may not correspond fully to actual congregational experiences. Responsible use of this report therefore 
will focus on obvious and long-term trends of stability or change, rather than short-term variations of small magnitudes.

Starting Baptized 
Membership

Natural Increase Net Outreach Net Migration Unaccounted 
Change

Ending Baptized 
Membership

1951–1960 1.67M +622K +302K +21K -237K 2.38M

1961–1970 2.38M +554K +71 +9K -237K 2.78M

1971–1980 2.78M +378K -95K -5K -436K 2.62M

1981–1990 2.62M +359K -82K 0 -296K 2.60M

1991–2000 2.60M +258K -14K -16K -311K 2.52M

2001–2010 2.52M +125K -104K -15K -245K 2.28M

1951–2010 1.67M +2.30M +78K -6K -1.77M 2.28M

LCMS Study Session Charts: “Generational Generosity” (Feb. 9, 2015) Page F-8 

Please Note: The information on this page accurately and objectively reflects the best available data from the Rosters, 
Statistics, and Research Services Office of the Lutheran Church Missouri Synod and other sources as noted. However, due to 
incomplete reporting by congregations and discrepancies between sources, these data may not correspond fully to actual 
congregational experiences. Responsible use of this report therefore will focus on obvious and long-term trends of stability or 
change, rather than short-term variations of small magnitudes. 

 

FIGURE 5: Pre-Confirmed Members as a Percentage of All Members, 1950–
2012 
 

Perecent Pre-
Confirmed 

Change (since 
1959) 

1959 Historic Peak 36.3% 0% 

1978–2000 Average 24.9% –31.4% (as a proportion) 
2012 Historic Low 22.3% –38.6% (as a proportion) 
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FIGURE 5: Pre-Confirmed Members as a 
Percentage of All Members, 1950–2012

Percent Pre-Confirmed Change (since 1959(

1959 Historic Peak 36.3% 0%

1978–2000 24.9% -31.4% (as a proportion)

2012 Historic Low 22.3% -38.6% (as a proportion)

Please Note: The information on this page accurately and objectively reflects the best available data from the Rosters, Statistics, and Research 
Services Office of the Lutheran Church Missouri Synod and other sources as noted. However, due to incomplete reporting by congregations and 
discrepancies between sources, these data may not correspond fully to actual congregational experiences. Responsible use of this report therefore 
will focus on obvious and long-term trends of stability or change, rather than short-term variations of small magnitudes.
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change, rather than short-term variations of small magnitudes. 
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FIGURE 6: Estimated Percentage of Personal 
Income Given to Church, 1970–2005
•  The following estimate was calculated from U.S. Census 

figures for median income among white households, 
adjusted by annual median household size.1 The 
national median income for whites seems applicable 
to the LCMS given that a 2008 Pew study indicates 
that 95% of LCMS members are white and that 44% of 
LCMS households have annual incomes below $50,000 
and 35% have annual incomes above $75,000, sug-
gesting at least a rough approximation between LCMS 

1 U.S. Census Bureau, “Table F-7. Type of White Family by Median and 
Mean Income: 1967 to 2013,” www.census.gov/hhes/www/income/data/
historical/families.

Please Note: The information on this page accurately and objectively reflects the best available data from the Rosters, Statistics, and Research 
Services Office of the Lutheran Church Missouri Synod and other sources as noted. However, due to incomplete reporting by congregations and 
discrepancies between sources, these data may not correspond fully to actual congregational experiences. Responsible use of this report therefore 
will focus on obvious and long-term trends of stability or change, rather than short-term variations of small magnitudes.

households and the national median.2

•  The calculated estimates appear to be plausible, in 
view of a report that average charitable giving varies as 
follows: 1.5% of income for offering collections without 
a stewardship program; 2.9% for pledge stewardship 
programs; 4.6% for proportionate-giving stewardship 
programs.3

•  The most responsible use of this estimate would be 
to invite further research rather than to regard these 
results as firmly established. Tentatively, two summary 
statements may be suggested:

•  Charitable giving (as a proportion of income) seems 
to have decreased from 1970 to 1980.

•  Charitable giving (as a proportion of income) seems 
to have remained fairly stable from 1980 to 2005.

2 Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life, U.S. Religious Landscape 
Survey (Feb. 2008), 80.
3 “Stewardship Primer Appendix 2: Four Pillars of an Effective 
Stewardship Education Process,” n.d., faithaflame.lcms.org.
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• The following estimate was calculated from U.S. Census figures for median income among 
white households, adjusted by annual median household size.1 The national median income for 
whites seems applicable to the LCMS given that a 2008 Pew study indicates that 95% of LCMS 
members are white and that 44% of LCMS households have annual incomes below $50,000 
and 35% have annual incomes above $75,000, suggesting at least a rough approximation 
between LCMS households and the national median.2 

• The calculated estimates appear to be plausible, in view of a report that average charitable 
giving varies as follows: 1.5% of income for offering collections without a stewardship program; 
2.9% for pledge stewardship programs; 4.6% for proportionate-giving stewardship programs.3 

• The most responsible use of this estimate would be to invite further research rather than to 
regard these results as firmly established. Tentatively, two summary statements may be 
suggested: 

◦ Charitable giving (as a proportion of income) seems to have decreased from 1970 to 1980. 

◦ Charitable giving (as a proportion of income) seems to have remained fairly stable from 
1980 to 2005. 
 
                                                   
1U.S. Census Bureau, “Table F-7. Type of White Family by Median and Mean Income:  1967 to 2013,” 

www.census.gov/hhes/www/income/data/historical/families. 
2Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life, U.S. Religious Landscape Survey (Feb. 2008), 80. 
3“Stewardship Primer Appendix 2: Four Pillars of an Effective Stewardship Education Process,” n.d., 

faithaflame.lcms.org. 

http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/income/data/historical/families
http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/income/data/historical/families
http:/faithaflame.lcms.org
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FIGURE 7: Child Baptisms by ECE Sponsorship 
Type
•  Congregations that serve as sole owners of an early 

childhood education (ECE) center tend to have the 
highest child baptism rates, but congregations with no 
ECE fare as well as, if not better than, congregations 
that operate an ECE jointly with one or more other 
congregations.

•  Child baptisms may result from both the baptisms of 
children born within the congregation as well as the 
baptisms of non-member children who enroll in the 
ECE and then are baptized.

Please Note: The information on this page accurately and objectively reflects the best available data from the Rosters, Statistics, and Research 
Services Office of the Lutheran Church Missouri Synod and other sources as noted. However, due to incomplete reporting by congregations and 
discrepancies between sources, these data may not correspond fully to actual congregational experiences. Responsible use of this report therefore 
will focus on obvious and long-term trends of stability or change, rather than short-term variations of small magnitudes.

LCMS Study Session Charts: “Generational Generosity” (Feb. 9, 2015) Page F-12 

Please Note: The information on this page accurately and objectively reflects the best available data from the Rosters, 
Statistics, and Research Services Office of the Lutheran Church Missouri Synod and other sources as noted. However, due to 
incomplete reporting by congregations and discrepancies between sources, these data may not correspond fully to actual 
congregational experiences. Responsible use of this report therefore will focus on obvious and long-term trends of stability or 
change, rather than short-term variations of small magnitudes. 

 

LCMS Study Session Charts: “Generational Generosity” (Feb. 9, 2015) Page F-12 

Please Note: The information on this page accurately and objectively reflects the best available data from the Rosters, 
Statistics, and Research Services Office of the Lutheran Church Missouri Synod and other sources as noted. However, due to 
incomplete reporting by congregations and discrepancies between sources, these data may not correspond fully to actual 
congregational experiences. Responsible use of this report therefore will focus on obvious and long-term trends of stability or 
change, rather than short-term variations of small magnitudes. 

 



119Journal of Lutheran Mission | The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod

FIGURE 8: Child Baptisms by LES Sponsorship 
Type
•  Congregations that serve as sole owners of a Lutheran 

elementary school (LES) have tended to have the high-
est child baptism rates, but:

•  Congregations with no LES have fared as well as, if 
not better than, congregations that operate an LES 
jointly with one or more other congregations.

•  The differences attributable to LES sponsorship type 
also have diminished over time.

Please Note: The information on this page accurately and objectively reflects the best available data from the Rosters, Statistics, and Research 
Services Office of the Lutheran Church Missouri Synod and other sources as noted. However, due to incomplete reporting by congregations and 
discrepancies between sources, these data may not correspond fully to actual congregational experiences. Responsible use of this report therefore 
will focus on obvious and long-term trends of stability or change, rather than short-term variations of small magnitudes.

•  Child baptisms may result from both the baptisms of 
children born within the congregation as well as the bap-
tisms of non-member children who enroll in the school 
and then are baptized.

•  The average rate of child baptisms has declined for all 
three groups.
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FIGURE 9: Retention of Pre-Confirmed Members, 
by LES Sponsorship Type
•  Higher retention rates are associated with the operation 

of a Lutheran elementary school (LES), especially if the 
congregation is the sole owner of that school.

•  However, retention rates have declined, and the steepest 
decline is among those congregations that serve as sole 
owners of a LES.

•  Confirmation age is assumed to be about 14 years 
(eighth grade). Changing that assumption to age 12 
(sixth grade) or a weighted average of the two would 
yield a slightly higher estimate for retention rates, but 
would not change the consistent ranking that favors 
LES congregations, nor would it change the year-by-
year downward trend.

Please Note: The information on this page accurately and objectively reflects the best available data from the Rosters, Statistics, and Research 
Services Office of the Lutheran Church Missouri Synod and other sources as noted. However, due to incomplete reporting by congregations and 
discrepancies between sources, these data may not correspond fully to actual congregational experiences. Responsible use of this report therefore 
will focus on obvious and long-term trends of stability or change, rather than short-term variations of small magnitudes.
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FIGURE 10: Adult Evangelism Yields, by LES Spon-
sorship Type
•  Congregations that are sole owners of an LES tend to 

have the highest adult evangelism yield.

•  Congregations that have no LES tend to have a higher 
yield than congregations that jointly operate an LES 
with one or more other congregations.

•  These points invite further discussion concerning the 
leveraging of an LES as an evangelistic outreach tool 
that will bring not only children but also parents into 
the congregation.

Please Note: The information on this page accurately and objectively reflects the best available data from the Rosters, Statistics, and Research 
Services Office of the Lutheran Church Missouri Synod and other sources as noted. However, due to incomplete reporting by congregations and 
discrepancies between sources, these data may not correspond fully to actual congregational experiences. Responsible use of this report therefore 
will focus on obvious and long-term trends of stability or change, rather than short-term variations of small magnitudes.

•  The spike in reported adult confirmations for Affiliate/
Associate LES congregations in 2012 possibly results 
from high fluctuations in the number of congregations 
that reported data for the surrounding years (e.g., 59% 
of congregations reported 2013 data, compare to 86% 
for 2011).

•  Because a comparison among ECE sponsorship types 
yields essentially the same results as for LES, a separate 
chart has not been provided.
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