Accurate Numbers Count

Accurate measurements are critical to a congregation's well-being. Now is a good time to train those who do the counting. 

Why do numbers matter? 

Numbers, of course, represent people. A change in membership count means the congregation is serving more or fewer people. In trying to understand those numbers, you are taking a big step in understanding your people and in understanding your congregation's effectiveness. 

Numbers are a key indicator of outcomes. For example, your congregation planned a big education effort. To know if it worked, you need to measure how many you anticipated, how many people participated, and how many participants brought friends. 

In dealing with limited resources, congregations need to allocate money and staff time to ministries and activities that work. Not all activities will draw large crowds, but positive or negative trends in outcomes must be taken into consideration. 

Congregations need new ministries, as well, which means taking risks. To assess whether the risk was worth it, you need to measure outcomes. 

Long-term trends in key metrics like Sunday attendance, total membership and rate of new membership offer important insights into the overall effectiveness of staff, lay leadership, programs, facilities and other variables. Decisions about future spending need to take those outcomes into account. 

For numbers to work for you, two things need to happen: 

First, parish leaders need to avoid any hint of defensiveness about the numbers. A decline in Sunday attendance could have a dozen explanations. But no causes will be sought, or remedied, unless leaders agree to value the numbers. 

Second, the numbers need to be painstakingly accurate. "I guess we had 500 in church today" is meaningless. Was it 520 or 475? Not only accurate, but consistent, measured in the same way every time. 

August is a good time for churches to train their counters. They need instruction in how to count crowds, methods for assuring accuracy, and appropriate tools for entering data and transmitting it to relevant staff. They need to be shown what a difference accurate numbers can make.
