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Young adults and Presbyterian futures. 
 

Kevin Ward, Candour, September 2007 
 

This article is based on a paper given at the International Society for the Sociology of Religion 

Conference held in Leipzig, Germany, in July this year. The conference attracted over 500 academics, 

from 55 countries and 5 continents. I was invited to give a paper in a section on church attenders 

beliefs and behaviours which involved people working in this area from the USA, Britain, Canada, 

Australia and New Zealand 

 

Among other things it reinforced for me a growing belief that the critical issue for the future of our 

churches is that of young adult involvement. US research on the importance of having a match 

between internal church factors and external community factors for church vitality showed that by far 

the most important factor was having young adults (18 to 44) involved. Australian research on church 

vitality showed the three most important factors were the percentage of young adults attending, 

openness to innovation and having quality leadership. 

 

My own research has moved onto focus on the 15 to 39 age group in New Zealand. This came out of 

my analysis of data from the the Church Life Survey New Zealand (CLSNZ) 2001. This provided 

responses from considerable samples of Anglican, Presbyterian, Methodist, Catholic and Baptist 

churches, as well as some smaller groups, including Cooperating Parishes. I was particularly 

interested in the mainline Protestant data and comparisons with that for Baptist churches (where I 

previously belonged) and with the general population of New Zealand.  

 

The graph pictures how mainline Protestant churches are heavily overrepresented in the older age 

groups and underrepresented in the younger age groups. 

 

Census 2001 & CLSNZ 2001 Mainline Protestant Age 

Profile

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

15-19 20-29 30-39 40-49 50-59 60-69 70+

Year

P
e
rc

e
n

ta
g

e

Mainline Protestant

NZ Census

 
 

Fig. 1:  Percentage of total population of New Zealand as a function of age categories from the Census 

2001 and 2001 Church Life Survey New Zealand for mainline Protestant churches. 

 

For Anglicans the average age was 58 years, Presbyterians 62 years, Cooperating Parishes 65 years 

and Methodists 66 years. This compared with an average age for Catholics of 54 years, for Baptists 43 

years and for the general population 41 years.  

 

 



 

 2 

 

Percentage of attenders by age categories for the 2001 CLSNZ and 2001 NZ Census 

 

    15-39  40-59  Over 60 

Anglican   15  34  52 

Presbyterian    16  31  56 

Methodist    12  22  65 

Cooperating Parishes   11  28  61 

Catholic   25  36  40 

Baptist    41  38  22 

NZ Census 2001  46  33  21 

 

The results of the research indicate that the mainline protestant churches have in all cases more than 

double the percentage of attenders over 60 years of age, pre-boomers, than does the general 

population. The Catholic figure is slightly under double and the Baptist figure only slightly higher 

than the general population. In every case, including the Baptists, the percentage is higher in the 2001 

survey than it was in the 1997 survey. Mainline Protestant churches have a slightly lower percentage 

of attenders in the 40-59 age group, baby boomers, (significantly lower for Methodists), while for 

both Catholics and Baptists the percentage is slightly higher than the Census profile. In all of the 

groups the percentage in this age group has declined slightly. When we come to the 15-39 age group, 

post-boomers, they are less than half of that in the general population for Anglicans and Presbyterians, 

and less than one third for Methodists and Cooperating Parishes. Catholics are slightly more than half 

of and Baptists just slightly less than that of the general population profile. In all cases the percentage 

in this age group has fallen slightly. 

 

This clearly indicates that the age profile for all the churches identified is older than that for the 

general population, and is becoming more aged. The figures are particularly concerning for mainline 

Protestant Churches, while those for Catholics and Baptists point clearly in the same direction. But for 

mainline Protestant churches the question must be asked as to how tenable even a short term future 

may be for many local congregations, when over 50% of attenders are over 60 years of age. This 

would also indicate that while the rates of decline may have been significant over the past few 

decades, the rates may increase even more with so many nearing the end of their life. Many 

congregations are kept going by a small group of aged members who have lived in the same locality 

for most of their adult lives and for whom loyalty to the church they have known for most of that life 

is a key factor in their personal identity. These are not characteristics of the generations that followed 

 

The age profile also indicated that the decline in attendance for those churches can be explained to a 

significant degree by looking at the patterns of the middle of these three age groups, the baby 

boomers. It is this generation, and their children, the post-boomers, who are largely missing. In 

addition when the historic patterns of attendance are examined the figures begin to show serious 

decline from the middle of the 1960s, the years that the first of the baby boomers hit young adulthood. 

The decline can first be seen in youth group and bible class numbers. Then, because baby boomers 

were significantly absent from church in their child rearing years, Sunday School numbers began to 

decline in the early 1970s. This had a particularly strong impact on mainline Protestant churches. For 

their on going vitality they have relied on the repetitive cycle of reproduction in families who belong 

to the parish. Children are baptised, proceed through Sunday School and youth group, are confirmed 

and eventually become adult members who, when married, have their own children and so the cycle 

continues. This cycle which had been perpetuated for centuries was broken when baby boomers, as 

late teenagers and young adults, exited these established churches in large numbers. As a consequence 

the significant absence of young adults in their child rearing years has had a major affect on church 

participation figures ever since.  

 

The difficulty now is that many of these congregations are beyond the reproductive cycle. There are 

insufficient people of child rearing age for replenishment to happen this way, even if they did develop 

forms that kept the children and young people that they already have. As it is, data collected from 
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other questions in the CLSNZ 2001 indicate these mainline churches are less successful at doing this 

than are some other churches, such as the Baptists.  

 

Percentage of attenders children (still living at home) who are also attending church.  

 

    Children (10-14)  Youth (15-25)  

Anglican   75    53 

Presbyterian   79    59 

Methodist   79    55 

Cooperating Parishes   71    47 

Baptists    87    68 

Brethren   92    75 

 

Looking at the percentage of children aged 10 to 14, whose parents are themselves attending church, 

and who are attending church, the figures for mainline Protestant churches range from 71% to 79%. 

For Baptists it is somewhat higher at 87% and for Brethren higher still at 92%. When we move to the 

young people living at home, the figures for mainline Protestants are between 47% and 59%, 

compared with a significantly higher figure of 68% of Baptists and 75% of Brethren.  

 

In looking at how young people feel about what their church offers for them the results again indicate 

greater problems for the mainline Protestant denominations in holding on to the youth they have, let 

alone attracting others. The percentage of those either satisfied or very satisfied with what their 

church offers for young people ranges between 30% and 42% for mainline Protestant churches, while 

for Baptists the figure was significantly higher at 54% and for Brethren 63%.  

 

A survey by in 2004 by Presbyterian Youth Ministries found that there were 5016 young people aged 

11-14 under pastoral care of churches. This had fallen to 3327 for those 15-17 and to 1723 by the 18-

25 age group. When we realise the last age band is more than twice the length of the first it 

demonstrates even more the significant challenge these churches face in turning around their aged and 

aging profile. Another indication of the problem is the fact that 28% of churches had no young people, 

and another 21% less than ten.  

 

 The next analysis breaks down the census figures for religious affiliation in to similar age groups so 

comparison with attendance data could be made.  

 

The Percentage of religious affiliation for Census 2001 and CLSNZ 2001 by age categories.   

 

    15-39  40-59  over 60 

Anglican  Census NZ  29  37  34 

 CLSNZ   15  32  52 

 

Presbyterian Census NZ  30  37  33 

 CLSNZ   16  28  56 

 

Methodist Census NZ  32  37  32 

 CLSNZ   12  23  66 

 

Catholic Census NZ  45  34  22 

 CLSNZ   25  36  40 

 

Baptist  Census NZ  42  36  23 

 CLSNZ   40  38  22 

 

I anticipated a similar pattern, however the figures did not bear this out. Age representation was much 

more evenly spread in the Census figures of affiliation. Much recent sociology of religion uses the 
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framework of believing without belonging, arguing that to a significant degree religious believing has 

been detached from religious belonging. This is suggested to be so particularly among younger 

generations. If census affiliation is primarily an indication of religious belief or identity and the 

CLSNZ attendance figures of religious belonging or participation, then this data indicates that this 

pattern of believing without belonging is particularly strong in mainline Protestant denominations (as 

well as Catholics) but less so amongst Baptists where the age profiles for each set of data are very 

similar. Younger people still identify themselves in significant numbers as Anglicans, Presbyterians 

or Methodists, even if they do not choose to belong.  

 

The significance of this is even more apparent when the actual numbers are looked at. In Census 2001 

142,939 people aged 15-39 identified as Anglicans, 110,514 as Presbyterians and 31,326 as 

Methodists, compared with only 16,764 as Baptists. For those 15 to 29 it is 91,823 and  55,039 for 

Anglicans and Presbyterians compared with 9216 for Baptists. Attendance at Baptist churches in New 

Zealand on a Sunday is now roughly equal that of Anglicans or Presbyterians. Given this, the much 

younger age profile for Baptists indicates they have significantly higher actual numbers of young 

attenders regularly in their churches. Consequently the relatively small number identifying as Baptists 

compared with the high numbers of Presbyterians or Anglicans is somewhat surprising. Baptist 

churches (along with Pentecostal churches) are the churches which are regarded as more attractive to 

younger people, and in terms of participation this is clearly true. However, these Census figures 

indicate that there is still at least some considerable attraction for younger people in what these 

mainline denominations are seen to represent. They still identify with them in considerable numbers. 

If I can use the somewhat crude analogy sometimes used for evangelism of fishing, churches like 

Baptists have a rather small pool to fish in but are rather successful at landing fish, whereas mainline 

churches have a vastly larger pool but are not very successful at the task.  

 

I have argued elsewhere that the religious challenge for churches, such as our Presbyterian church, is 

not so much how do they get people to believe but how do they connect with those who still continue 

to believe in such ways that they might want to belong. I had in mind primarily baby boomers who 

had ceased belonging but continued to believe. The data certainly supports this, but further indicates it 

might also be true for post boomer generations as well.  

 

As a result of this I recently began a research project to identify the religious beliefs and commitments 

of people in the 15 to 39 age group. The results from an initial pilot survey in three university halls of 

residence have been completed. It is acknowledged at this stage these might be slightly skewed results 

since there is now a considerable amount of evidence that levels of religious involvement may be 

higher in that context than other contexts in which young adults live and work. However these results 

do confirm some interesting patterns that seem to have been emerging on religious identity and 

participation in New Zealand. 

 

59% indicated a Christian affiliation compared with 49% of 15 to 29 year olds in Census returns. Of 

these 19% were Anglican, 12% Presbyterian, 10% Roman Catholic, 6% Baptist and 5% Pentecostal. 

Only 37% indicated they never attended church. 25% were weekly, 3% fortnightly, 12% once a 

month, and 26% a few times. These are somewhat higher than national average figures, but three 

recent national polls indicate about 20% of the population say they attend at least monthly and a total 

of between 46% and 50% at least once a year (apart from for funerals and weddings).  

 

I was particularly concerned to find those who indicated a Christian census identity but never attend. I 

thought looking at the gap between attendance figures and census identity for mainline Protestants 

this would be a large pool. To my surprise there was only 7% of the total. 2% because it was the 

religion of parents or grandchildren, 3% because they went to church schools and 2% were baptised or 

christened. Only 3% of those who gave a religious identity said their parents never attended church, 

and only 5% indicated they had not attended Sunday School or Youth Group at least occasionally. 

These figures support the argument that I have been making in New Zealand from research among 

church attenders that people are primarily socialised into the faith, and finding that only about 4% at 

most of adult attenders at growing evangelical (and largely baby boomer) churches came to faith as 
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adults without some previous childhood or youth experience of church. This pattern seems to be 

continuing with post boomer generations. A study of a student church plant (Studentsoul) on the 

University of Otago campus, found that only 5% had not attended church, Sunday school or a church 

youth group regularly at some point prior to coming to this church.  

 

In the wider student survey 46% said they definitely believed in God, 8% probably, 22% were unsure, 

and only 26% did not. (67% of NZs total population indicate belief in God). 42% of the total sample 

believed in God as a personal being involved in the world but only a surprisingly small 15% felt they 

had been influenced by New Age, Eastern Beliefs or Alternative spiritualities. 23% indicate they pray 

daily or more, another 19% once a week or more, 29% occasionally and 32% never pray. For the total 

population 30% say they never pray, and 30% weekly or more. 

 

What do we make of all this. First it indicates that the percentage of postboomer young adults in NZ 

who continue to hold to religious beliefs and identities is not markedly lower than for the whole 

population, and in some areas may be even higher. This despite the fact that they were not socialised 

in churches through the same patterns of regular attendance that older generations were. Much of this 

takes place through the more diffuse cultural forms that religion now takes, particularly in the media. 

 

Secondly they seem to indicate a much wider number of young adults show up at churches at least 

occasionally than numbers indicated by counting weekly attendance would suggest. More recent polls 

indicate this is true for NZ as a whole. What does appear to have changed significantly is a move 

away from regular or weekly attendance. While research indicates this pattern has also occurred 

among older generations it may be much more marked among young adults, and surveys of patterns in 

some congregations indicates this. One thing this suggests is that perhaps we are over focussed on 

counting weekly, and especially Sunday, attendance as the main marker of religious commitment. 

 

These initial results then would indicate so far as young adults are concerned it might not be 

completely a case of identity without participation, or believing without belonging, but rather of 

identity with occasional participation, or believing while hanging loose, but still hanging on. Much of 

this appears to be with mainline churches rather than more conservative groups. These are patterns of 

behaviour many would say are characteristics of this age cohort in many areas of life, not just religion. 

The problem for churches such as ours is not necessarily that young adults do not have an interest in 

the religious dimension of life, or more specifically the Christian faith, but that they do not have an 

interest in investing themselves in the kind of institutional expressions of church life we have 

developed. The future of any institution depends on having a sufficient body of each new generation 

interested in that investment. What kind of communal forms and expressions of faith will they want to 

invest in. If our churches are going to have an ongoing and vital future this is the most important 

question we need to find some answers to.  

 

We can only find it by asking those who are in that age cohort what they might be, seeking to help 

them discover ways of expressing it and channelling a significant proportion of our resources into 

enabling them to do so, rather than propping up the forms that have been developed by previous 

generations, including my own baby boomer cohort. I believe the evidence is clear the only question 

is our courage to act.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 


