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INTRODUCTION

In the spring of 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic rocked the United States, greatly
impacting daily life. Much like the spheres of work and school, many church services and other
religious gatherings had to stop meeting in person and pivot to meeting online. In fact, 88% of
congregations reported that they stopped meeting in person due to the pandemic and in the
summer of 2021, about 85% of congregations were offering online worship (Hartford Institute
for Religion Research 2021). For some groups this move online was easy, while for others
implementing new technology with little or no advanced warning proved a great challenge.
Technology equipment needed to move services online, such as video cameras, recording
devices, and microphones, can cost hundreds or thousands of dollars. This created a financial
challenge for many congregations.

But what happens if the financial barrier to purchasing this kind of technology is
removed, and a congregation receives a grant specifically for the purchase of technology tools?
Did congregational recipients of such a grant fare better during the pandemic than the typical
congregation? This research note will explore these questions by examining congregational
vitality among congregations who received a monetary grant for technology expenses at the start
of the pandemic as compared to broader trends in congregational vitality seen during the
pandemic period within a nationally representative sample of congregations.

DATA AND METHODS
Data

Data for this analysis come from two sources: 1) the Technology in Churches During
COVID-19 (TIC)! project survey of grant recipients collected in late 2022 and early 2023 and 2)
three Exploring the Pandemic Impact on Congregations (EPIC)? project surveys conducted in
2021 through 2023 of congregations across the country. Both projects gathered data at the
organizational level, with one “key informant” (often a senior clergy leader or administrative
staff person) completing the survey on behalf of the whole congregation.

The TIC project explores technology choices and patterns in congregations who received
a Connect Through Technology (CTT) grant. The CTT grants were offered to churches
throughout the state of Indiana at the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 by the Center for
Congregations for the purchase of technology resources. The TIC project then gathered data on
recipients of these grants, to understand how churches’ experimentation with digital media and
technology choices, necessitated by the COVID-19 pandemic, have fundamentally altered their
view of ministry, community, and the relationship between church and technology. The TIC
survey explored differences in pre- and post-pandemic uses of technology and attitudinal
changes pre- and post-pandemic (Campbell et al. 2023).

The TIC project sent surveys to all the churches who submitted final reports for the CTT
grant program, totaling around 2,700 churches. The survey was completed by 246 churches,



approximately 9% of the CTT grant recipient congregations. For comparison with EPIC data in
this analysis, corrective weights were applied to the TIC data to adjust for size of the
congregation. This was done because size is a strong predictor of congregational vitality, and the
TIC data had an overrepresentation of larger congregations as compared to the national profile of
congregations (Hartford Institute for Religion Research 2023).

The EPIC project is a 5-year mixed-methods research project aimed at capturing the
experiences of religious congregations during the COVID-19 pandemic and in the post-pandemic
period. One component of this research is a series of large scale, nationally representative
quantitative surveys conducted at several time points throughout the five-year period. Data for
the EPIC project is collected through a network approach, making use of the existing Faith
Communities Today network of denomination partners. EPIC data is weighted based on size,
region of the country, and denomination group to which the congregation belongs. For this
analysis, we look at data from three surveys from the EPIC project that were conducted in the
summer of 2021 (n=1,612), the winter of 2021 (n=764), and the spring of 2023 (n=4,809).

Table 1. Demographics of Congregations in Each Sample

EPIC EPIC EPIC TIC
Summer Winter Spring
2021 2021 2023 2022-2023
(n=1,612)  (n=764) (n=4,809) (n=246)
Denomination Family
Mainline Protestant 35% 36% 27% 35%
Evangelical Protestant 61% 59% 68% 61%
Catholic/Orthodox 4% 5% 5% 4%
Current Total Worship Attendance
1-50 41% 43% 38% 40%
51-100 28% 26% 29% 27%
101-250 19% 19% 20% 20%
251+ 12% 12% 13% 13%
Region of the Country
Northeast 14% 11% 13% 0%
South 49% 47% 47% 0%
Northcentral 23% 21% 24% 100%
West 14% 10% 16% 0%

Measures

To compare the TIC congregations to the national trends, we examine several markers of
congregational vitality—meaning indicators of health, success, or thriving within the
organization. Specifically, we look at worship attendance growth/decline, self-assessment of the
impact of the pandemic, conflict over the pandemic response, changes in the amount of
donations coming from the congregation, and changes in religious education participation. The
same questions for these metrics were included in both the TIC and the EPIC surveys. The
measures of worship attendance growth/decline and self-assessment of the impact of the
pandemic will compare TIC data to EPIC data from summer 2021, winter 2021, and spring 2023



while the conflict over the pandemic response, changes in donations, and changes in religious
education participation measures can only compare TIC data to EPIC from summer 2021 and
winter 2021.

Service Attendance Growth/Decline

Respondents were asked to estimate their total average attendance at all regular weekend
services. TIC asked about 2022 and prior to the pandemic (before March 2020). EPIC data from
2021 asked about 2021 and 2019. EPIC data from spring 2023 asked about 2023 and prior to the
pandemic. We compute a change measure by calculating the percentage of growth or decline and
then grouping this into “severe decline” (-25% or more), “some decline” (between -5.0% and -
24.9%), “stable” (-4.9% to +4.9%), “some growth” (between +5.0% and +24.9%), and “strong
growth” (+25% or more).

Self-Assessment of the Impact of the Pandemic

Self-assessment of the impact of the pandemic refers to how the clergy leader perceived
their congregation was fairing coming out of the pandemic. This is captured with three
statements evaluated on a 7-point agreement scale with response options of “strongly agree,”
“agree,” “somewhat agree,” “neither agree nor disagree,” “somewhat disagree,” “disagree,” and
“strongly disagree.” The three statements are 1) “this congregation will emerge stronger from the
pandemic stronger than before,” 2) “as a result of the pandemic, we are thinking in new ways
about our future mission and direction,” and 3) “this congregation has identified and embraced
new opportunities for ministry since the pandemic.” For analysis, the 7-point scale is collapsed
into a 3-point scale of “agree,” “neither agree nor disagree,” and “disagree.”
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Conflict Over the Pandemic Response

Respondents were asked to describe the level of dissent/conflict in their congregation
regarding the COVID response, over things such as mask wearing, vaccine distribution, and the
opening or closing of their facility. Response categories were “no conflict,” “very mild conflict,”
“mild conflict,” “moderate conflict,” “somewhat severe conflict,” “severe conflict,” and “very
severe conflict.” For analysis, the 7-point scale was recoded into “no conflict,” “mild or
moderate conflict,” and “severe conflict.”
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Changes in Donations
Respondents were asked if the amount of donations coming from congregants had
“increased since the pandemic,” “decreased since the pandemic,” or “stayed the same.”

Changes in Religious Education Participation

Respondents were asked if the number of adults participating in religious education and
the number of children participating in religious education had “increased since the pandemic,”
“decreased since the pandemic,” or “stayed the same.”

RESULTS



Table 2. Comparison of Congregational Vitality Measures in TIC and EPIC

Congregations

EPIC EPIC EPIC TIC
Summer Winter Spring
2021 2021 2023 | 2022-2023
Worship service attendance change
Severe Decline 35% 30% 30% 23%
Some Decline 22% 23% 24% 23%
Stable 15% 10% 12% 14%
Some Growth 10% 15% 11% 17%
Strong Growth 18% 22% 22% 23%
Total percent growth/decline
Median Growth Rate -12% -9% -9% 0%
This congregation will emerge from the pandemic
stronger than before.
Disagree 13% 26% 25% 20%
Neither Agree nor Disagree 20% 29% 20% 20%
Agree 67% 45% 56% 60%
As a result of the pandemic, we are thinking in
new ways about our future mission and direction.
Disagree 10% 15% 16% 10%
Neither Agree nor Disagree 15% 23% 21% 10%
Agree 75% 63% 63% 80%
This congregation has identified and embraced new
opportunities for ministry since the pandemic.
Disagree 16% 16% 16% 11%
Neither Agree nor Disagree 15% 23% 19% 11%
Agree 69% 61% 66% 78%
Conflict regarding COVID-19 response
No Conflict 25% 27% 26%
Mild or Moderate Conflict 69% 67% 64%
Severe Conflict 7% 6% 10%
The amount of donations coming from congregants
Increased Since the Pandemic 41% 33% 25%
Stayed the Same 29% 39% 37%
Decreased Since the Pandemic 30% 29% 38%
The number of children participating in
religious education
Increased Since the Pandemic 8% 16% 18%
Stayed the Same 32% 27% 30%
Decreased Since the Pandemic 60% 57% 52%
The number of adults participating in
religious education
Increased Since the Pandemic 16% 17% 23%
Stayed the Same 34% 33% 35%
Decreased Since the Pandemic 51% 51% 43%



Service Attendance Growth/Decline
Figure 1.
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Growth or decline in worship service attendance remained fairly stable in the national
data between winter of 2021 and spring of 2023. At both time points in the EPIC data, the
median growth rate was a decline of about 9%. Also, at both time points in the EPIC data, just
under a third of congregations were in severe decline (30% at both time points), just under a
quarter were in some decline (23% and 24% respectively), about 1 in 10 were stable (10% and
12% respectively), roughly the same are experiencing some growth (15% and 11% respectively)
and about a fifth are growing significantly (22% at both time points). Interestingly, a smaller
percentage of the TIC sample were in severe decline (only 23%), a greater percentage were in
modest growth (17%), and the median growth rate was 0% —meaning no increase but also no
decrease. Taken together, this indicates that TIC churches did not suffer the same attendance loss
that many congregations across the country did. While we cannot prove causation, this finding
could hint at the role online attendance, facilitated through technology, played in maintaining
worship attenders.



Self-Assessment of the Impact of the Pandemic
Figure 2.
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Regarding an overall sense of emerging from the pandemic stronger than before, in EPIC
data, the percentage of congregations agreeing went from 67% in summer 2021 to 56% in spring
2023. TIC churches were at 60% agreement which is not that different from the overall trend.
Regarding thinking in new ways about their future mission and direction, EPIC data show that
the percentage of congregations agreeing with this statement changed from 75% in Summer
2021 to 63% in spring 2023. TIC congregations, however, reported 80% agreement. Similarly,
regarding identifying and embracing new opportunities for ministry since the pandemic, the
national trend from EPIC data went from 69% agreement in summer 2021 to 66% agreement in
spring 2023. TIC congregations reported 78% agreement.

Congregations in the TIC sample were different from the national trend in that a greater
percentage of them agreed that they were thinking in new ways about their future mission and
direction and that they have identified and embraced new opportunities for ministry since the
pandemic. This could indicate that the technology purchased with the grant resulted in these new
visioning and ministry initiatives—or at least opened the congregation up to such discussions.
This change could have been a disruption to the status quo which opened the door for other
changes within the congregation.

Conflict Over the Pandemic Response

We find no difference between TIC congregations and the national profile of
congregations in 2021 regarding levels of conflict. In both time points in 2021, about a quarter of
congregations were not experiencing conflict over covid (25% and 27% respectively), more than
two-thirds were encountering mild or moderate conflict (69% and 67% respectively), and only a
handful were experiencing severe conflict (7% and 6% respectively). Similarly, 26% of the TIC
sample reported no conflict over covid, 64% reported mild or moderate conflict, and 10%



reported severe conflict. This slightly higher percentage in severe conflict could be due to the
geographic location of the TIC sample and tensions around the pandemic in Indiana more
broadly. We conclude that the reception of these technology grants did not have a meaningful
contribution to the level of conflict a congregation experienced.

Changes in Donations

When asked how the amount of donations coming from congregants has changed since
the pandemic, the national trend saw an increase in the summer of 2021, but this pulled back to
stability by winter of that year. The percentage of congregations reporting an increase went from
41% to 33%, the percent reporting stability went from 29% to 39%, and the percent reporting a
decrease went from 30% to 29%. Congregations in the TIC sample, however, were somewhat
less likely to report an increase in donations (only 25%) and somewhat more likely to report a
decrease (38%). It is possible that congregations who did not receive a technology grant received
extra donations from congregants to personally offset the cost of any supplemental technology
purchased. However, there are likely other factors, such as geographic location and
socioeconomic status of attenders, which are responsible for this dynamic. As such, there is not
enough evidence to conclude that TIC congregations are substantively different from the national
trend on this metric.

Changes in Religious Education Participation
Figure 3.
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When asked how the number of adults participating in religious education has changed
since the pandemic, EPIC data from both time points in 2021 show that about 51% of
congregations reported a decrease, about a third reported this number holding constant, and
roughly 16% reported an increase. The TIC sample, however, finds only 43% of congregations



reported a decrease, 35% reported holding constant, and 23% reported an increase. Again, while
not causal, this indicates that the technology grants could have facilitated the continuation—and
growth—of adult religious education.

A similar, albeit less pronounced, trend is present in children’s religious education. In the
winter of 2021, EPIC found that about 57% of congregations reported a decrease in the number
of children participating in religious education, 27% reported this number holding constant, and
16% reported an increase. In the TIC data, only 52% of congregations reported a decrease in
children participating in religious education, 30% reported no change, and 18% reported an
increase. The difference between the effect on adult religious education and children’s religious
education could be attributed to the difficulties in administering this kind of education to children
virtually. Attention spans, degree of independence, and type of lessons given all complicate
teaching children as compared to adults via online instruction.

DISCUSSION

It is interesting to explore where the TIC congregations differed from the national trends,
and where they did not. The results presented above indicate a few important metrics where the
TIC congregations deviate from the national trend. First, TIC congregations were less likely to
have experienced a severe decline in worship service attendance. Second, TIC congregations
were more likely to have considered and discussed their future mission and ways in which
technology might play a part in this. Along similar lines, TIC congregations were more likely to
have identified and embraced creative opportunities for ministry. Finally, TIC congregations
were more likely to have maintained or increased participation in religious education. While we
cannot prove that the technology grants caused any of these differences nor that technology
would be the only contributing factor to these successes, it is important to note the correlation
between these markers of vitality and having received a CTT grant.

There were also some notable similarities between the TIC and national samples. First,
TIC congregations were not different than the national data in their belief that they would emerge
stronger from the pandemic. It is notable that the pandemic challenged both the TIC
congregations and congregations across the country and yet more than half of congregations in
both groups perceived themselves as coming out if it stronger than they went into it. Second, TIC
congregations reported comparable amounts of perceived conflict being experienced during the
pandemic. It is interesting that conflict levels were not impacted by these grants as it could have
gone either way—increasing conflict as views of technology use pre-pandemic were sometimes
hostile in congregations or decreasing conflict around imposing covid-related restrictions since
the option to participate virtually was available. Lastly, there was not enough evidence to
conclude that the change in financial donations received by a congregation differed between the
TIC congregations and the national trend.

One of the most interesting findings detected in this analysis is that TIC congregations
were more likely to agree that their congregation was thinking in new ways about their future
mission and direction and had embraced new opportunities for ministry. This visioning for the
future and having an aptitude for change is essential to a congregation’s success and longevity.
While the new directions the TIC congregations embarked on when completing this survey may
be implementing new technology, that may only be the beginning of exploration and discussion



on these topics. This adaptability, innovation, and openness to new ideas can benefit the
congregations as they grapple with other changes and challenges they may face.

Limitations

There are some limitations to this analysis, the biggest being the timing of the surveys.
The TIC data was collected between waves of the EPIC surveys which does not allow for direct
comparison. One of the predominant findings of the EPIC project thus far is that dynamics in
congregations are not settled and that the ripple effects of the pandemic are continuing to play
out (Hartford Institute for Religion Research 2023). As such, the TIC sample could be different
than the national profile due to the timing of the data. The authors account for this by examining
variables in the EPIC data which occur both before and after the TIC data collection period or
variables which are less susceptible to the influence of time.

Another limitation is the limited geographic area of the TIC data. All of the congregations
in the TIC sample are from Indiana which could indicate specific population differences. It is
possible that the impact of receiving these grants could have been different in different areas of
the country—such as locations who were first impacted by COVID-19 in the US (e.g. New York
City) or communities where the effect of the pandemic was most significant.

Finally, the EPIC project does not have data on how congregations nationally acquired
technology equipment. We are unable to determine if congregations in the EPIC data who started
livestreaming their services and offering other programs virtually had to incur a financial cost to
do so. As such, this analysis is not an experimental design, but it does provide a glimpse into
how some congregations who received a grant are perhaps better off than the typical
congregation.

Conclusion

Despite the limitations discussed above, this analysis provides an interesting exploration
of a research question not able to be explored elsewhere. The unique availability of the TIC data
and the overlap in the TIC and EPIC survey questionnaires allow for this rare comparison. We
find moderate evidence that removing the financial barrier to accessing technology seems to be
associated with weathering the pandemic better in some respects as compared to the typical
experience of congregations.



Notes

1. www.techinchurches.org
2. www.covidreligionresearch.org
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