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Welcome to the Marketing Research Bulletin, a periodic report 
created for all Unity leaders, by the As so ci a tion of Uni ty 

Church es Communications Department. This Bul le tin provides 
valuable in for ma tion on recent trends affecting church growth.

Information overload is a part of modern life, and data on trends 
affecting churches is no exception. We created these bulletins to 
give a quick reading for busy church leaders. We read multiple 
resources, including books and articles written by church growth 
experts, business writers and trend watchers in many disciplines. 
For those interested in greater depth, we have included listings for 

further reading. In addition, to make it as practical as possible, we give ideas of implications 
for churches.

It is with love and awe for ministers, and those leaders who work alongside them, that we 
dedicate this work. And with blessings! 

Lisa Wittman
VP Communications

Ext. 349,  email:  dom@unity.org
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When you think about people your ministry can 
serve, who are they? Do they currently attend 

an oth er church, or none at all? Cer tain ly one of the 
most in ter est ing segments that church es can con sid er 
is the un churched. In order to reach them, it will be 
critical to un der stand who they are, their in ter ests, 
and how to com mu ni cate with them. Since church 
lead ers are churched, there is an inherent need to 
look with new eyes when planning ways to reach 
the un churched. This can be a true par a digm shift.

Following is a compilation of in for ma tion about this 
group taken from many re sourc es and workshops. A re-
source list is given for those interested in further study.

Unchurched, Defi ned 
What constitutes an unchurched per son? By George 
Barna’s defi nition, anyone who has not attended a 
church service in the last six months is unchurched. 
Many of these peo ple are listed on mem ber ship rolls 
at a given church. But mem ber ship is no long er a 
useful statistic, since it does not in di cate at ten dance 
or par tic i pa tion in the way that it used to. Whether 
Barna’s defi nition ap peals to you or not, the important 
thing is to use the same one for dis cus sion so that 
com par i sons across time and place make sense. The 
un churched make up 32% of the pop u la tion, up from 
25% before 1990. There is some fl u id i ty in this group, 
as it changes by about 10% to 15% every year. At least 
that number are open to at tend ing church ev ery year.

A further defi nition of interest is the idea of the 
“underchurched,” those who attend every four 
to six weeks. This group makes up about 26% 
of the pop u la tion. The last group, the “fi rmly 
churched,” make up 42% of the pop u la tion.

Demographic Profi le
Most of the unchurched are men (61%). About 
half of them are 25 to 45 years old (most of these 
fall into the Boomer group, with a few X’ers), and 
more than half are single. Their median household 
income of $31,540 exceeds the national average 
and that of the churched pop u la tion. They also are 
twice as likely to have com plet ed col lege as are the 
churched. All of these fac tors lead to the con clu sion 

that the un churched tend to be more so phis ti cat ed, 
upscale and in de pen dent than the churched.

Issues of Importance 
The most important issues on their minds 
relate to money. Almost half identifi ed fi  nan cial 
worries or em ploy ment is sues as their most 
press ing concerns (es pe cial ly for the Boomers and 
X’ers). The next most common issue was health 
prob lems (es pe cial ly for the older group). Fam i ly 
dif fi  cul ties, social/po lit i cal and parenting is sues 
were all cited. No tice ably ab sent were con cerns 
about mo ral i ty, spir i tu al i ty or eth i cal be hav ior.

When asked about the elements most 
im por tant in their lives, they chose the 
fol low ing top ten, in order of frequency:

• good health
• close friendships
• comfortable lifestyle
• clear purpose for living
• live to an old age
• live close to family, relatives 
 (seems to echo the desire for community)
• close relationship with God
• active sex life
• high-paying job
• infl uence other people’s lives

Those who are churched place a higher val ue on a 
“close relationship with God” as well as “in fl u ence 
oth er peo ple’s lives.” Note that when peo ple in 
church es are plan ning pro grams for the un churched, 
they must con sid er the change in agen da - make no 
as sump tions that the un churched hold the same value 
for these two items. As people be come congregants and 
grow spiritually, their pri or i ties typ i cal ly be come more 
like the churched. Yet to bring them in and en gage 
them initially, we must be sen si tive to the difference.

Religious Background
Eighty-fi ve percent of unchurched peo ple have 
at tend ed a church for an ex tend ed period of time 
in their lives. The younger the person, the less 
likely this is to be true. Their church backgrounds 
gen er al ly re fl ect the denominational af fi l i a tions in 
the pop u la tion as a whole. That is, the most com mon 
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previous affi liations, in order, are Cath o lic, Bap tist, 
Methodist, Lutheran, Pres by te ri an, As sem blies of God, 
Epis co pal, and Church of Christ. (These also vary 
with geo graph ic area.) The majority of un churched 
come from me di um sized church es (at ten dance of 100 
up to 1000), with few from megachurches and small 
church es. About 17% are “born again Chris tians.”

How do they view churches and Christianity as a 
whole? About two thirds had a favorable im pres sion 
of Chris tian i ty, while 19% had an un fa vor able 
view. Con trast this with the view of local church es, 
where about 57% had a fa vor able view. The more 
affl uent the per son, the less likely she was to have a 
fa vor able image of local church es or of Christianity.

Eighty-fi ve percent of unchurched women pray at 
least once a month, while only 60% of un churched 
men do. Other activities en gaged in to a much less er 
extent in clud ed watch ing religious TV, read ing the 
Bible, re li gious magazine or book, lis ten ing to a re li -
gious radio pro gram, or at tend ing a small group Bible 
study. Boomers and X’ers are less likely to think that 
religion is im por tant than old er groups. Wom en and 
people from lower income house holds tend ed to think 
it more im por tant. Almost half of the unchurched 
think that the opin ions of friends and fam i ly have the 
great est im pact on their lives, as op posed to re li gion. 

Beliefs
Half believe in God as an omnipotent and om ni scient 
Cre ator of the universe who is still at work in the 
world today. (75% of the churched believe this.) 
The young er the per son, the less likely he is to have 
a so-called “orthodox” view of God. Wom en have 
a great er tendency toward this belief than men. 

The main reason underlying their non-at ten dance is 
that they do not see the church offering any thing worth 
the time and ef fort. Ten per cent say they do not believe 
in God and they dislike or ga nized religion so much 
that they would never re turn. However, most simply 
feel that there are many op tions competing for their 
time, and that the church does not effectively com pete.

Other research, conducted in the startup phase of sev-
 er al megachurches, gives more specifi c in sights. The top 
rea sons for not attending can be sum ma rized like this:

• “It’s boring. The sermon doesn’t relate to my life.”
• “Church members are unfriendly to vis i tors. If I go, I
  want to feel wel comed with out being embarrassed.”
• “They’re more interested in my money than in me.”
• “We worry about the qual i ty of the church’s child
 care.” (This, of course, came from young cou ples.)

How likely are they to return? A large 56% said 
they would probably or defi   nite ly not return. 
The rest indicated some open ness to it. Those 
most like ly to return are non-whites, women, 
and those who were for mer ly churched. Age 
had no apparent infl uence on this question.

Why Attend?
The unchurched identifi ed the top fi ve rea sons 
that would be compelling to them:

• to fi nd out more about God
• for children to receive religious teach ing
• to improve understanding of the Bi ble
• it would be a place to meet other people
• to learn better ways of dealing with 
 everyday problems

When asked about what a dream church would look 
like, there was a variety of an swers. It seems ap par ent 
that there is no one “right” form or style of ser vic es. 
Even though a dis pro por tion ate number of un churched 
peo ple end up in megachurches, they in di cat ed a 
pref er ence for a small church. Barna con cludes that this 
is because they want to be cared for and ap pre ci at ed on 
a human scale. It lends cre dence to the idea that small 
groups in the church give the “high touch” factor that 
is so im por tant to peo ple today. It also con fi rms the 
over rid ing im por tance of re la tion ships and com mu ni ty.

Sixteen percent of unchurched adults would be 
open to attending multiple church es on a ro tat ing 
basis, while 85% would fi nd one and stick with 
it. They are most likely to fi nd a church through 
word of mouth (over half said this) - es pe cial ly 
through rec om men da tions of friends or relatives. 
Young adults and women would fi nd this meth od 
more im por tant than oth ers. Ad ver tis ing would be 
a meth od of learn ing about church es for 27%.

2
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Communications
As for the content of advertising, the most in-
 ter est ing pieces of information would be:

• whether it is a Christian church
• denomination (they are leery of ma
 jor de nom i na tions)
• church location
• time of services

They are less likely to be interested in the history of 
the church, the sermon title, pas tor’s name, quotes 
from attenders or how many people at tend.

Few methods of getting people to con sid er the church 
gained widespread sup port. Personal in vi ta tions re main 
the most im por tant and like ly to be ac cept ed meth od. 

Another strong possibility is providing high-
quality, high-interest events to which current 
attendees feel com fort able inviting their friends.

Programs that showed up as having the 
high est in ter est were, in order:

• volunteering to assist the needy
• get together with group your age and lifestyle, for 
 social ac tiv i ties
• attend church-sponsored fun activities
• Sunday morning worship

Three other types of effort were con sid ered in ter est ing:

• invited to attend by mailed brochure
• church-sponsored seminars about problems 
 of per son al interest - open to the community
• church-sponsored musical concert - open to the 
 com mu ni ty

Once they become vis i tors, majorities 
had strong negative feel ings about:

• identifying self dur ing service
• thank you gift de liv ered to home
• asked to wear name tag
• visit to their homes the week after 
 visiting the church

In fact, most want no special treatment, though they 
want to know that the church is genuinely friendly, 

and what it has to of fer them. Greeting them in for mal ly 
af ter the service is ap pre ci at ed, as is re ceiv ing church 
in for ma tion from ush ers. Herb Miller sug gests that the 
traditional “pew pad” has the advantage of alerting con-
gregants to new com ers near them. Through this meth od 
they can be en cour aged to give a friendly greet ing.

Implications for
Unity Churches
1. Relevance is of the utmost importance, and not nec
 essarily as defi ned by current congregants. To reach 
 the un churched, we need to present the message in a
 style that they can understand. This includes:

• Language that is commonly understood 
“on the street” - be care ful about terminol-
ogy that only occurs in Uni ty - we may be 
fa mil iar with it, but out sid ers may not.

• Music that is culturally relevant to the  group 
you are targeting - this is especially age-sen si tive. 
Herb Miller states that the pop u la tion born 
before 1927 connects with God best through the 
old gospel hymns (writ ten 1900-35), those born 
in 1927-46 fa vor clas sic hymns of the church 
(writ ten 200 to 300 years ago), and those born 
af ter 1946 pre fer hymns written since 1960.

• Sunday morning service - this is the time when 
unchurched peo ple are most likely to at tend. 
Excellence and entertainment are also im-
 por tant com po nents of the ser vice - re mem ber, 
this is what people are used to in our cul ture. 
This is not about watering down the mean-
 ing, but about mak ing it more cul tur al ly rel-
evant so that peo ple can “hear” the mean ing. 
Think about it as beginning with “where they 
are” - a tradition Jesus himself prac ticed. 

• Message - the most im por tant thing about the 
 message is that it con nect with people as they 
 live their daily lives. They want to know God  

and ex pe ri ence God, not just talk about God.

• Small groups - as mentioned earlier, these 
are important be cause they al low peo ple 
to become as sim i lat ed, and they offer com-
 mu ni ty and re la tion ships that are so crucial. 
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2. Excellence is expected. Think of how the qual-
ity of all prod ucts and services has in creased. 
We live in a consumer society. With out mak ing 
a value judge ment, it means that we are used to 
hav ing our needs ca tered to. When we fi nd some-
 thing that does not fi t our needs, we move on to 
the next option - and there are always more op-
 tions. Peo ple bring this mind-set to their in ter -
ac tion with all or ga ni za tions, in clud ing church es.

3. Options - this is one reason why megachurches 
are so at trac tive to the un churched. They offer 
spe cial ized op por tu ni ties, and many of them, to 
meet the needs of their con stit u ents. As stat ed 
earlier, there are al ways more options in our so-
ciety, to the point that the main com pe ti tion for 
church es now goes be yond other church es. As an 
ex am ple, Sun day morn ing time with the family, 
the news pa per, and the game (name the sport) 
are all viable com pet i tors for Sun day morn ing 
worship. We must of fer at trac tive op tions that 
fi ll needs in order to at tract the un churched.

4. Outreach - there is renewed in ter est in help-
 ing those less for tu nate. Ser vice trans lates into 
a personal growth op por tu ni ty for po ten tial 
congregants - and the trend is ever more to ward 
hands-on service. At the same time, this is an 
at trac tion point for the un churched. Church es 
that do com mu ni ty service can be come bet-
 ter known in the com mu ni ty, and can develop 
a positive im age (you can’t buy this kind of im-
age). They also dem on strate the prac ti cal i ty and 
au then tic i ty of faith by prac tic ing it in this way.

5. Advertising can be part of the com mu ni ca tions, 
keep ing it in per spec tive as only a part. It is best 
to fi nd ways to encourage cur rent congregants to 
in vite. Publicity, es pe cial ly for pro grams that touch 
the com mu ni ty in some way, should also be a part 
of the com mu ni ca tion plan. Ad ver tis ing on the 
church page or in oth er re li gious me dia will nev er 
reach the un churched - so be sure to select other av-
 e nues. The lifestyle or sports sec tions may be more 
fruit ful. Put yourself in the shoes of some one who 
does not nor mal ly think about spir i tu al i ty before 
cre at ing your mes sage. Contact Marketing and Pub-

 lic Re la tions at the Association - we are working to 
de vel op ad ver tise ments for different target groups.

6. For more information on gen er a tion al 
differences, ask for our Marketing Re-
search Bulletin en ti tled, Gen er a tions.
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