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For church leaders, analytics and modeling can sound cold. Detached.
Nothing could be further from the truth.
When thoughtfully collected and mobilized, they can be a hugely powerful ministry tool
for any pastor.
The key, of course, is to know which metrics matter most to ministry — and what to do with that
data once it’s in hand.
For that, we’ve called on an esteemed panel of ministry leaders and church giving specialists to
discuss how data can help church leaders gain greater clarity and confidence to lead.
What role does analytics play in supporting the vision and mission of the church?
Curt Swindoll: Analytics are one way we measure the heart and the health of the church — but people
don’t tend to think of it that way. They think of analytics as inhuman and cold.
Yet, scripture is replete with the idea that there’s a fruit to a healthy heart and life. The connection is
made over and over — particularly in how we view giving and financial activity and the condition of
our heart and our sense of generosity. So, I think the idea of using analytics as a means of measuring the
quality of relationships in the church is interesting.
Joel Mikell: I agree. In scripture, there’s a direct correlation between our faith and our finances and how
we give back to God that which God has entrusted to us.
Ron Edmondson: There’s an old business adage that ‘you get what you measure.’ Over and over again,
I’ve seen how the process of measuring things helps clear up where we, as church leaders, hold incorrect,
preconceived notions about what’s happening in our churches.
There’s so much about the future that’s unclear; trends become a needed indicator of whether we’re going
north or south. That will take us in two different directions and, ultimately, to two different destinations.
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Lance Taylor: I agree with Curt; analytics, as a term, sounds very
detached, very cold, very ‘business.’ But, at Long Hollow, it has allowed
us to bring intentionality to a whole new, very important aspect of the
Christian life: generosity.
When we look at data on our church members, we’re very comfortable
examining discipleship and small group activity. We’re very intentional
with how we group people; we want them to be with similar individuals.
But, when it comes to money, if often seems like we have no idea where
to start — because we don’t like to talk about it. The problem with that is,
we don’t see people at different places in their walk of generosity. This is
especially true when you’re talking about multiple hundreds or thousands
of people in a church body; you don’t really even know how to break people
down in terms of generosity. You figure there are those who haven’t given,
people who give occasionally, and so forth— but how do you know who
they are? And what do you say to them? How, for instance, do you affirm
the people who give regularly, but not very much?
It sounds clinical, but analytics have proven extremely practical [at our
church]. They’ve helped us know how to identify and approach people
at different stages in their journey of generosity, and talk to them in
a way that helps them move forward. This is far more effective than an
announcement from the pulpit or in the bulletin, or a general letter to each
congregation that says, ‘Here’s how much you’ve given this year.’
Ron Edmondson: Personally, I feel like I can never get enough data. It’s
the only way we know we’re actually reaching our mission, and it gives
us an opportunity to set goals for improvement in all areas — not just
generosity, but in every area.
When my family and I arrived at our church three and a half years
ago, it had been in a period of significant decline for several years. In that
scenario, you either don’t want to know the numbers, or you pretend
they’re different. Both of those were happening.
What we can do — when we know enough data — is celebrate what is
working and what is effective. For example, our church was significantly
declining in attendance and giving numbers, but we have a huge, massive
building, and the church has a history of allowing people in. We just
started counting people who entered our building, whether it was for
worship services, for a meeting we hosted, or as part of an outside group
we let meet there. We found that although we were running 1,000 in
attendance at the time, we had 13,000 people in our building that week! It
allowed us to say, ‘Look what we’re able to accomplish here!’
We did the same thing with our TV ministry. We’re pulling those
numbers all the time.
The point is, if you know all the numbers, you can usually find
something to celebrate.
Why do you think this idea (i.e., — using data to make ministry
decisions) is an increasingly important conversation for church
leaders to have?
Ron Edmondson: Obviously, as churches, we’re competing with
different things — time, resources and dollars. We have to be more
efficient with our resources, just like the business world has had to do for
years. We’re required to be good stewards of what God has given us.
Ben Stroup: I think there’s so much in ministry that’s intuitive.
It can be very easy to carry over that mind-set into other aspects of
church leadership.
The problem is when we’re ‘off’ — if there are myths to our intuition, or
if our intuition is incorrect —we need the ability to re-center to something
that we can know. That’s where analytics and modeling can help.
Joel Mikell:I also believe there’s a growing expectation of the church to
look at — and analyze — data.
I’m on the budget finance team at my church, along with a few members
who are young executives. One is a CPA. As we were working through the
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planning process this past fall at the church, they were asking, ‘Why don’t
we utilize here at the church some of the tools and practices that are used
in the business world?’ ‘Why don’t we start looking at some key metrics
and analytics?’ So, there’s a generation coming into leadership that’s going
to expect the church to tap into analytics and modeling.
Derek Hazelet: The data the church has at its disposal is remarkable.
What the church tracks in its church member management database is
absolutely amazing. What’s fascinating about business intelligence is the
ability to peek into the information and get ‘actionable insights.’
So, when we sit here and wonder if we can measure discipleship, there’s
a good chance that there are some indications in our data that can offer
clarity about what’s happening.
Why are some church leaders still hesitant about using
objective information to make ministry decisions?
Ben Stroup: In my experience, there’s nothing in church leaders’
training or backgrounds that would suggest that they have a vocabulary
or a sense of intuition to reach for this kind of data. They’ve certainly gone
to college, and in a lot of cases have spent 90 credit hours in a graduate
degree program. But, they haven’t been exposed to these ideas in even one
of those classes. So, in a lot of ways, church leaders don’t know that they
don’t know.
Curt Swindoll: I also think there’s a perception that it’s cold; that it’s
not spiritual.
Ron Edmondson: Along with that, as a business-minded pastor, the
pushback I get is, ‘God is in charge of the numbers.’
Curt Swindoll: I’ve heard [criticisms] of [equating] business with
ministry for a long time, too. Years ago, I looked up the definition of
business, and it’s this: a group of people committed to a common cause. I thought
that was fascinating. By this definition, our ministries are more like
businesses than a lot of businesses. You could say it’s a matter of semantics,
but ministries do have financial responsibilities, and many aspects of
what they do look very much like a business — payroll, income, expenses,
financial departments, staff and so on.
There’s an accountability that comes when measurement happens. I’ve
looked at a lot of reports that didn’t tell me what I wanted to hear. But, in
every case, now I was accountable to that information, because I knew
about it. I had a responsibility for it.
Typically, how far / deep are churches digging when it comes
to evaluating their data? What areas are they most often
tracking and analyzing?
Joel Mikell: Unfortunately, most churches only look at what came
in over the previous weekend. They are are not looking at trending,
movement up and down, lost givers or new givers. Many church leaders
just want to know if their church is in the black or in the red.
Curt Swindoll: I agree; a lot of data analysis in churches is surface-level.
Can you define what we mean when we say “analytics and
modeling”? How is this different than the way church leaders
currently analyze data?
Ben Stroup: Many church leaders assume that a report writer is the same
thing as analytics. However, a report writer aggregates and simply tells
you what has happened — helpful, but not necessarily insightful when
you’re trying to decide what to do next.
Analytics and modeling allow you to identify the direction your church
is headed based on those historical trends. Then, beyond that, it gives
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you the ability to identify what key moves need to be made to ensure the
church will arrive at the outcomes it wants to create.
Knowing what has happened isn’t enough to focus your efforts on the
long-term impact of current ministry decisions.
Derek Hazelet: That’s true. Not maximizing data with true analytics and
modeling can hurt you, because you’ll spend your time in reaction mode.
As a church leader, if I’m simply analyzing data based on lagging indicators,
then I’m going to be like a pinball every Monday when we pull the report.
Oh, we’re down in children’s ministry? We’ve got to do something! Then, we wait
for the next report to see if we’ve made progress.
I’ve found that simply using descriptive data from report-writing tools is
like trying to drive by looking in the rearview mirror.
Curt Swindoll: It is. Knowledge is understanding; wisdom is knowing
what to do with that understanding.
Data is the same way as it relates to information; in effect, it’s
meaningless points of content. Analytics is the process of turning that
data into information in a form that [benefits ministry]. Modeling is a
further extension, which gives us some kind of indication about what
might happen in the future based on what’s happened in the past, or based
on characteristics about people.
Lance Taylor: Some analytics we can do in-house. With regards to
attendance, for example, we often measure whether or not a person was
here. But, if we took attendance by how well people came, that would take
our metrics to a whole new level.
Similarly, when we look at generosity, it’s not just a question of whether
or not a person gave — how well did they give?
That additional factor alone pushes the analysis into a category we can’t
do on our own. That’s why we’ve had to go to RSI Stewardship for help.
How can analytics help break through the myths around
engagement and giving that are holding church leaders back?
Ben Stroup: I’d go back to what Curt said about the definition of analytics
— as the presentation of data in a format that facilitates decision-making.
With that information in hand, you’re creating accountability and
responsibility. Now that I know, I must react to it; I can’t just ignore it.
That’s key in this whole process: eliminating the guesswork of
ministry leadership.
Curt Swindoll: Analytics is the process of clarifying the things we don’t
know, as well as the things we do know. Having clarity around [both]
facilitates an understanding around areas that are weak and need attention
versus those that are strong and producing the results we hope for.

Why is it important to evaluating things like lifecycle, based
on giving, attendance and participation?
Curt Swindoll: Because — and this is especially true with a church —
the root of all giving is a relationship. As the relationship changes, so does
the level of giving (size and frequency, consistency over time, and so on).
Think of it this way: If you’re buying a present for your nephew, you
don’t go to his mom and dad and ask, ‘What’s the average age of all your
kids?’ That information isn’t really helpful. You want to know the age of
the child you’re buying a present for. It matters.
As simplistic as that sounds, it shows the danger of averaging out data
on our congregants; it implies all the relationships are the same. We need
to recognize that some relationships are stronger than others. It’s pretty
rare that a relationship with a new congregant — and as such, a new giver
— is stronger than the relationship the church has with someone who has
been attending for several years, for example.
The ability to analyze giving by lifecycle stage gives us clues into
the level of health, and the quality of relationships, at each stage of the
developmental process. That information lets us be more intentional
about building and improving those relationships, at those stages.
What are some leading indicators that church leaders might
want to pay attention to?
Derek Hazelet: Actually, all indicators can be leading or laggard,
depending on how you leverage the information. Giving tends to be a
lagging indicator if you only look at it when it’s gone or when it’s there. It
becomes a leading indicator when you’re catching it earlier in the process
— when you’re intentional about what’s happening along the lifecycle. If
you are, you can make better decisions and communicate differently. You
can change outcomes instead of responding to what’s already happened.

Are traditional report-writing tools enough to provide the
actionable insights churches need from objective information?

Curt Swindoll: We need to think about the steps in relationshipbuilding as a process. Activities, for example, are a common leading
indicator. What’s the attendance in small groups? For volunteer participation?
Are those numbers going up or down? How many weddings are we hosting? How
about involvement in missions trips?

Curt Swindoll: I don’t believe so. As Derek said, aggregating and
reporting on information about what has already happened keeps you
in ‘pinball mode,’ constantly reacting instead of strategically making
decisions that are driving the church forward.

Ron Edmondson: As church leaders, we need real information,
immediately. If somebody stops attending two or three weeks in a row — or
stops giving for two or three months in a row — there’s a problem, somewhere.
It’s an indication. At that point, it becomes a discipleship issue for me.

Derek Hazelet: Right. You’re moving the numbers; the numbers aren’t
moving you.

Ben Stroup: Right. Let’s say, for example, the metric you’re looking at is
active attendance. That’s something you can measure. A leading indicator
is something that’s happening earlier on in the process.
Had we been looking at that other information, we would have noticed
that a member stopped going to her small group three months ago. And
three months before that, she stopped giving.
In so many churches, the congregation grows beyond its leaders’
ability to just kind of ‘know’ everybody. That’s why, as church
leaders, you’ve got to be looking at the data — a relational, discipling,
responsibility kind of standpoint.

Ron Edmondson: As church leaders, we have a lot more information
than we use. Our software will do things we don’t even know it will do.
So, if you really want to help churches, creating better tools is important.
However, you also have to help churches understand how to use the data at
their fingertips — how to convert it to simple, transferable items.
Lance Taylor: It’s true that our software can do more than we use it for,
but a lot of churches are limited by the people, in-house, who know how
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to maximize that tool. Even if we did have a bunch of those individuals
on staff, we’d also need people who know what to do with the information
that’s been generated.
In this area, working with RSI, Derek [Hazelet] is our guy; he tells us each
step of the way, ‘Here’s what we’re going to do.’ Then, he works with us —
developing the plan, pulling information — and then walks with us through
the whole thing.
You know, our team is made up of pastors. We’re not always thinking in
these kinds of ways. This partnership has taken us to a whole new level. We
didn’t know we didn’t know these things. We didn’t know we could even find
that information, much less that there was something we could do with it.
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Joel Mikell: That’s important. Last week, I was looking at a church’s
financial data with the pastor. He noticed that someone in the church’s
top 10% of givers had fallen into the top 20%, and then into the top 50%,
and then dropped out completely. It pointed out an opportunity for the
pastor to touch base with that person — not about the giving, but more
as a wellness check on him and his family. He found out there were some
serious issues between the husband and wife, which was affecting the
children. So, the data pinpointed a ministry opportunity.
Ben Stroup: That’s why we talk about the idea that data doesn’t
dehumanize the ministry process; it enhances it.
What are some other real-world situations where these
insights could be valuable? What kind of decisions could they
help church leaders make?
Ben Stroup: There’s a function within churches around assimilation.
Some call it engagement; some call it connection; some call it ministry.
Regardless what we call it, the more we work with churches, we’re
learning how essential the assimilation process is — from the time
somebody raises their hand and says, ‘I want to be part of this body of
believers,’ to the time they become a fully engaged member. How we
orchestrate that process has a direct impact on that individual’s length of
engagement and willingness to lead, attract and grow other leaders, and
to give. All are indicators of a fully engaged disciple, so it’s worth the time
and energy to rethink that process.
Lance Taylor: For a long time at my church, we looked at data related to
giving-per-head. We were mostly asking: Is there a trend up? A trend down?
Either way, trying to figure out why led to all kinds of speculation.
Now, what we do is very analytical; we look at very specific data. In
one category of givers are people who’ve been at the church for a certain
number of years and who’ve been giving at a certain level. If we saw that
category of givers drop, it could demonstrate a lack of connection, or
maybe uncertainty about where the church was going. It would help us
know to lean in.
Giving is so personal. It’s one of the first things that changes when
someone is unsure or displeased, or when something is going on in
their life. It might be a long time before those same things impact a
person’s attendance.
How have analytics and modeling-driven solutions made a
tangible difference in how church leaders approach ministry?
Ben Stroup: A few examples come to mind. In one instance, a church
only had active, valid email address for about 30% of its congregants.
Yet, the church was using email as a way to communicate with members
throughout the week. So, the general assumption was that just because an
email was going out, everyone was getting the message. Of course, when
we pulled the raw data, the reality was rather startling for church leaders.
In another scenario, church leaders assumed the greatest majority
of major gifts were coming from known financial leaders in the
congregation. That’s a natural assumption. But, we discovered that the
largest gifts actually originated in the general giving category; certain
people started to give at smaller levels, and something drove them to
give at significant levels.
The implications of this assumption are huge. We sometimes limit
what we’re willing to ask of certain groups because we think there’s a
limit to their giving capacity. In actuality, if we provide relevant, timely
and specific messaging, we can challenge people to give beyond their
current levels.
That leads us to another common assumption — that people give at
their capacity, and that a pastor is likely to cause frustration if he keeps
asking them to give more. This particular analysis revolves around
capacity versus interest. In one church, members clearly had interest in
giving because they did so, and had a history of doing so. However, analysis
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determined a delta existed between members’ capacity to give, based on
household income, and their willingness to give at those levels.
The case for analytics and modeling is clear. But, how can
church leaders begin applying these concepts in their
ministry today?
Curt Swindoll: Obviously, we believe so strongly in analytics and
modeling in the church. It’s not just about the ability to identify individual
trends; it’s the ability to link those trends to larger relationships between
members and the church.
Analytics and modeling provide so much immediate clarity in areas
where we struggle. And it’s not just about giving; there can be any number
of communicative elements or qualities we can employ that have nothing
to do with receiving and securing a gift. But, if we don’t have clarity —
at a level that’s actionable — then we’re really shooting in the dark and
working purely on intuition.
I believe it’s important for church leaders to ask about some of the
assumptions they could be making about their ministry…
Are we communicating often enough? Are we asking often enough? Are we
providing opportunities for engagement early on in the relationship process? Are
we encouraging people — and thanking them for the giving they’ve done? Are we
making the need known?
These are the questions that some of the solutions we’re providing can
help answer.
Joel Mikell: In my own church, one of the questions I posed to our
budget and finance team was: ‘Are the activities we are currently doing
producing the results we want to see? And if not, then what do we need to
do to change the results we desire?
What do we need to do to grow people to the grace of giving?
What do we need to do to engage first-time givers, and then turn those first-time
givers into second-time givers?
So, basically, one of the starting points is to determine what we’re
currently doing that isn’t producing the results. Then, what do we need
to change? Then we can start to make the changes that will deliver the
results we want.
Derek Hazelet: Analytics and modeling help church leaders identify
the first steps they can take. Almost every church leader I speak with is
wondering, What do I really know? Do I really have the confidence that if I put
together this ministry plan, or budget, the money is going to come in to fully fund
this vision?
So, I think the first question is: Do you have a handle on it? Do you have
a good feel for what’s likely to happen? Not what will happen (unless things
are altered), but what’s likely to happen.
To this end, are you maximizing your systems? Are you leveraging
those systems? Are you tracking the right things?
Those are the types of questions we’re beginning to help church
leaders answer.
— Reporting by RaeAnn Slaybaugh
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