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Abstract 

Church membership is declining, and the number of Americans identifying as having no 

religious affiliation is increasing. Church members can provide for a community’s 

spiritual and financial needs and promote the growth of evangelical believers and biblical 

stewardship. However, some pastors, ministerial staff, and ministry leaders lack effective 

leadership strategies to sustain membership. Grounded in transformational leadership 

theory, the purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to explore leadership 

strategies Southern Baptist church leaders from three churches in Pennsylvania use to 

sustain membership. Participants were three church leaders who sustained church 

membership for 3 years or longer. Data were collected through semi-structured 

interviews and church documents and analyzed using thematic analysis. Four themes 

emerged: (a) understanding the vision, pastoral training; (b) being relational, maintaining 

youth membership, technology; (c) understanding and providing for the needs of the 

community; and (d) following up with members and nonmembers. A key 

recommendation is for church leaders to involve church members in projects to help 

members become active and engaged in the church’s vision. The implications for positive 

social change includes the potential to enhance education and civic and social 
involvement 

in individuals, families, and communities. 
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Section 1: Foundation of the Study 

Different leadership styles exist in the church. Consequently, followers assume 

that a leadership style results from a default personality rather than a strategic direct 

attempt (Lam, 2020). For example, Wollschleger (2018) posited that practitioners rarely 

assume that a religious leader makes various adaptations to appeal to a particular crowd. 

However, Wollschleger (2018) stated that a leader chooses an appropriate leadership style 

based on congregational needs. Coleman (2004) stated that leaders appeal to 

congregational members’ strengths and personality traits. An outgoing leader can create a 

welcoming environment, thereby contributing to growth and increased contributions. 

Pastors of local congregations are in similar positions as the chief executive 

officers of other local for-profit and nonprofit organizations. However, pastors respond 

individually to the religious needs of their congregations (Levin, 2020). The role of 

Baptist pastor leadership style has evolved to include more than spiritual guidance. 

Pastors fulfill complex leadership roles in secular institutions (Sirris, 2019). Pastors’ roles 

can be challenging because they face extreme pressure from congregants and their issues 

(Sielaff et al., 2021). Loyd (2009) stated that pastors might equate effective leadership 

with sound preaching and are often unprepared to deal with administrative and 

managerial issues. 

Church membership has drastically declined in the United States (Gill, 2018). 

Attendance rates in congregations that include children under 18 dropped by 22% in 

mainline churches from 1998 to 2008 because of family commitments (Barna Group, 

2009). Families often do not have time to help their children prepare for church services; 

therefore, they do not attend. Specifically, church membership in the Southern Baptist 
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Church denomination decreased by 77,786 in 2016, representing an annual revenue loss 

of $84 million (Lifeway Insights, 2017). Factors that influence growing church 

membership include attracting young adults, creating activities for youth, providing 

resources for church members, and creating effective organizational church structures 

(Barna Group, 2009). This study will add to existing research on declining church 

membership that affects communities. 

Background of the Problem 

Churches and faith-based organizations are essential to communities but they also 

rely on growing membership and support. Church leaders can use marketing and 

organizational leadership strategies to obtain and maintain their market segment 

(Elkington et al., 2017). After all, the church represents a presence beyond the traditional 

role of spiritual guidance in communities (Campbell & Winchester, 2020). Church 

members provide for communities’ spiritual and financial needs and promote the growth 

of evangelical believers and biblical stewardship. However, leaders of approximately 90 

religious’ organizations in the United States sought to reorganize under Chapter 11 of the 

bankruptcy code between 2006 and 2011 (Foohey, 2014). 

Church organization structures can be predictable and permissive, which can lead 

to a lack of interest in stewardship and declining membership (Boerl, 2014). Boerl (2014) 

identified leadership style as a potential explanation for church membership decline. 

When church membership declines, churches receive fewer donations and have fewer 

resources to perform the work of the ministry (Boerl, 2014). Faith-based organizations 

have a significant effect on the U.S. economy, with total 2016 receipts of more than $378 

billion (Grim & Grim, 2016); however, membership, attendance, and revenue have 
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drastically decreased, which has caused a crisis in U.S. churches (Merwe et al., 2013). 

The problem for church leaders is understanding how their churches can provide for their 

communities when facing recessions and financial setbacks. 

Individual giving in the church occurs through methods beyond just tithes and 

offerings. Church members have historically provided food and clothing and served as a 

beacon and pacesetter for society by assisting those living in poverty (Sullivan, 2019). 

However, church revenues are necessary to meet societal, community, and economic 

needs. 

Problem Statement 

Church giving in the United States has declined significantly, reducing churches’ 

ability to meet community needs (Fowler et al., 2020). Church membership has also 

declined; between 1978 and 2018, Americans identifying as having no religious 

affiliation increased 300%. The number of Americans who never attend church services 

increased by 200% from 2006 to 2014 (Twenge et al., 2016). The general business 

problem is that churches lose revenue when membership declines. The specific business 

problem is that some Southern Baptist senior pastors, ministerial staff, and ministry 

leaders lack effective leadership strategies to sustain church membership. 

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to explore leadership 

strategies Southern Baptist senior pastors, ministerial staff, and ministry leaders use to 

sustain membership. The population for this study included three participants from three 

participating churches. Data were collected from senior pastors and ministry leaders in 

three Southern Baptist churches in Philadelphia’s metropolitan statistical area (MSA) 
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who have sustained church membership from January 2016 to January 2019. Individuals, 

businesses, and social groups within the Philadelphia MSA may benefit from church 

leaders having strategies to sustain membership and financial contributions. An increase 

in church membership could also lead to an increase in education, civic, and social 

involvement could lead to improvements in individual lives, families, and communities. 

Nature of the Study 

Researchers use qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods (Hendren et al., 

2018). I explored this phenomenon using a qualitative case study. Researchers who have 

conducted qualitative research use open-ended questions to gather data from sample 

populations on past and future occurrences (Mohajan, 2018). The qualitative method is 

valuable because it aims to understand and describe an issue observed in the natural 

context in which it occurs (Creswell & Poth, 2017). Furthermore, qualitative researchers 

use open-ended questions and detailed descriptions of the perceptions and experiences of 

participants. A researcher does not interject their predetermined ideas of the problem 

(Creswell & Poth, 2017). 

In contrast, researchers using the quantitative research method use closed-ended 

questions to test hypotheses and examine the relationships or correlations between 

variables (Creswell & Poth, 2017). The quantitative method was inappropriate for this 

study because I did not examine variables or test hypotheses. Researchers who use mixed 

methods incorporate qualitative and quantitative aspects (Timans et al., 2019). The mixed 

method was not appropriate for this study because there was no need for a quantitative 

component to test hypotheses and examine relationships or differences among variables. 
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The qualitative method was appropriate for this study because I aimed to understand and 

describe an issue observed in the natural context in which it occurs. 

Several research designs exist within qualitative research, including case studies, 

phenomenology, and ethnography (Fusch et al., 2018). A case study design was suitable 

because the focus was to explore what, how, and why questions (Yin, 2018). The focus of 

the research was how church leaders maintain membership, which made this a descriptive 

study. The case will be a specific church denomination, the Southern Baptist church, and 

a specific geographical region in metropolitan Philadelphia. The study included more 

than one Baptist church, and this research was a multiple case study. A researcher must 

understand the phenomenon using a single case study or multiple case studies. The 

advantages of researchers using multiple case studies can create a more conclusive theory 

when the suggestions are empirical evidence (Gustafsson, 2017). Data collection involved 

conducting individual interviews using open-ended questions, reviewing existing 

documents, and observing participants. Researchers use phenomenological research 

designs to understand participants’ lived experiences (Patterson, 2018). The 

phenomenological design was inappropriate because that objective was not the goal of 

this study. Researchers use ethnographic studies to focus on an entire culture by studying 

real-time situations in natural settings (Chopra, 2020). The focus of this study was not on 

cultural phenomena; therefore, an ethnographic design was not appropriate. I chose a 

qualitative case study design over ethnography because I was studying church leaders’ 

leadership strategies to retain members. 
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Research Question 

What leadership strategies do Southern Baptist senior pastors, ministerial staff, 

and leaders use to sustain church membership? 

Interview Questions 

1. What leadership strategies do you use to motivate church members toward 

church attendance? 

2. What leadership strategies do you use to motivate nonmembers to become 

members? 

3. What challenges have you encountered in using leadership strategies to 

sustain members? 

4. How do you overcome the challenges you face in using leadership 

strategies to sustain members? 

5. How do you implement strategies to sustain membership? 

6. How do you implement strategies to increase nonmembership? 

7. What leadership strategies do you use for long-term membership 

sustainability? 

8. What additional information would you like to share regarding the 

leadership strategies you use to sustain members? 

Conceptual Framework 

I used the transformational leadership theory as the conceptual framework for this 

study. Burns (1978) introduced the transformational leadership theory in political 

leadership. Burns used the theory to describe leaders who set clear objectives, recognize 

and support others, exhibit fairness and integrity, understand people’s emotions, 
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encourage followers, and inspire individuals to reach their potential. The theory’s central 

concepts include idealized influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, 

and individualized consideration (Bass & Bass, 2009). Transformational leadership 

theory may include insight into the strategies that senior pastors, ministerial staff, and 

ministry leaders in the Southern Baptist church use to sustain membership. 

Additionally, I used the transformational theory to understand the data and 

intentions behind the religious leaders’ statements. For example, transformational 

leadership theory focuses on moral uplifting, increasing numbers of committed followers, 

and transforming the lives of those involved for the better (Burns, 1978). Burns 

emphasized the role of social justice within religious practice. 

Operational Definitions 

Biblical stewardship: The belief that human beings are helpers of Jesus Christ 

based on scripture (Liang, 2018). 

Charitable giving: Offering money or other material things to disadvantaged 

people to support scientific, religious, and educational causes at no charge (Neumayr & 

Handy, 2019). 

Church growth: A Christian movement focused on spreading religion through 

research, sociology, and marketing techniques (Wright, 2017). 

Church member: A person who regularly worships the creator in a specific church 

(Leeman, 2017). 

Leadership strategy: Used to determine how many leaders are needed, what kind, 

where, and what skills they have to achieve the objectives (Alam, 2020). 

Ministry leader: The person the pastor authorizes to oversee a ministry (Chatira & 
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Mwenje, 2018). 

Transformational leadership: A process that can change and transform people to 

achieve objectives based on emotions, values, ethics, and standards (Jambawo, 2018). 

Assumptions, Limitations, and Delimitations 

Assumptions 

Every study includes aspects not within a researcher’s control, which are 

assumptions (Leeman, 2017). For example, one assumption was that participants in this 

case study would answer all interview questions truthfully and honestly based on their 

organizational roles. Another assumption was that church leaders participating in the 

research would promptly complete the interview questions. 

Limitations 

Limitations identify a study’s lack of evidence or weaknesses to secure proper 

documentation (Levi-Belz et al., 2021). Limitations can also include complications or 

restrictions in a research study because of a lack of resources or a potential lack of 

clarification (Ross & Zaidi, 2019). A limitation in this study was obtaining qualified 

interviewees willing to participate in the study. No matter the purpose, a researcher is 

obliged to the academic community to present a complete and honest study. 

Delimitations 

Delimitations refer to boundaries established in research to ensure a researcher 

does not spend time collecting unrelated information (Ross & Zaidi, 2019). This 

qualitative case study involved interviewing senior pastors, ministerial staff, and ministry 

leaders of the congregations of three Southern Baptist churches in the Philadelphia MSA. 

Pastors from other churches or geographical areas did not participate in this study. 
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Significance of the Study 

The study findings are significant to other churches because church leaders can 

apply the study findings and recommendations on leadership strategies to improve 

attendance, leading to more contributions to the church. Regarding performance, the 

findings may be helpful in implementing and executing a ministry that affects the 

community. I identified strategies that church leaders can employ to ensure their churches 

receive more donations and maintain large followings. Lastly, church leaders can use the 

study findings to efficiently apply management skills by adopting revenue retention 

strategies to steer church activities and overcome challenges. 

Contribution to Business Practice 

The findings of this study include leadership strategies that church leaders adopt 

to increase membership and maintain or increase revenue. The congregation represents 

the customers in church settings, and tithes and offerings represent revenue. Therefore, 

church leaders must ensure they prioritize members before the interests of other existing 

or potential stakeholders, and the congregation retains revenues generated from direct 

operations with customers. The process may increase in-person interactions catered to the 

individual members. Church leaders who apply the findings of this research may maintain 

their membership and strengthen their organization’s financial position. Business leaders 

build trust to increase their customer bases, increasing revenue; church leaders could 

implement similar strategies to build and maintain church membership. 

Implications for Social Change 

The findings from this study may include strategies for church leaders to retain 

parishioners and generate revenues by attracting and retaining members. The financial 
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stability of the churches under study may further enable the leaders to contribute to social 

change by executing social actions comparable to businesses’ corporate social 

responsibility. In the case of churches, the social actions may develop goodwill among 

community members to increase membership. In biblical terms, the church is responsible 

for its members and the community to relieve their affliction and support them in all their 

needs (Fung et al., 2021). Therefore, the community may enjoy societal benefits churches 

can provide. 

A Review of the Professional and Academic Literature 

The following is a review of the literature that serves as the foundation for the 

research problem and justifies the study’s purpose. The literature review may align with 

the existing body of knowledge regarding church leadership, the decline in church 

membership, and the loss of revenue. The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study 

was to explore leadership strategies Southern Baptist senior pastors, ministerial staff, and 

ministry leaders use to sustain church membership. 

The organization of the literature review reflects themes related to the research 

problem. First, the literature review includes a discussion on the theory used to support 

this study, which is transformational leadership theory, and why this theory is appropriate 

for the study. The second theme explored is declining church membership and vitality in 

the United States, including Baptist denominations. The next theme includes the elements 

of transformational leadership that show how past researchers link the success or failure 

of churches in the United States to church revenue. I include how researchers measure 

strategies U.S. church leaders use to maintain revenue streams, including previous 

research methodologies. 
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I systematically conducted a literature search to obtain materials for this review by 

identifying databases containing peer-reviewed studies. The databases used to locate 

materials in the review included ProQuest, EBSCOHost, and Google Scholar. In the 

literature search, several keywords, both in single terms and in combination were used: 

church leadership, church membership, church revenues, church vitality, and the decline 

of church membership, effective church leadership, leadership style, leadership 

strategies, servant leadership, transactional leadership, and transformational leadership. 

In the literature review, I explore the seminal literature on leadership and 

empirical studies with the same theories that will serve as the foundation for this research. 

I reviewed relevant materials and associated the current topic with peerreviewed research 

conducted in English and published between 2014 and 2019. The focused setting was the 

United States. The publication dates, language used, and focused settings resulted in 216 

sources in the review. Among the 216 sources, 185 were journal articles, and 152 were 

published after 2017. There were 11 dissertations with a publication date newer than 

2017. The dissertations were appropriate because they comprised some of the most recent 

studies performed on church leadership and the decline in church membership. The non- 

peer-reviewed sources included 17 books and three government agency reports. Table 1 

illustrates a breakdown of literature review sources and publication dates. 

Table 1 

Literature Review Source Content 
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Total Published 

2021 

2017– Published 

before 2016 

Books 

Peer-reviewed articles 

Dissertations 

Governmental agency reports 

Total 

17 

185 

11 

3 

216 

0 

152 

11 

0 

163 

(75%) 

17 

33 

0 

3 

53 

(25%) 

Transformational Leadership 

I used the transformational leadership theory to explore Southern Baptist senior 

pastors, ministerial staff, and ministry leaders’ strategies to sustain membership. 

Downton (1973) introduced the concept of transformational leadership when describing 

political leaders. However, this leadership concept transcended only political leaders and 

organizational psychology through Burns’s (1978) expansion of the concept. I 

emphasized two leadership theories in this study: transformational and transactional. 

Burns (1978) identified the mutual relationship between leaders and followers and 

highlighted two significant leadership processes: transactional and transforming. 

Transactional leaders meet the needs and interests of their followers in diverse ways from 

transformational leadership, including exchanging interests. Transactional leaders provide 

followers with benefits in exchange for their commitment and loyalty. In a transforming 

leadership process, Burns defined the leader and the follower as boosting or raising each 

other to higher levels of motivation and morality. 

Leaders and followers do not share equal responsibility or status, despite the 

empowering nature of the leadership process. The transformational leader includes 

characteristics church leaders can follow. The leader remains in charge, motivating and 
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changing the followers while the followers are partners with the leaders. Leaders are not 

to manipulate followers (Bass, 1985). The leaders treat followers with attention to their 

mutual intent to achieve organizational goals. Burns defined transforming leadership as 

leaders making positive changes by transforming how people think work. Burns stressed 

that transformational leadership includes reaching out to followers by aligning them in 

creating change by influencing their thoughts and actions. 

Transformational leaders have been able to relate to their followers, causing 

motivation through their leadership style, and the followers strive for a greater mission or 

purpose than the leader. The transformational leadership theory can apply to church 

leaders (Burns, 1978). Burns (1978) asserted that transforming leaders should create 

meaningful change in the lives of the people they lead. Applying transformational 

leadership can lead to significant changes in the lives of followers and organizations. 

Applying the approach can lead to redesigned perceptions and values, including the 

expectations and aspirations of the followers, which makes it applicable to church 

leadership. 

Other authors have emphasized transformational leadership. Bass (1985) 

expanded and improved on Burns’s (1978) transformational leadership theory. Bass 

replaced Burns’ term transforming with the term transformational. Between Burns’s 

work in 1978 and Bass in 1985, Burns’s theory rose in popularity in organizational 

psychology. Bass extended Burns’s 1978 research by exploring the psychological 

mechanisms that underscored transactionally and the transforming leadership processes. 

The premise of transformational leadership is the influence on followers. Bass (1985) 

measured the extent to which a leader was transformational by assessing the level of 
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influence a leader has on the followers. Bass asserted that a leader’s influence includes 

the trust, admiration, loyalty, and respect followers have for their leader. Bass (1985) 

asserted that followers would increase productivity. Transformational leaders influence 

motivation and performance because they do not lead for self-gain; they inspire missions 

and visions and encourage followers to identify as positive leaders (Bass, 1985). A 

transformational leader can encourage followers in diverse ways to challenge the system 

and make the environment more conducive to success. 

Bass emphasized modernizing forms of leadership and included more qualities of 

transformational leaders. Bass highlighted the significant effect that creating impressions 

has on followers. Bass maintained that transformational leaders can control followers by 

creating the impression of being a good leader, thereby inducing the same qualities in 

their followers. In contrast to Burns (1978), Bass claimed that leaders could act 

transformational and transactional. In the subsequent decades of research and 

metaanalysis, researchers demonstrate that transformational and transactional leadership 

could positively predict different performance outcomes. 

Many leaders emulate transformation leadership. Transformational leadership 

theory emerged as a standard tool used in modern leadership studies in different sectors, 

scenarios, and institutions (Alegbeleye & Kaufman, 2020). Transformational leadership 

includes a long-term focus on inducing leadership qualities in followers to prepare them 

as leaders in the future (Lam, 2020). This influence relies on a leader’s follower 

relationships. Transformational leadership’s four key behaviors are (a) idealized 

influence, (b) inspirational motivation, (c) intellectual stimulation, and (d) individualized 

consideration (Bass, 2005). However, Rowold and Borgmann (2013) criticized the four 
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critical transformational leadership behaviors. Rowold and Borgmann (2013) doubted the 

behaviors’ independence, noting that the behavior descriptions are unclear and pointing 

out that behaviors overlap. 

Idealized Influence 

Idealized influence is an example of how transformational leaders should 

influence followers. Idealized influence includes qualities seen through actions, such as 

courage, abiding by laws, depicting proper moral actions, and applying rationality in 

making decisions and actions (Gardner et al., 2021). Idealized influence entails using 

tools to create impressions with a sense of importance. In other words, leaders can inspire 

their subjects to respect, admire, and emulate their behavior (Koveshnikov & Ehrnrooth, 

2018). Motivation includes inspiring leaders. 

Inspirational Motivation 

Leaders must inspire their followers to motivate them. Inspirational motivation 

involves the power of influence through words of wisdom and the power to depict the 

virtue of prudence (Sousa & van Dierendonck, 2017). Akkaya (2020) defined 

inspirational motivation as using words to portray courage and determination to empower 

followers and promote positive progress. Leaders assure their followers of growth instead 

of representing command and authority. Intellectual stimulation helps to motivate 

followers of transformational leadership. 

Intellectual Stimulation 

Intellectual stimulation includes the element of skills and leadership strengths. 
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The third element emphasizes a leader’s intelligence through innovation and creativity 

(Darwish et al., 2020). The premise of this concept is that a leader uses strong innovation 

skills to lead people and depict leadership strengths (Bass, 2005). Leaders should portray 

intelligence and logic in making decisions while involving people in the decision-making 

process (Newark, 2018). Consequently, decisions will appear efficient, and people will 

have more decision-making and implementation knowledge. Followers feel stimulated 

intellectually and encouraged to try innovative approaches without criticism because they 

differ from leaders’ ideas. Individual consideration pays attention to each follower’s 

needs. 

Individualized Consideration 

Individualized consideration is a balancing of needs. Every individual in society 

has specific needs and desires that may vary from the needs of others; therefore, 

transformational leaders should balance followers’ needs while ensuring that everyone 

feels a sense of satisfaction in their environment (Bass, 2005). Barnett (2017) noted that 

individualized consideration involves leaders addressing the individual growth of their 

followers by nurturing their leadership skills within them. 

Transformational leadership has elements of other leadership styles as well. 

Transformational leadership overlaps with other leadership descriptions, such as 

charismatic and servant leadership (Otto et al., 2021). One of the strengths of 

transformational leadership is the wide range of research on the topic and researchers’ 

findings of its effectiveness. The emphasis on the needs and development of followers 

makes transformational leadership an optimistic and motivational theory (Niessen et al., 

2017). 
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I used the transformational leadership style in this research because of its focus on 

followers’ needs and empowerment and leaders’ positive behaviors and its wide 

acceptance as an effective leadership style. Followers focus on positive behavior befitting 

churches, emphasizing caring interactions between members (McCall, 2019). 

Understanding the mind of the transformational leader includes examining great 

transformational leaders in the Bible and church history. Transformational leaders can 

relate to their followers personally and motivate their followers to strive for a greater 

mission or purpose. In addition, the Bible emphasizes positive behaviors and the 

empowerment of church members, which aligns with transformational leadership. The 

transformational leadership model includes strengths that any church leader can 

exemplify. 

Strengths of Transformational Leadership 

Transformational leaders have notable strengths. Researchers have used 

transformational leadership theory widely, including in different geographical regions, 

departmental corporations, and behavioral cultures, emphasizing that this leadership 

model is adequate (Crane & Broome, 2017). Chief executive officers, managers, and 

followers exemplify the transformational leader style (Hunt, 2017). Researchers have 

studied transformational leadership since the late 1970s (Asbari et al., 2020). 

In transformational leadership, leaders consider the needs of followers. This 

approach acknowledges the reciprocal role of the followers, and leaders are not 

responsible for all actions and relationships (Cote, 2017). The intense focus on vision is 

another strength of the transformational leader (Yaslioglu & Selenay, 2018). Through a 

joint focus on the vision, followers become inspired and develop a sense of belonging and 
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unity (Yaslioglu & Selenay, 2018). Furthermore, transformational leadership facilitates 

change in organizational leaders employing a joint focus and effort toward a vision 

(Baškarada et al., 2017). These strengths of transformational leadership theory unite 

leaders and followers to pursue a shared vision for an organization and shared 

responsibility. Transformational leaders can also demonstrate weaknesses. 

Weaknesses of Transformational Leadership 

Weaknesses of transformational leadership exist. The main criticism of the theory 

centers on the measuring instrument, which is the Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire 

(MLQ). The basis of the questionnaire is the transformational leadership theory, which 

measures different leadership behaviors used in quantitative studies rather than qualitative 

studies (Reid, 2020). Researchers questioned the validity of the MLQ (Gautam & Enslin, 

2019). Another criticism is that the theory lacks comprehensive development and clarity 

(Singh et al., 2021). 

Showing strength is not always relevant for transformational leaders. In addition, 

researchers described the transformational leadership theory as elitist, with too much 

emphasis on the leader’s positive characteristics at the follower’s expense (Reid, 2020). 

Pattnaik and Sahoo (2021) indicated that the critics questioned the transformational 

leadership theory for its emphasis on the behaviors and characteristics of leaders. Despite 

weaknesses, transformational leadership theory aligns with researchers and organizational 

managers (Reid, 2020; Yukl, 2012). Transformational leadership can have an impact on a 

decline in church membership. 
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Declining Church Membership and Vitality in the United States 

Evidence exists that church membership and commitment are declining. Study 

results on the religiousness of Americans indicated that less than 20% of the U.S. 

population regularly attends church (Dyson, 2021). The results are a considerable 

decrease in religious affiliation from previous decades. Twenge et al. (2016) noted that 

regional differences in church attendance exist. For example, 13.8% of the population of 

Hawaii attends church regularly, which is the only state where church attendance 

surpassed population growth between 2000 and 2004. Church attendance in Arkansas, 

Oklahoma, South Carolina, and Tennessee, which have higher percentages of church 

attendees than Hawaii, maintained church attendance consistent with the population 

growth in the respective states. 

As mentioned above, despite declining church membership, some states have 

increased church membership. For example, church attendance in the Bible Belt state of 

Texas has increased, while church attendance in most Northeastern states has declined 

(Twenge et al., 2016). In 2015, researchers for the Pew Research Center indicated a close 

to 10% decrease in Americans identifying with Christianity between 2007 and 2015. 

Researchers attributed the decline to external reasons, such as cultural changes, increased 

secularization, heightened and deepening social globalization, political affiliations, 

educational spending, and more robust controls of educational content (Franck & 

Iannaccone, 2014). In addition, researchers noted prominent differences regarding 

Christian religiousness regarding age and gender as both hold implications for future 

church membership. 
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Age and Gender Differences Linked to Churchgoing 

Young adult membership in Christian denominations is a topic of church decline. 

The proportion of participants in Christian churches in the United States between 18 and 

29 is only 20%, compared with 37% of participants in Eastern religions and 42% of 

participants in Islam (Heinz, 2017). Many young Christians between the ages of 18 and 

19 leave the church. Specifically, Rainer and Rainer (2008) noted that nearly one-third of 

29% of young people between 18 and 19 leave the church. In the interviews with young 

people between 18 and 19, most participants indicated that they were believers but failed 

to find a relationship between faith and church attendance. Rainer and Rainer used the 

responses from the essential participants and findings from other studies to advocate the 

principles of the essential church, which is a church that is free from barriers. Church 

participation is part of the activities in the essential church. 

People of all ages and sexes participate in church activities. A study conducted by 

researchers for the Pew Research Center concluded that compared to women, fewer men 

attend church, read the Bible, pray, and meditate (Furman et al., 2021). In the same study, 

more men identified as atheists and religiously unattached than women. Hvidtjørn et al. 

(2014) and Trzebiatowska (2018) indicated that church leaders found alarming social 

trends in church membership decline. The gap between church attendance and religious 

activities occurred before the 21st century (Trzebiatowska, 2018). Li et al. (2020) 

indicated that 18% of men and 25% of women attend church monthly. 

A summary of the findings of the Pew Research Center 

Table 2 

Belief in God Among Americans 
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Absolutely 
believe in 

God 

Fairly 
believe in 

God 

Believe in God 

not too much 

or not at all 

Do not 

know 

Do not 
believe in 

God 

Do not know 
if they 

believe in 

God 

M 57% 21% 7% 1% 12% 3% 

W 69% 18% 4% 1% 6% 2% 

Note. The Pew Research Center is an independent fact tank that informs the public about 

the issues, attitudes, and trends shaping the world. The data are from polling, 

demographic research, media content analysis, and other empirical social science 

research. Pew Research Center does not take policy positions. 

Age and gender differences in church attendance and personal religious activities 

have implications for future church membership and fulfilling the Great Commission 

described in Matthew 28:19-20. The Great Commission relates to the instructions of 

Christ for the disciples to teach his word to the world. Researchers studied why church 

membership declines, and others focused on developing and maintaining the interest of 

the youth in attending and participating in church activities (Pew Research Center, 2015). 

Religious vitality could be a reason for the decline. Research study findings show that a 

significant cause of church decline is a lack of church resources and support, leading to 

the physical decline of church buildings. 

Religious Vitality 

The Baptist Church has a problem with vitality. The public considered the Baptist 

church an institution of prestige and authority (Joiner, 2020). Willigenburg (2019) 

described the church as being in a decline stage, partly because of its elevated levels of 

segregation and a decline in religious vitality. Religious vitality refers to church 

members’ participation levels in church activities (Kühle & Hoverd, 2018). Howard et al. 
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(2019) discovered a significant link between religious vitality and the diversity of church 

members. The religious vitality construct refers to the realized joy and life obtained by 

connecting with God, people, and the community (Kühle & Hoverd, 2018). Jones (2016) 

defined the construct as expressing an individual’s relationship with God. A church with 

high vitality can facilitate the spiritual maturity of its members by making them possess 

clear visions and interests for their future (Herrington et al., 2020). 

Church vitality is essential for increasing membership. Research study results 

indicated that the decline in church membership created attention to church vitality and 

the need for a positive connection between the church and the community (Rainer, 2014). 

Several factors contribute to the decline in religious vitality. Therefore, church leaders 

should direct change gradually with community involvement and support to gain new 

members while maintaining and serving the current members. 

A loss of vitality is evidence of decreased community activities. Decreased 

interest and participation in ministries and the lack of outward community focus in the 

church led to a loss of vitality (Rainer, 2014). These factors align with religious vitality 

because church leaders can create community outreach programs while teaching spiritual 

leadership. A decline in membership requires strategies associated with growth in vitality 

and enhancement of leadership effectiveness (Ehrkamp & Nagel, 2017; Gill, 2017). 

Introducing new members to the Christian faith is not an easy task. Church leaders 

must find strategies to increase church membership to prevent unaffiliated membership. 

The U.S. church leader’s missionary’s potential to introduce church members to the 

Christian faith lost momentum in the 21st century (Shann et al., 2019). Early missionaries 

established the groundwork for churches, including the Southern Baptists, as a viable 
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church movement (Jones, 2016). The phenomenon of the dead church emerged in 2015 

when Manning (2015) defined it as the rise of the nonphenomenon, signified by the 

number of religiously unaffiliated individuals who answered none when asked about their 

religion. The members are of various ages. 

The membership of the church sometimes depends on the age of the members. 

The number of American adults who attest to having no religion between the 1970s and 

1980s grew from 10% to 23% (Smith & Cooperman, 2016). Pöhls (2021) posited that the 

increase of nonreligious persons are atheists. Younger members of society, representing 

23%, describe themselves as atheists, agnostics, or nothing (Smith & Cooperman, 2016). 

The number of atheists steadily increased, and more people are becoming secular with no 

religion or spirituality in terms of beliefs and behavior patterns. Similar to the findings of 

Smith and Cooperman (2016), Zuckerman (2016) asserted that more than 35% of 

millennials do not belong to a religious group. The millennials, among other groups, are a 

part of hurting church membership if they do not attend church regularly. 

People in all church affiliations do not attend church regularly. As early as the 

20th century, members stopped their affiliation with any religion, including Christianity 

(Ehrkamp & Nagel, 2017). These unaffiliated individuals do not regularly attend church 

services or activities and are not in religious institutes, especially Christian churches or 

denominations (Pew Research Center, 2015). The decline in religious participation occurs 

in the Southern Baptist Church and multiple Protestant denominations. In addition, 

church leaders are experiencing a decline in denominational families, including 

Methodist, Lutheran, Episcopalians, and Presbyterians. The problem that church leaders 

experience is the disconnect of the followers. 
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Church leaders have concerns about the decrease in activities. As many as 82% of 

church leaders reported experiencing a significant loss of influence on their congregants, 

which resulted in members becoming less actively involved in ministries (Pew Research 

Center, 2015). Church members who are inactive and disconnected from church 

leadership may leave the church (Rainer, 2014). Despite the decline in membership, 

researchers contended that the church is as important as ever in society (Ehrkamp & 

Nagel, 2017). Despite losing membership, the church’s primary mission remains constant 

(Heelas, 2017). Church leaders still have a significant role in addressing and assisting in 

alleviating human suffering, economic disparities, and religious conflicts (Rogers & 

Konieczny, 2018). The church remains crucial to the overall well-being of people and 

communities (Pillay, 2017). When people leave the communities, they often leave the 

church. 

Studies emerged on the importance of church leadership in reversing declining 

membership and commitment. Americans left church organizations for distinct reasons, 

including mobility, life transformations, and experiences of conflict (Pew Research 

Center, 2015). The number of Americans expressing self-identification with Christianity 

declined. According to recent studies, church leaders perform critical roles in their 

services to church members or followers in caring for people living in communities 

worldwide and bringing them justice (Akanbi & Beyers, 2017). However, evidence 

shows that church leaders are at risk of emotional, physical, and mental stress and 

burnout, making them ineffective and disengaged (Adams et al., 2017). The church’s 

survival depends on the health of the leaders and the members. 
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Member Growth and Retention 

The survival of the church indicates signs of decay. Researchers may report decay 

and little hope for the church’s survival because the church is not a human-made 

institution (Abernethy et al., 2016). Rainer (2014) described the centrality of the Great 

Commission in Matthew 28:19-20 in maintaining church membership. From Matthew 

28:20, the church as the body of Christ will exist until the end of the world and Jesus’ 

second coming. In Matthew 28:19, Christians are responsible for increasing the Church’s 

membership (Heinz, 2017). In God’s will, the church should grow, and its members 

should remain faithful until the end of the world. They were observing trends and 

discussing the negative growth trends in the church, especially from a worldly 

perspective alone, which will not fulfill the Great Commission of Jesus, documented in 

Matthew 28:20 (Jones, 2016). 

Church members often become Christians and spread the news to other Christians. 

Christians and their leaders must return to the Bible and find what the Word of God says 

about spreading the Gospel (Rainer, 2014). From an organizational and cultural 

development viewpoint, steps exist to ensure the church does not stagnate but changes 

with the times (Rainer, 2014). Heinz (2017) discussed mitigating the decline and death of 

the church from a biblical perspective by using Ezekiel’s vision of the valley with dry 

bones wherein God-breathed life to demonstrate the biblical steps to grow and sustain the 

church. Henard asserted that church traditions should not become the norm; churches 

must make the Great Commission central in their vision statement because it is the true 

purpose of the church. Henard noted that a balance between modernizing the church and 

maintaining its true purpose is to teach all nations the good news about Christ 
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Jesus. The essential church is one way of addressing the declining membership. 

Essential Church 

The need for an essential church is pivotal for the church’s survival. Addressing 

the declining number of young churchgoers is a matter of urgency, as Rainer and Rainer 

(2008) found that over 66% of church members between the ages 18 and 22 years old 

leave the church, mainly because they do not perceive belonging to a church as essential 

to their lives. Rainer and Rainer discussed the essential church as an example of church 

structures and activities that are beneficial in maintaining membership. The essential 

church includes four characteristics: (a) simplify; (b) deepen; (c) expect; (d) and multiply 

(Rainer & Rainer, 2008). These aspects represent an uncluttered church organization, 

undiluted biblical teaching increasing members’ knowledge of the Bible and God, 

psychological reflection on members’ attitudes, and practical elements of change to 

address decreasing numbers of church members (Rainer & Rainer, 2008). The attitudes of 

the church members can reflect the motivation towards membership. 

Church leaders must find a way to motivate their members toward increasing 

church membership. Cornette (2017) proposed practical organizational steps to increase 

and maintain church membership, including motivating members to invite guests to the 

church and following up with each guest through the organizational structures of the 

church. In addition, church leaders should use different opportunities and approaches to 

inform the congregation of the importance of being a church member. 

Biblically based information can motivate members to provide sufficient 

opportunities to commit to the church. In developing the church into a close-knit unit 

where members feel they belong, the different church leaders must inform them about the 
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new members and integrate them into a Bible study unit where they can grow spiritually 

and socially (Cornette, 2017). Digital media is becoming more prevalent to church 

members. 

Digital Media 

Millennial digital media users may use a form electronics to attend church. This 

age group grew up with various forms of digital media and used them daily (Hutchings, 

2016). Cyber or online churches may fulfill the needs of millennials who grew 

accustomed to them anytime, anywhere world of digital media. However, online churches 

cannot provide a close unit and the interpersonal interaction characteristic of traditional 

churches (Hutchings, 2016). Social media is prevalent in churches to keep members 

informed, enlighten new members, and facilitate group forming between members of a 

ministry (Gould, 2015). Church Music can be an intricate part of providing church 

growth. 

Music 

Contemporary music is another way to maintain the interest of younger members. 

In Australia, Hillsong, a church and denomination, is one of the best illustrations 

of the success of contemporary gospel music (Hughes, 2016). The contemporary 

perception of church music is one of the gifts from God, which the church can worship 

God and enlighten its members (Cheong, 2017). However, receiving a musical gift from 

God brings the responsibility of stewardship to serve God and the church members. 

Scriptural references exist describing making music and singing to worship God’s 

existence. For example, in Psalm 40:3, the Psalmist claimed that God put a song in his 

mouth. At the end of his life, God instructed Moses to write a song on behalf of the nation 
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before receiving the Mosaic Covenant Deuteronomy 31:19, 22, 30 (Blomberg et al., 

2017). Although music and singing to the Lord are featured strongly in the Bible, the 

Bible does not state which style is acceptable; only that music should glorify and worship 

the Lord. Contemporary music and writing styles make gospel songs attractive to the 

younger cohort. Ensuring the proper emphasis of the message of the Bible through music 

is essential because people remember the words and melodies of songs more efficiently 

and longer than they remember sermons (Hughes, 2016). Young adults are sometimes 

perceptive of gospel music. Contemporary Gospel music can be a source to increase 

young adult membership. 

Decline Among Young Adults 

A decline exists in young adults in the church. The number of adult Protestant 

worshippers in the United States declined by approximately five million between 2007 

and 2014 (Powell et al., 2016). The number of young people that have dropout has 

increased from 59 to 64 percent (Townes, 2021). The number of young people belonging 

to the none’s group increased from 16% to 23% in the same period. According to the 

2015 census, young people between 18 and 29 make up 76% of the adult population in 

the United States (Powell et al., 2016). Three-quarters of this group professed atheism. 

Powell et al. (2016) discussed the idea of growing young, which indicates that young 

people should grow up in church and that the church leadership should alter their 

strategies to enable young people to feel at home and learn about a Christ-centered life. 

A need exists for inter-generational relationships or mutual dependence between 

the young and the church. Powell et al. (2016) identified several themes related to 

growing young: (a) enable young people to lead by providing leadership training; (b) 
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have compassion toward young people; (c) build a Christ (Jesus)-a centered community 

where the teachings fall on Jesus, and on what it means as a Christian; (d) create a warm 

and welcoming church community, where young people feel welcome and loved; (e) 

include young people in all aspects of the church a priority; and, (f) teach young people to 

live as good neighbors by living the Jesus life and inviting others to church. Powell et al. 

emphasized the importance of creating a vibrant faith in Jesus through sound teaching 

and living Jesus’s life. Powell et al. stressed that a super modern church is not what 

young people need. Instead, young people need personal warmth that allows them to feel 

welcome and safe at church and empowers them to serve in different ministries to fulfill 

their desires (Powell et al., 2016). However, young people do not want to participate, 

which leads to a decline in membership. Many opportunities exist to keep young people 

in the church. Churches do not have to look ultramodern and have technology resources 

to attract young people (Powell et al., 2016), and church leaders should not teach a 

diluted version of the Gospel. Powell et al. suggested that youth are eager to learn Bible 

truths. Church leaders must keep updated with modern trends but do not compete with the 

material world because the church leaders offer Jesus. The pastor is essential for church 

leadership. 

The Call of a Pastor 

The pastor goes through a rigorous hiring process. Ingram (1981) outlined the 

standard hiring process for Southern Baptist pastors. Formalized and accepted 

denominational processes for becoming a pastor in a church are essential, including in 

Southern Baptist churches, where the absence of formal processes acts as a barrier to 

appointing suitable pastors. The church’s success and growth depend on the pastor’s 

 



30 

success (Gregory, 2020). The pastoral candidate in certain Protestant denominations must 

complete seminary education before becoming eligible for ordination (Pandey & Chawla, 

2016). Only ordained ministers may assume the leadership role in churches of these 

denominations. This process is different in the Southern Baptist church. Congregations 

hire pastors to serve as leaders rather than just servants (Pandey & Chawla, 2016). 

The selection process for pastors is usually like the hiring process in business 

organizations in secular settings. Congregations select candidates based on the 

candidates’ trial sermon and make little or no effort to determine their leadership abilities 

(Wollschleger, 2018). A pastor is a leader, a planner, and a decision-maker who works 

toward growing and sustaining membership. The strategies in the Southern Baptist church 

fall short in determining the pastor’s qualifications in this regard. According to Carter 

(2009), pastors have multiple roles, although they are mainly responsible for developing 

the church as an organization. The pastors function as administrators, counselors, 

resource managers, fundraisers, and shepherds (Carter, 2009). Researchers cannot study 

pastoral leadership effectiveness without considering the construct of spirituality. In 

Carter’s research, leadership style did not significantly impact pastoral effectiveness. 

Carter noted that using a small sample size of 93 might affect the findings, with a larger 

sample size producing different results (Carter, 2009). 

Church leaders need to become more aggressive toward finding strategies to 

increase membership. Based on a review of the previous literature, the church, as an 

institution in the United States, is in a crisis (Carter, 2009). Although the research did not 

minimize the church’s role, researchers indicated that church leaders should become 

initiative-taking towards decreasing the decline in church membership. While researchers 
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indicated the value of church leaders in maintaining church membership and vitality, 

specific church leadership strategies remain unknown. Transformational leadership is one 

strategy for pastors. 

Leadership Strategies 

A decline in church membership is costly for the organization. The number of 

church members has decreased by 200% since 2014. Leaders in churches must invest in 

strategies to maintain members. Successful leaders begin with building a unifying vision. 

Leaders reinforce the organization’s mission and purpose (Shet, 2021). They create a 

vision of the organization’s future and make sure followers understand the vision. 

Leadership strategies include storytelling with emotion concerning situations. The 

followers work toward connecting to the vision. Creating a vision includes building 

relationships and helps define the leader’s philosophy (Priest & Jenkins, 2019). 

Leadership strategies include getting all members on board, focusing on results, building 

innovation, and leading by example Leaders use strategies to gain trust and inspire 

followers to believe in the organization’s future. The leadership theories of servant 

leadership, transformational, charismatic, transactional, the trait approach, and situational 

have characteristics that pastors can use as practical strategies to help curtail the decline in 

church membership. 

The culture of the organization depends on the style of leadership. The 

organization leader shares the best resources and tools to build a strong culture (Priest & 

Jenkins, 2019). The trait approach has an essential leadership role. These leaders 

emphasize dependability, emotional intelligence, outgoing, approachability, and ethics. 

 



32 

The leaders who share these traits develop trust and respect among followers (Cote, 

2017). The traits also include honesty and integrity, like transformational leadership. 

Situational leadership is also identical to transformational leadership. 

Situational leaders base their leadership styles on the situation. The leader meets 

the needs of the followers by changing their style to a high low supportive or low 

directive behavior style. A high low supportive style is when leaders offer emotional and 

emotional support (Cote, 2017). In addition, situational leaders utilize behavior and task 

orientation, which are transactional and transformational leadership strategies. 

Charismatic leadership also has characteristics of transformational leadership. 

Charismatic leadership is based on the premises of personal characteristics. 

Charismatic leaders are strong leaders who instill beliefs and values in their followers 

(Cote, 2017). These leaders create competent followers who are optimistic. The morality 

of charismatic leadership is notable. High expectation is evident in their leadership style. 

The task-oriented characteristic is like transformational leadership. Servant leadership is 

an example of the passion the pastors can emulate. 

Servant leadership is one of the examples pastors follow to motivate their 

followers. Pastors can use the characteristics of servant leadership as strategies to keep 

followers engaged. The characteristics of withdrawal, listening, acceptance, empathy, 

healing, and understanding are associated with therapists and not necessarily leaders who 

serve in other public capacities (Shirin, 2014). The characteristics of listening, empathy, 

and healing are particularly therapeutic. Shirin (2014) indicated that therapeutic 

spirituality could be a part of leadership if a leader is a good psychologist. Leaders who 
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adopt listening, empathy, and healing strategies can teach their followers and improve the 

decline in church membership. The members trust their pastors and seek compassion. 

Gaining trust is an essential strategy of leadership. Sometimes leaders can abuse 

the trust of their followers with negative behavior, which can lead to psychological stress 

and family conflict (Samian & Budihardjo, 2021). Followers look for personal support 

and endorsement. Leadership strategies include providing emotional support to their 

followers. Leadership theories include trust as part of a leader’s style. Legood et al. 

(2021) indicated that transformational leadership is associated with confidence. Trust is 

an excellent transformational leadership strategy because it inspires followers to believe 

in its vision. Pastors can use transformational leadership to encourage their members to 

believe in their vision. 

Transformational Leadership Theory in Churches 

Transformational leadership has elements of a motivating source for pastors. 

Researchers explored the role of transformational leadership theory in churches in 

peerreviewed studies and dissertations (Ortiz, 2015; Williams, 2014). For example, Ortiz 

(2015) claimed that transformational leadership theory could transform membership 

enthusiasm. Ortiz considered Abraham a transformational leader because of his ability to 

create a vision, possession of courage and confidence, capacity to care about people, and 

an intense sense of justice. 

Church leaders may use transformational leadership to maintain and attract church 

members. Ortiz (2015) asserted that transformational leaders are one of the reasons 

church leaders can maintain the number of their congregations. In contrast, in a study of 

the relationship between transformational church leadership and church growth, Brooks 
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(2018) found no significant relationship between church growth or non-growth and 

transformational leadership style. Church leaders used transformational leadership to 

guide themselves toward ethical reasoning and actions. Additionally, church leaders 

inspire congregations and give them the hope of religion they seek. Finally, leaders 

functioned as role models for those in their congregation who wanted to occupy different 

leadership positions in churches (Ortiz, 2015; Scuderi, 2014). 

Church leaders who practice transformational leadership may help bring in more 

members, increasing membership. Scuderi (2014) noted that leaders’ application of 

transformational leadership theory increased church revenues through offerings and other 

church initiatives to boost income bases. Scuderi researched the nature, use, and effects 

of transformational leadership. Williams (2014) researched how pastors serving 

congregations of 1,000 people or more learned and applied transformational leadership 

qualities from biblical scriptures to influence their leadership. Williams explored general 

data, such as pastors’ moral actions, courage, motivation, practical problem solving, and 

decision-making skills. 

The qualitative research methods included interviewing ministers, ministry 

leaders, and members. Williams then recorded, analyzed, coded the data, and compared 

them to the Transformational Leadership Skills Inventory (TLSI). Data revealed 

alignment to pastor leadership traits and transformational leadership skills, which 

evidenced pastors’ real-life applications of the theory. Williams aligned the ten leadership 

skills measured by the TLSi with biblical principles and suggested these skills could 

serve as the basis for leadership training in the church. 
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Outreach programs are potential solutions for pastors practicing transformational 

leadership in the church. Williams (2014) indicated that providing more outreach 

programs could align with training, recruiting, and supervising potential pastors. 

Williams made important conclusions regarding transformational leadership in the 

church, including the ten domains of transformational leadership in the TLSI. 

The data showed that different scriptures could support each domain, even though 

no specific repetitive scripture alignment crosses the ten domains. Williams concluded 

that the domains of transformational leadership had scriptural connections to the Bible. 

Williams added that pastors were passionate about working with the church, so 

transformational leadership worked for them. The leaders’ deep care and concern for 

people represented their core values, as exhibited by their interview responses (Williams, 

2014). Therefore, transformational leadership could be a solution to maintain church 

membership. 

Transformational leaders have attributes desirable to people. 

Transformational leaders know that transformation begins with the person or 

individual; therefore, they pay specific attention to motivating a person to change (Mittal 

& Dhar, 2015). This characteristic aligns with the perception that pastors constantly need 

people to connect while maintaining strong ties to the church. Moreover, many pastors 

believe people should invest through teachings and training, aligning with how 

transformational leaders invest in their followers (Mittal & Dhar, 2015). As a result, 

pastors who believe in transformational leaders show positive results. 

Some pastors use transformational leadership to lead churches. Christopherson 

(2014) conducted research using mixed methods to explore the leadership strategies of 
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pastors from 27 Baptist churches and their leadership styles’ impact on their churches’ 

orderliness and progress. Christopherson found that 29% of the pastors applied 

transformational leadership when leading their churches. 

Church leaders who apply transformational leadership are spiritual leaders. 

Christopherson noted that the pastors viewed church growth as spiritual growth instead of 

increased tithes and offerings, and more importantly, not just concerning membership. 

The study results indicated that church growth might remain stable with increased 

financial resources; however, other church leaders might still grow through the spiritual 

development of their congregations with adequate finances to run and maintain church 

facilities. 

Transformational leadership in nonprofits is particularly complex. Grandy (2013) 

explored transformational leadership in nonprofit settings to determine church leaders’ 

strategies in managing their churches. Like other studies on transformational leadership, 

Grandy extracted qualitative data through various data collection methods and identified 

changes in religious organizations over time. Grandy attributed most of these transitions 

by the church to the leadership strategies that the church leaders implemented. 

Transformational leaders can use this style of leadership to grow their 

membership. Transformational leadership styles in the inspirational and motivational 

model significantly impacted how subjects behaved and acted, contributing to churches’ 

growth (Zaccaro et al., 2018). The research findings indicated that church leaders 

transmitted their leadership skills to their congregations. The findings indicated that for 

positive changes to occur, Christian leaders must emulate leadership styles that are more 
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transformational for the whole church to transform. These leaders sometimes include the 

practice of transformational leadership in the scriptures. 

Researchers explored the incidences of transformational leadership concerning 

biblical scriptures. Religious leaders explored the qualities supported by transformational 

leadership theory (Timans et al., 2019). The study employed qualitative research methods 

to determine the abstract qualities observed in the Book of Nehemiah, one of the leaders 

in the Hebrew Scriptures, to compare these with transformational leadership. In the 

researcher’s analysis of biblical scriptures, (Timans et al., 2019) discovered that in the 

dynamic environment Nehemiah lived during the rebuilding of the city wall, he used 

various leadership methods that included traits similar to transformational leadership 

traits. 

The Bible has instances were transformational leadership. For example, when 

Nehemiah learned of the conditions in Jerusalem, he requested permission to return to 

Judah in Nehemiah 2:5 (Jones, 2016) and arrived in Jerusalem in 444 BC. In 52 days, 

Nehemiah completed rebuilding the city walls (Jones, 2016). Thomas et al. provided a 

context for the transformational leadership model from the scriptures, adopting the theory 

and demonstrating that transformational leadership was part of religious activities. The 

study explored whether leadership strategies that align with the transformative style can 

influence the business strategies of church leaders in increasing church vitality, 

membership, and revenues. Leaders must measure the characteristics of servant 

leadership. 
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Measuring Transformational Leadership 

One of the instruments researchers used to measure transformational leadership is 

the MLQ. The unit of measurement for transformational leadership obtains an accurate 

extent of transformational leadership (Patterson, 2018). The standardized instrument 

MLQ explores various leadership types (Jennie, 2016). The MLQ is a survey with 45 

questions using 5-point Likert-type scales that interviewees can use to determine their 

leadership style. The five levels range from the highest, frequently if not always, to the 

lowest, not at all (Avolio & Bass, 2013). The MLQ includes general answers from leaders 

without indicating specific traits (Miska & Mendenhall, 2018). Researchers use the MLQ 

by providing it to leaders to complete (Ramchunder & Martins, 2014; 

Tyczkowski et al., 2015; Vasilagos et al., 2017). 

Various researchers used the MLQ to explore the influence of three leadership 

styles: transformational, transactional, and servant leadership. Alsayed et al. (2013) used 

the MLQ and a communication satisfaction questionnaire to assess the effectiveness of 

both types of questionnaires in measuring leadership styles. The research was quantitative 

with a sample size of 360, sufficient to develop conclusions in various institutions with 

various settings over a period sufficient to reach conclusions. Alasayed et al. deduced that 

the MLQ helped determine the effectiveness of the factors involved in the three 

leadership styles. The results confirmed that the MLQ is valuable for measuring the 

transformational leadership approach through the independent research survey style. 

Transformational leadership is a choice for leaders; however, alternative leadership styles 

exist for church leaders. 
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Alternative Leadership Styles for Church Leaders 

In addition to research on the transformational leadership style, researchers 

studied effective church leadership with other styles. Researchers routinely contrast the 

transformational leadership approach with transactional leadership theory (Wahyuni et 

al., 2014; Wart, 2013). Wart (2013) reviewed major studies within organizational 

leadership literature to identify critical overarching insights, specifically those of 

particular importance to leaders in administrative positions in the nonprofit public sector, 

which reflect churches, and found that transactional leadership also had benefits. 

Transactional leaders have notable differences from transformational leaders. 

Antonakis and House (2013) concluded that transactional leadership is favorable for 

formal settings whereby leaders undergo evaluation through qualitative and quantitative 

criteria. When leaders make decisions in transactional environments, the followers should 

only take their orders and execute them efficiently without fearing punishment. However, 

the transactional form of leadership is not effective in all cases. 

Transactional leadership can sometimes appear rigid, making it difficult to accept 

and appreciate changes (Yang & Yang, 2019). For example, transactional leaders might 

issue threats or offer rewards and other catalysts to exchange results (Wart, 2013). 

Therefore, employees may struggle to achieve success when organizational leaders are 

experiencing challenges (Fountaine et al., 2019). Transactional leadership entails a formal 

relationship between leaders and their subjects. When problems occur in these 

organizations, the leaders frequently blame employees instead of negotiating the outcome 

and reaching a consensus on solving the problem (Bligh et al., 2018). 
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Transformational leadership and transactional leadership combined is the possible 

solution for leaders. Baah (2015) explained that situations did occur where the leadership 

style was a combination of transformational and transactional leadership. Conducting a 

literature review of resilient leadership, Dartey-Baah found that efficient and robust 

leadership requires combining transactional and transformational leadership strategies. 

However, the research findings could not substantiate that active leadership occurred by 

combining transformational and transactional leadership strategies because the study did 

not include research from qualitative data. 

The transactional theory of leadership helps expand the efforts of employees when 

employees’ actions are compulsory rather than voluntary. In some settings, motivation 

can also increase through transactional leadership. Breevaart et al. (2014) concluded that 

transactional leadership was a motivational factor for subjects when leaders issued orders, 

threats, and rewards. Therefore, a leader focused on the continuous growth of an 

organization would prefer to adopt a transactional form of leadership so the subjects 

could work toward reaching the expectations. Breevaart et al. studied a military setting 

that required force and vigor; therefore, the findings may not apply appropriately to a 

church setting. The findings overshadow the challenge of demonstrating the effectiveness 

of transactional leadership in churches. 

The transactional leadership style has elements church leaders can follow. Two 

primary elements exist within the transactional leadership style: contingent reward and 

management by exception (Bass & Bass, 2009). The contingent belief is that attaining 

objectives that will lead to better performance and higher satisfaction is the basis of a 

follower’s reinforcement (Breevaart et al., 2014). The contingent believes that attaining 
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objectives that will lead to better performance and higher satisfaction is the basis of a 

follower’s reinforcement (Breevaart et al., 2014). Management, by exception, includes 

the leader directly supervising the followers and interacting with them when they are not 

meeting objectives (Breevaart et al., 2014). These two main elements are common 

elements of the Bible and Christian theology. 

Transactional leadership could be a solution for church leaders to maintain 

leadership. The contingent reward has deep roots in Christian teachings (Drury, 2003). 

Although Christians believe faith can lead to salvation, some believe God will reward and 

bless those who engage in faithful service and Christian practices. Christians also believe 

that God is the best example or role model for the concept of management by exception, 

wherein they believe God only intervenes when people destroy the covenant of God’s 

people (Drury, 2003). God provided his rules in the Ten Commandments in the Book of 

Leviticus, and followers believe that punishments will result if they do not follow these 

rules. Church leaders are working under a reward system that involves eternal reward, in 

which other nonreligious organizations cannot compete (Drury, 2003). Other leadership 

theories exist for church leaders to follow. 

The servant leadership style is another option for pastors to follow. A growing 

body of evidence shows the effectiveness of the servant leadership style used in church 

(Washington et al., 2014). Servant leadership is not a new style but has received greater 

attention in recent years. Servant leaders put the overall good, the welfare of their 

organization, and the needs of those performing the necessary tasks of the organization 

ahead of their interests and desires (Liden et al., 2014; Van Dierendonck & Patterson, 

2015). 
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Servant leaders view leadership as the opportunity to serve and demonstrate a 

style of leadership that encourages subordinates to follow. Servant leadership includes 

proponents that church leaders can exemplify. For example, Greenleaf (1970), a 

proponent of servant leadership, put forth ten primary characteristics or capacities that a 

servant leader embodies, which are the capacity to (a) listen, (b) awareness, (c) empathy, 

and (d) healing (e). The other primary characters are (a) persuasive, (b) conceptualization, 

(c) foresight, (d) commitment to growing others, (e) community building, and (f) serving 

as a steward of organizational stakeholders’ resources. 

Church pastors can model servant leadership to increase church membership. 

Greenleaf claimed that his leadership model or paradigm derives from stories about 

people on a religious journey (Tran et al., 2020). For example, one of the group’s 

members, Leo, explored the completion of menial chores by demonstrating servant 

leadership skills through spiritual singing to bring the message of God and leadership to 

motivate people. The group disappeared when Leo disappeared, highlighting his 

importance as a servant leader (Grisaffe et al., 2016; Winston & Fields, 2015). 

Leo exemplified servant leadership qualities. Chan (2021) revealed that Leo was 

the servant leader of the Order, instrumental in the journey. Hence, Leo was both a leader 

and a servant. Greenleaf (1970) claimed that a servant leader possesses a natural desire to 

serve. The natural desire to serve exists before the individual makes the conscious choice 

to work as a leader, which contrasts with other leaders who do not aspire to serve. Servant 

leaders ensure the satisfaction of coworkers and followers’ needs occur. A servant leader 

grows as a person becomes healthier, wiser, and more independent (Grisaffe et al., 2016; 

Winston & Fields, 2015). These leaders can create a sociomoral climate. 
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The sociomoral climate has an impact on the church organization. Fung et al. 

(2021) studied the effects of servant leadership on the sociomoral climate of Catholic 

parishes and the spiritual health of their members. Okonkwo explored how church 

followers perceived the servant leadership orientation of their leaders affected the 

sociomoral climate of the organization, as well as the spiritual being of the followers. 

Data gathered from 354 parish staff, and volunteers of 53 Catholic parishes personnel in 

the dioceses of Oklahoma City and Tulsa used structural equation modeling. 

The findings indicated that servant leadership directly and strongly influences the 

sociomoral climate of the people in Catholic parishes and the spiritual health of the 

followers. Results also showed a positive association between the sociomoral climate and 

the spiritual well-being of the church members. The sociomoral climate applied to 

moderate and mediated servant leadership’s effect on the members’ spiritual well-being. 

The results indicated that the effect of servant leadership on the church members’ 

spiritual well-being was more substantial if church members perceived the sociomoral 

climate positively (Fung et al., 2021). Heinz (2017) studied the relationship between the 

servant leadership style and behaviors of the lead pastor and church members’ 

commitment to the church, including affective, continuance, and normative 

organizational commitment. 

The servant leadership instrument has eight dimensions. Heinz (2017) assessed 

the servant leadership of the lead pastor using the servant leadership survey, which 

measures eight dimensions of the leadership style. The dimensions include, (a) 

empowerment, (b) standing back, (c) accountability, (d) forgiveness, (e) courage, (f) 

authenticity, (g) humility, and (h) stewardship. These dimensions aligned with the 
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threecomponent model to assess the 135 church members’ affective, continuance, and 

normative commitment. 

Test result from the servant instrument proves servant leadership’s dimensions. 

Results from the data analysis using Spearman’s rho test showed significant and positive 

links between the eight dimensions of servant leadership and the affective commitment of 

the church members. Heinz (2017) concluded that a significant and positive relationship 

exists between six dimensions of servant leadership, with the courage and continuance 

commitment of the church members excluded. Conversely, six dimensions of servant 

leadership, excluding courage and authenticity, connect to normative commitment. These 

results indicated that servant leadership strategies might improve membership because the 

intent is to encourage members to serve as followers with leadership potential. 

Jesus Christ serves as an example of servant leadership. According to Danielson 

(2017), modern pastors may want to reflect the ultimate example of Jesus Christ or act in 

his image to self-identify as servant leaders. Shirin (2014) noted that servant leadership is 

gaining currency among Christians, mainly because Christians feel that servant leadership 

originates in the New Testament. Shirin (2014) added that servant leadership seems 

biblical to bible scholars, but servant leadership was not a Biblical principle. Shirin 

indicated that much of servant leadership aligns with the scriptures and tradition. For 

example, Jesus washed the disciples’ feet, told them that he came to the world to serve 

and not to lord over them, and told them that whoever wanted to serve as a leader should 

behave like a servant (Shirin, 2014). In addition, the writings of St. Augustine 

emphasized the behavior of Jesus. 

The writings of St. Augustine are an indication of servant leadership. Shirin 
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(2014) analyzed the writings of St. Augustine by determining whether servant leadership 

is inherently Christian. Shirin first explored the therapeutic origins of servant leadership 

and then explored the associated issue of whether the contemporary Western therapeutic 

worldview is Christian. The results of Shirin’s (2014) analysis showed that despite the 

connection between servant leadership and Christian practices, the alignment remained in 

conflict with St. Augustine’s cultural practice in three crucial differences. 

The writings of St. Augustine are Pivotal in learning about Jesus and the apostles. 

First, St. Augustine claimed that a communal setting was necessary to cure a person’s 

soul genuinely and authentically (Shirin, 2014). Second, St. Augustine claimed or 

believed that studying a person’s ultimate purpose was necessary to cure a soul. Third, St. 

Augustine did not believe in being autonomous as the focus of an individual’s identity. 

The apostles were in the community with Jesus, and he taught them, in at least one 

wellknown passage, about sitting on his right and left side, followed by Mark 10:43 that 

they were to serve. Jesus modeled leadership and sent the apostles to teach and heal. 

The literature emphasized that servant leadership has existed for years, including 

in modern times. In another study, Shirin (2014) studied how Christians can inherently 

consider the application of servant leadership in modern settings. Shirin claimed that 

service, regardless of whether it is an integral part of the Christian praxis, could not 

appear if the reason for providing service was to achieve an agenda. Therefore, people 

may use servant leadership to describe Christian leaders. However, they cannot describe 

the theory as inherently Christian, and Christian leaders cannot embrace it in other 

occupations. Furthermore, the meaning of service can change, and perceiving service as 

being Christian will prove difficult. Therefore, Shirin’s findings indicated that servant 
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leadership is not the best leadership style for church leaders if the goal is to increase 

church membership. 

Summary 

Increasing evidence exists that church membership and commitment are 

declining. The percentage of young-adult dropouts has increased from 59 to 64 percent. 

Less than 20% of the U.S. population regularly attends church, a considerable decrease in 

religious affiliation from previous decades (Twenge et al., 2016). Twenge et al. (2016) 

noted that regional differences in church attendance exist. The decline in church 

membership is not new because it has decreased for decades (Pew Research Center, 

2015). Researchers indicated that transformational leadership is a valuable tool for 

leaders who strategize to apply inspiration-oriented leadership (Burns, 1978). 

Church leaders used transformational leadership to improve their influence and 

promote spiritual growth within the congregation. In addition, church leaders can use 

transformational leadership to influence church finances and retain their operations. 

Research study results show that transformational leadership exists, especially in 

religious settings, even before Burns (1978) introduced the theory. Research results 

indicated that leaders who adopt transformational leadership could implement the four 

elements of transformational leadership. Researchers suggested that other leadership 

styles, such as transactional leadership, were inappropriate in church settings. 

Researchers employed both qualitative and quantitative methods in their studies of 

leadership styles. 
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Transition 

The decline in church membership is an ongoing issue. The decline in church 

membership is not new because it has decreased for decades (Pew Research Center, 

2015). The decrease occurred within the Southern Baptist church, which experienced an 

annual revenue loss of around $84 million in 2016 (Lifeway Insights, 2017). Researchers 

indicated several factors behind the decline, including the church leadership role. 

However, the role of leadership in reversing the trend, sustaining membership, and 

increasing much-needed revenues remains unknown. 

Although this study focuses on multiple churches, declining membership is a 

business problem. The general business problem is that churches lose revenue when 

membership declines. The specific business problem is that some Southern Baptist church 

leaders lack leadership strategies to sustain membership. Therefore, the present study 

may include findings and strategies to sustain membership. Section 2 will include the 

purpose of the multiple qualitative case studies to explore the strategies Southern 

Baptist senior pastors, ministerial staff, and ministry leaders use to sustain membership. 

Section 3 will include a discussion of the findings, implications of social change, 

recommendations for future research, and the conclusion of the study. 

Section 2: The Project 

The focus of this Section is the purpose of the qualitative multiple case study in 

which I explored the strategies Southern Baptist senior pastors, ministerial staff, and 

ministry leaders use to sustain membership. I evaluate the research method, the role of the 

researcher, data collection, and organization techniques. Semistructured interviews were 
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the primary method used to collect data from each participant. I reviewed documents 

collected from three churches in the MSA of Philadelphia to explore strategies currently 

in use to secure sustainable funding from church membership. 

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to explore leadership 

strategies Southern Baptist senior pastors, ministerial staff, and ministry leaders use to 

sustain membership. The population for this study included three participants from each 

participating church. Senior pastors, associate ministers, and ministry leaders in three 

Southern Baptist churches in Philadelphia’s MSA who sustained church membership 

from January 2016 to January 2019. The findings of this study have potential implications 

for positive social change because individuals, businesses, and social groups within the 

Philadelphia MSA benefit from the financial contributions churches receive from 

sustaining membership. In addition, churches can increase education, civic, and social 

involvement and lead to improvements in individual lives, families, and communities. 

Role of the Researcher 

I served as the primary data collection instrument because of my role in collecting 

and analyzing qualitative data. In qualitative research, a researcher is the primary data 

collection instrument (Yin, 2018). An interview protocol helps a researcher obtain 

information on participants’ views and experiences and helps mitigate researcher bias 

(Bergen & Labonté, 2020). My role involved conducting interviews to obtain in-depth 

data and organizing and synthesizing data. I have experience in the church setting and a 

strong background in revenue management and leadership. However, I did not have any 

relationship with the chosen churches or the participants. 
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I completed the training on protecting human research participants by the National 

Institutes of Health Office of Extramural Research. I adhered to the principles within the 

Belmont Report. Adhering to ethical standards is essential when conducting research. The 

Belmont Report protocol includes three regulations and guidelines researchers must 

follow when using human subjects (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 

2016). Following the ethical principles set out in the Belmont Report and the guidelines 

for protecting human subjects is essential during research. These principles include 

respect for persons, beneficence, and justice (U.S. Department of Health and Human 

Services, 2016). The Belmont report ensures that researchers remain ethical while 

following the guidelines for research of human subjects. 

No relationships exist with any of the participants, or selected churches exist. 

Treating each participant by following the Walden University IRB process is ethically 

essential throughout data collection. Each potential participant received an informed 

consent form to sign before I conducted interviews. 

Qualitative research is subject to researcher bias, which can influence study 

results (Galdas, 2017; Roulston & Shelton, 2015). Yin (2018) discussed avoiding 

individual bias in qualitative studies. I have experience in the church setting, and I am 

passionate about the concepts of revenue management and leadership. Therefore, I was 

acutely aware of the possibilities of bias. Bracketing ensures participants’ views are the 

focus and that researcher bias does not affect the validity and reliability of the study. 

Using an interview protocol was valuable because it helped me to mitigate bias (Shann et 

al., 2019). In addition, maintaining respect for the participants’ rights avoids any 

violations or offensive actions when conducting an interview (Sim & Waterfield, 2019). 
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This process is used to maintain rationality when collecting and analyzing data (Ross & 

Zaidi, 2019). Finally, observing and documenting verbal and nonverbal communication, 

if possible, can be done through field notes for each interview (Stans et al., 2018). 

Including these safeguards aims to minimize or avoid researcher bias. 

Participants 

The population for this study included nine participants representing senior 

pastors, associate ministers, and ministry leaders from each of three Southern Baptist 

churches in the MSA of Philadelphia. Participation in the study required specific criteria 

(Joyner et al., 2018). The participants needed to have sustained church membership from 

January 2016 to January 2019. Each participant needed to know strategies to retain 

church memberships. Participants for this case study were selected because of their 

demonstrated ability to retain membership during the identified period. Participants 

included senior pastors, associate ministers, and ministry leaders who have leadership 

roles in a church setting. The participants received information about the questions before 

collecting the data in a case study (Yin, 2018). Before recruiting participants and 

collecting data, I obtained approval from the Walden University Institutional Review 

Board (IRB). I also contacted the senior pastors at each church and only met with 

participants after obtaining approval from the senior pastor. 

All potential participants were invited to attend a meeting to receive details 

regarding the purpose of the study. A formal letter is an accurate way to request 

participation and introduce a study (Adhabi & Anozie, 2017). The meeting included 

information regarding the study and allowed me to promote trust and a sense of 

confidentiality among participants (Yardley et al., 2013). At the meeting, I provided 
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recruitment material containing my contact information and asked interested parties to e- 

mail an indication of their interest. Interested parties then received an informed consent 

form by e-mail. A study’s success is critical to gaining access to participants (Blomberg 

et al., 2017). Participants who signed the consent form to participate received interview 

dates, times, and locations (Ngozwana, 2018). The consent form contained the purpose 

and description of the study, the researcher’s role in the study, and participants’ rights to 

answer some or all questions without penalty. In addition, the consent form contained 

contact details if participants had questions about the research. 

I developed a working relationship with the participants, remained flexible with 

the participants’ schedules, remained professional, and followed up with all participants. 

Remaining professional and prepared may help build a credible relationship and increase 

the chances of accurate data collection (Rubin & Babbie, 2016). A researcher’s 

professionalism, preparedness, and approach may help build a credible relationship with 

participants, thereby increasing the chances of collecting accurate data (Rubin & Babbie, 

2016). I answered any questions the participants had about the process, ensured a clear 

understanding of the study, and explained any steps in the process to the participants. The 

participants’ answers and personal information remain confidential. Participants received 

a copy of the interview questions (see Appendix C) and answered with the understanding 

that no party may publish, share, or use the information. All interview documents and 

data files will remain confidential. 

Research Method and Design 

Researchers who carefully select a suitable method and an accurate research 

design create a credible doctoral study (ChanSovacool et al., 2018). I selected a 
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qualitative method and case study design. The qualitative case study was appropriate to 

explore the best strategies Southern Baptist senior pastors, ministerial staff, and ministry 

leaders use to sustain church membership. An appropriate research method and design is 

essential because they provide the necessary framework for a researcher to record and 

analyze data (Aspers & Corte, 2019). 

Research Method 

Researchers consider three methods: quantitative, qualitative, and mixed. From 

the three potential methods, I chose to perform a qualitative study. Researchers use the 

qualitative method to provide insights into the perceptions and experiences of a set of 

events, processes, or actions in a social context (Yin, 2018). Researchers use the 

qualitative method to study people’s behavior and why and how they process ideas 

(Queirós et al., 2017). Qualitative researchers draw theoretical conclusions from research 

questions related to phenomena in a natural setting (Barnham, 2015). In this study, I used 

a qualitative method to explore church leaders’ strategies to sustain their membership 

between 2016 and January 2019. 

Quantitative researchers use variables to determine significance, correlation, and 

relationships (Khan, 2014). Researchers use quantitative research to test the relationship 

between variables and hypotheses (Bloomfield & Fisher, 2019). I did not use quantitative 

research because I did not test any hypotheses or examine relationships between 

variables. Mixed-methods research comprises both quantitative and qualitative research 

strategies (Yin, 2018). Only qualitative research applied in this study, so I did not use a 

mixed method. I used qualitative research to allow participants to make meaning from 

their strategies for sustaining church membership. 
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Research Design 

Qualitative research includes several research designs, such as case study, 

phenomenology, and ethnography. A case study design was most appropriate for this 

research. Case studies entail a profound and thorough analysis of the literature in the 

relevant research topic field to develop a strong background for the study (Snyder, 2019). 

Researchers use the phenomenological design to understand participants’ lived 

experiences (Howard et al., 2019). 

A phenomenological study was not appropriate for this study because I did not 

seek to reflect the lived experiences of the participants. Researchers use ethnographic 

studies to focus on an entire culture and study situations in real-time in the natural setting 

(Chopra, 2020). The case study is optimal because I conducted an in-depth study of 

church leaders’ strategies. The purpose of a case study is to gain a deeper understanding 

of behaviors of participants under study. A case study is practical when the purpose of the 

research is to understand the actions and motives behind the actions (Yin, 2018). Because 

I interviewed pastors, associate ministers, and ministry leaders from more than one 

Southern Baptist church in the Philadelphia MSA, I used a multiple case study model. 

Yin (2018) posited that a case study design allows a researcher to collect data from 

various sources to assure credibility. The data collected in case study research come from 

two or more data triangulation sources, including interviews, peer debriefing, and 

member checking. Member checking enhances the dependability and transparency of the 

research (Fusch et al., 2018). Ensuring data saturation in my study required collecting 

data until no added information or themes emanate from the data collection process. 
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Population and Sampling 

The population for this study included nine participants: three each from three 

churches in the MSA of Philadelphia who sustained church membership for 3 years or 

longer. The individuals in this study held specific leadership positions in the churches. I 

used purposeful sampling to confirm that participants met the necessary criteria for 

participation. I used a purposive sampling strategy to seek pastors and church leaders 

with different experiences. Researchers use purposive sampling to explore issues, 

questions, or dilemmas and examine a phenomenon (Yin, 2018). Purposive sampling is 

efficient because a small sample size of participants may share the same mindset and 

similar attributes. The sampling technique was appropriate for this study because of the 

convenience of selecting participants knowledgeable about strategies to sustain church 

membership. 

The nine participants from three churches gave consent to participate. In a 

research study, the research question aligns with the sample size. Selecting participants 

for a case study aligns with the selection of the participants to answer the research 

question and the conceptual framework (Yin, 2018). Fifteen participants yield sufficient 

data to reach saturation based on suggestions by Dworkin (2012), who indicated that 

researchers could use nine participants as a sufficient sample size for a qualitative study. 

Fusch et al. (2018) indicated that no particular number of participants is necessary for 

qualitative studies. Fusch et al. suggested that between eight and 15 participants should 

provide sufficient data to obtain saturation. The criteria for eligibility in this research 

study was that each participant be a senior pastor, ministerial staff, or ministry leader 
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within one of three churches in the MSA of Philadelphia and have sustained church 

membership for at least 3 years. 

Ethical Research 

I obtained approval from the Walden University IRB staff before beginning the 

qualitative research study and selecting the research sites to participate in the study. I 

explained to participants their rights and their roles in the study. The leaders of the 

various churches granted permission because they will request me to collect data from the 

congregation as part of the protocol. 

I obtained approval from the Walden University IRB staff and church leaders and 

invited participants who met the criteria to participate in the study based on their role, 

knowledge, and position in the church. The selection of the participants was one of the 

factors that enabled the delivery of an optimal study outcome. Individuals who met the 

criteria to participate received an informed consent form to read and sign if they agreed 

with the terms of the research. Children are a vulnerable group in research (Crane & 

Broome, 2017). Children are not part of this research because the study will include only 

persons knowledgeable in how their church sustains membership. Before the interviews 

occurred, primarily communication with participants occurred through e-mail. 

Each participant received an informed consent form. The participants could 

withdraw from the research study at any point. The request to withdraw from the research 

could occur verbally or in writing (Yin, 2018). The participants had an option to 

withdraw from the study during the research process with timely notification to the 

researcher. A provision existed for participants who withdrew to request the removal of 

their data from the study cases where the well-being or security of participants was in 
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jeopardy. Participants did not receive incentives to avoid coercion and undue influence 

during the research study. The payment of incentives may increase the likelihood of 

participation compared with studies that do not include incentives (Kelly et al., 2017). 

I coded the names of the participants and churches. To maintain the privacy of the 

churches, unique pseudonyms for the participants, letters to identify each church, and 

numbers to identify each participant occurred in the analysis. Thus, the alphanumeric 

code A1 will refer to Church A Participant 1. The actual names of the participants will 

remain concealed to hide their identities. Confidentiality is an approach that researchers 

use to protect the data provided by participants. Collecting any information that may lead 

to identifying the participants, for example, their names or phone numbers, to eliminate 

all chances of access to information by third parties will occur in the study. 

The consent documents, signed by the participants, and the answers to interview 

questions in print will remain stored in a lockbox, encrypted in a password-protected 

flash drive for 5 years. I stored the documents in a lockbox to prevent unauthorized 

persons from accessing the participants’ data. The documents could lead to disclosing the 

participants’ information violating the ethical guidelines (Surmiak, 2018). When the 

5year period ends, shred the documents and reformat the password-protected flash drive 

before disposing of them if necessary. Shredding physical documents helps avoid 

unauthorized data retrieval (Wolf & Beskow, 2018). 

Data Collection Instruments 

I served as this study’s primary data collection instrument and used 

semistructured interviews guided by open-ended questions during the data collection 

process. Secondary data collection came from the literature and documents from the 
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participants. In qualitative research studies, the researcher has a vital role in the data 

collection (Yin, 2018). Yin (2018) indicated that the standard methods of collecting data 

are interviews, focus groups, direct observations, artifacts, participant observation, and 

archival records. A semistructured interview is a typical data collection process used by 

qualitative researchers (Bell et al., 2018). Researchers use semistructured interviews so 

participants can reflect on their subjective experiences and freely express their viewpoints 

in detail (DeJonckheere & Vaughn, 2019). 

I engaged participants with eight interview questions to address the central 

research question during the face-to-face interviews. The expected length of the 

interviews will be 30 minutes for each participant. Brayda and Boyce (2014) advised 

researchers to use face-to-face interviews to engage participants in an audio-recorded data 

collection process. The collection process is conducting and recording the semistructured 

interviews with the permission of each participant to ensure accurate responses 

(DeJonckheere & Vaughn, 2019). A well-structured data collection process and interview 

protocol (Appendix A) are necessary to avoid deviating from the research objective. In 

addition, an interview protocol is essential to ensure a researcher stays focused during the 

data collection (Yin, 2018). 

I used methodological triangulation to ensure the validity of the findings. Fusch et 

al. (2018) noted that researchers could minimize researcher bias by using triangulation, 

increasing the depth and saturation of data collected (Ward et al., 2018). Noble and Heale 

(2019) encouraged researchers to use additional sources, including organizational 

documents, to supplement other data collected, ensuring the study’s reliability. The 

pastors and other participants will provide relevant documents, including church 
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leadership reports to triangulate with the collected interview data. Comparing the 

interview and document findings with the existing literature will occur. 

I used member checking, an interview protocol, and data triangulation to ensure 

the validity and reliability of the information. Member checking is a technique for 

ensuring the credibility and accuracy of a study by providing a summary of the interview 

responses of each answer to the participants for accuracy (Candela, 2019). To ensure that 

the information was accurate, I used member checking. Member checking includes 

sharing the summary of the responses by the participants (Fusch et al., 2018). 

Researchers who use member checking offer participants the opportunity to 

clarify the answers to avoid misrepresenting facts (Iivari, 2018). Validating the 

participants’ responses requires access to the final summary of the participants helps 

improve the accuracy, credibility, validity, and transferability of the study (Yin, 2018). 

An interview protocol was a part of the data collection instruments that included five 

interview questions designed to capture interview responses, ensure consistency, and 

facilitate the recording of accurate transcriptions of the action taken by each leader 

(Appendix A). 

Data Collection Technique 

The semistructured interview served as the data collection technique for this study 

in a conference room provided by the participating church with the five interview 

questions and a review of all documents. Data collection gathers information from 

participants for the study (Yin, 2018). After participants responded to the invitation letter 

(see Appendix D), I scheduled a date and time appropriate for each participant. 
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Researchers should make prior arrangements regarding data collection to ensure 

participants prepare ahead of time (Yin, 2018). I sent the participants a copy of the 

interview questions to become familiar with the questions. 

A pilot study is a preliminary small-scale study necessary for a researcher to 

determine the strategy for conducting a large-scale research study (Lowe, 2019). The 

pilot study can align with refining the research question leading to the best method, time, 

and resources to complete a large-scale study (Pandey & Chawla, 2016). A pilot study 

was not necessary for this study because this study was not on a large scale, and the small 

number of participants represents the larger population. 

In addition, member checking will be necessary for the reliability and validation 

of the research questions. Finally, deciding where to conduct interviews helps establish a 

comfortable atmosphere for the participants (Merriam, 2015). I arranged the use of a 

private meeting room or zoom request and scheduled interviews 30 minutes apart to 

maintain confidentiality by avoiding participants meeting one another going to or leaving 

the interview. In addition, a notice on the outside door of the meeting room stating the 

meeting is in progress to avoid interruptions and ensure privacy is necessary. 

Creating trust and maintaining a good rapport is essential in obtaining 

participants’ trust (Durodola et al., 2017). Before the interviews, each participant read, 

signed, and received a copy of the informed consent form (see Appendix B). Seeking 

permission from the participants to record the interviews were necessary. Following the 

recommendations of Lindlof and Taylor (2017) will allow participants to express their 

viewpoints while actively listening to ensure accuracy and ask for clarifications when 

appropriate. 
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Advantages and disadvantages exist in using semistructured interviews in a 

research study. One advantage of semistructured interviews is thorough information 

collected with more in-depth and robust information from participants (Durodola et al., 

2017). Data saturation occurs when the questions are exhausted. I asked for additional 

information to make sure I reached data saturation. The advantage of semistructured 

interviews is appropriate to ensure the researcher interviews in a familiar place, the 

participants are comfortable, and the conversation is relaxing (Brannen, 2017). 

The disadvantage of semistructured interviews is that the questions may seem 

complicated, and the conversation’s flexibility may lessen reliability (Lindlof & Taylor, 

2017). The participants’ schedules may receive interruptions. Participants may not want 

to answer the questions because of shyness, and the researcher may lack the ability to 

give a formal interview. The participants may not provide truthful information (Yin, 

2018). 

Using semistructured interviews is the most common way to collect data to 

analyze a case study (Brannen, 2017). Furthermore, researchers use interviews to capture 

the interviewees’ social cues; therefore, semistructured interviews have a better outcome 

(Johnson et al., 2021). In addition, I incorporated follow-up questions to assist the 

participants in providing rich, detailed descriptions of their experiences. 

I scheduled follow-up meetings so the interviewee could participate in member 

checking by reviewing the answers and responses for accuracy and completeness. 

Eliminating discrepancies requires making the necessary corrections to analyze responses 

(Kalu & Bwalya, 2017; Yin, 2018). The interviewees had a second opportunity to review 

the summary of the interview analysis. I used member checking to ensure the collection of 

 



61 

precise information, and member checking occurred throughout the verification of 

interview responses to the questions by the participants. 

Semistructured interviews could develop a rapport and maintain the participant’s 

full attention (Brown & Danaher, 2019). Semistructured interviews involve reaching 

participants for an onsite interview (Coulentianos et al., 2019). Researchers might 

influence the interviewees’ responses during semistructured interviews, which could 

cause bias in the interview results (Johnson et al., 2021). Using the interview protocol, 

declaring personal bias, and constantly remaining constant are techniques to mitigate bias 

(Fusch et al., 2018). I used semi-structured interviews to understand each person’s views 

on maintaining church membership. 

The pastors provided documentation as a source of secondary data. Secondary 

sources in research are preexisting data to understand the research questions and provide 

new conclusions and interpretations (Sherif, 2018). Yin (2018) Indicated that secondary 

data allows a new perspective; however, ethical consideration exists when evaluating 

these sources’ quality. The advantage of using secondary data is that the researcher can 

re-examine the participants’ experiences. In addition, secondary data can help the 

researcher gain a deeper understanding of the context. Sometimes the participants are 

difficult to contact (Sherif, 2018). The secondary data can help protect the participants’ 

identity with sensory issues. The researcher can save time and money collecting 

documents because the process can become expensive, and the researcher can gain skills 

as an independent researcher (Natow, 2020). 

The disadvantage of collecting secondary data is that the data may not meet the 

researcher’s objectives or the research question (Natow, 2020). The researcher may have 
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to change the research questions. In addition, the researcher may feel forced to change the 

data to reflect the new research questions. The secondary data may not be complete 

because the information may not have all the details the researcher needs for the analysis, 

primarily if the researcher does not collect secondary data (Yin, 2018). When the 

researcher is the person who collects the data, they could lack control, and bias can enter 

the research process. Collecting secondary data may require time by the researcher. 

Ethical considerations may occur from collecting secondary data because the researcher 

may collect sensitive information (Sherif, 2018). 

Data Organization Technique 

When collecting data, the researcher relies on the organizational members for 

accuracy when analyzing, reviewing, and reporting the information (Yin, 2018). 

Qualitative studies must follow strict guidelines when organizing data obtained from 

interviews (Fusch et al., 2018). This process may include maintaining journal notes, 

reviewing interviews, adding journal notes throughout the study when entering qualitative 

data analysis, and checking data (Gill, 2017). Data organization techniques help to 

support the validity and integrity of the information obtained, making accessing 

information more accessible. 

I used an Apple iPhone 10 with 128 GB storage space to record the interview and 

upload the content into NVivo. Handwritten notes will occur during the interview 

process. The files created for each participant will include church documents that will 

receive coding following the interviews, interview transcriptions, consent forms, and 

other documents obtained during the study. A confidential master file will contain journal 

notes, transcripts, audio files, the data labeling system, and church documents, as Yin 
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(2018) recommended. Ensuring that data storage procedures align with Walden 

University’s IRB staff requirements is necessary to preserve confidentiality. 

I served as the only person to access the participants’ data. Electronic data storage 

will occur on a password-protected external hard drive with a copy of the electronic data 

in the cloud, as recommended by (Wolf & Beskow, 2018). Encrypting all data before 

transferring the files to the cloud drive ensures high protection and preserves data 

confidentiality and privacy (Le Nguyen et al., 2020). The hard copies of the data will 

remain locked in a file cabinet, and the destruction of the data from the hard drive and the 

cloud storage will occur after 5 years. 

Data Analysis 

The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study is to explore the leadership 

strategies Southern Baptist senior pastors, ministerial staff, and ministry leaders use to 

sustain membership. After transcribing the data and member checking, analyzing the data 

using the content analytical approach will occur. Content analysis is more flexible and 

adaptable than thematic analysis, which adheres to a relatively rigid coding and theme 

identification framework (Lainson et al., 2019). Yin (2018) introduced steps for analyzing 

data in qualitative research. The steps include compiling, disassembling, reassembling, 

interpreting, and concluding. Yin’s (2018) steps will help the researchers ensure that the 

thematic analysis is thorough and systematic. 

Compiling- the data or transcribing makes the data easily seen by the researcher 

(Castleberry & Nolen, 2018). I collected my data by rewriting the interview answers onto 

a notepad so I could understand. For example, I took notes during the interview. I read 

the interview notes thoroughly to understand what the participants express. Clarifying the 
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interviews will require asking the participants to repeat what they say. Yin (2018) 

suggests that rereading the data creates familiarity. Using software such as NVivo to code 

themes is another way to protect participants’ confidentiality (Alam, 2020). NVivo 

software assisted in inputting and storing data for coding, organizing data, analyzing 

themes, and summarizing data collected during the interview. After compiling my data, I 

disassembled my data. 

Disassembling- taking the data apart by grouping and coding. Coding converts 

raw data into usable data by identifying concepts, themes, or ideas to determine 

similarities and differences (Castleberry & Nolen, 2018). Before coding, I reviewed the 

literature to determine if similar studies share the same themes. 

Castleberry and Nolen (2018) indicated that reviewing the literature is a priori to 

establishing a coding strategy. Therefore, I coded the data with the assistance of NVivo 

software by inputting and storing data for coding. NVivo 11 software is beneficial for 

coding, organizing, analyzing, and summarizing data; therefore, I recommend this 

software to other researchers (Alam, 2020). Hays and McKibben (2021) indicated that 

qualitative research is an inductive process that derives meaning from coded or 

disassembled data. 

Coding data is essential in data analysis (Elliott, 2018). In the descriptive analysis, 

researchers divide the data into smaller manageable units. Reading and rereading all 

transcriptions, notes, and documents is the first step in data analysis. Next, researchers 

develop preliminary groupings, codes, and themes. The coding process was not linear, 

progressing from one stage to another, but a duplication, executed at various levels, from 
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general to gradually more specific levels (Elliott, 2018). I arrived at an informed 

conclusion by reviewing the data after dissembling and reassembling the data. 

Reassembling is mapping the concepts to create themes (Yin, 2018). I used the 

NVivo software to assist with the mapping process. Castleberry and Nolen (2018) 

describe creating themes clustering similar codes into multiple levels. For example, lower 

codes generate higher codes. The higher codes provide a better view of the themes 

(Alam, 2020). Next, I divided the roles, themes, and emerging concepts into matrices. 

Matric helped to discover how each participant views leadership strategies for sustaining 

membership in Southern Baptist Churches. 

Interpreting- the data is a critical stage in data analysis. I interpreted the data using 

NVivo software by identifying thematic patterns. Castleberry and Nolen (2018) indicated 

that data interpretation could occur during compiling, disassembling, and reassembling. 

Yin (2018) indicated that interpreting the data requires five qualities. The qualities 

include (a) complete, (b) fair, (c) accurate, (d) literature value, and (e) credible from 

peers. Completion requires the readers to see how the data began, the middle of the data, 

and how the conclusion occurred. Fairness comes from if other researchers reach the 

same conclusions in similar research if given the same data. Accuracy is when the 

interpretation represents the raw data (O’Kane et al., 2021). The literature review is when 

similar studies add value and understanding to the current topic. For example, I compared 

the literature on church leaders sustaining church membership. Credibility occurs when 

colleagues respect the data. Cross-data analyzing the research question from multiple 

perspectives (data sources) may reveal a deeper understanding of the data collected 

(Brinch et al., 2018). The methodological triangulation reflects stakeholders’ 
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(participants) interests, knowledge, and experiences in the subject matter. I checked the 

validity and understanding of the participants’ opinions using previous research and 

opinions from the participants. 

After coding and reassembling the data, I developed a thematic map for 

comparison. Yin (2018) indicated that developing a map will identify patterns in the data. 

Data analysis includes organizing data into manageable units and discovering basic 

patterns as relevant and shareable information (Johnson et al., 2010). In addition, data 

analysis intends to find fundamental themes and subthemes that enable the researcher to 

notice commonalities (O’Kane et al., 2021). 

NVivo 12 Plus software assisted with coding and organizing the data. NVivo 12 

Plus software allowed the researcher to input and store the data for coding, organizing, 

analyzing themes, and summarizing data (Deterding & Waters, 2021). Using software 

such as NVivo to code themes is another way to protect participants’ confidentiality 

(Alam, 2020). NVivo software will assist in inputting and storing data for coding, 

organizing data, analyzing themes, and summarizing data collected during the interview. 

NVivo 11 software is beneficial for coding, organizing, analyzing, and summarizing data; 

therefore, I recommend this software to other researchers. 

Methodological triangulation benefits researchers through increased confidence. 

Triangulation involves a deeper understanding of data but is time-consuming, 

necessitating more significant planning and organization (Guyadeen & Seasons, 2018). I 

used a methodological triangulation to confirm the validity of the results. The 

methodological triangulation allows cross-data for consistency, adding credibility and 
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reducing bias. Credibility came from the interviews, employer documents, and interview 

transcripts. 

The review of extant theoretical research in chapter 2 will guide the data analysis 

process. The theoretical triangulation method includes multiple theories to assist the 

researcher in identifying the problem by using different lenses (Flick, 2018). Before data 

analysis, researchers use existing theoretical insights to develop codes and themes to 

identify and compare data (Skjott Linneberg & Korsgaard, 2019). Researchers must 

maintain flexibility to adjust their theoretical insights considering findings from the data 

(Baškarada & Koronios, 2018). I used the correct data techniques to maintain research 

integrity and reliability. I answered the research question from the NVivo data analysis 

and the theories of the conceptual framework. 

Reliability and Validity 

Reliability and validity exemplify the accuracy and precision of a research study 

(Yin, 2018). Researchers ensure reliability and validity by applying specific qualitative 

case study design measures. Validity refers to the integrity and application of the methods 

to ensure the accuracy of the findings. Reliability includes consistency within the 

employed analytical procedures (Kim et al., 2017). When the reliability and validity of 

findings are correct, the interpretation of the data can appear easier to understand. 

Researchers indicated that reliability and validity involve dependability, consistency, and 

repeatability (Johnson et al., 2020). Therefore, methodological triangulation occurred 

using an iPhone interview note and member checking for validity. 

Ensuring reliability and validity through data collection and analysis is rigorous 

and concise for the interview process. Semistructured interviews with open-ended 
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questions, member checking, and follow-up probing questions were necessary to support 

a rich and descriptive information interchange between the participants and me. In 

addition, I documented each participant’s statement. Researchers often consider 

trustworthiness the equivalence of reliability and validity for qualitative studies (Mays & 

Pope, 2020; Kalu & Bwalya, 2017). Four specific measures are associated with 

trustworthiness: dependability, credibility, transferability, and confirmability (Cypress, 

2017). Trustworthiness is vital in a qualitative study, which involves confidence 

according to the study’s rigor, for example, credibility. Evidence ensures the study’s 

findings are persistent and replicable, for example, dependability. The validity of this 

study came from the participants’ responses to transfer the findings from one context 

(Johnson et al., 2020; Urban & Van Eeden-Moorefield, 2018). 

Dependability 

Dependability is a measure of reliability. Dependability indicates the transparency 

and consistency of the research procedures (Kalu & Bwalya, 2017). Researchers who are 

inconsistent during the data collection and analysis processes threaten the dependability 

of their study. Methods to safeguard a study against methodological discrepancy include 

using an interview protocol, carefully documenting interviews, and keeping detailed 

records of all activities about coding and analysis in NVivo (Forero et al., 2018). Peer 

debriefing may also appear suitable, involving another party to review the emergent 

coding and analysis to ensure the appropriate process (Forero et al., 2018). 

Credibility 

Credibility is similar to internal validity, signifying that the findings indicate the 

participants’ realities and experiences (Bonazza et al., 2017). The study included member 
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checking and verification of transcripts to help reduce the possibility of transcription 

errors. However, Howard et al. (2019) and Candela (2019) cautioned against the member 

checking process, noting that it might appear problematic and not add the desired amount 

of clarity in verifying transcriptions. Loubere (2017) claimed that the disadvantages of 

member checking might outweigh its benefits, particularly when participants delete or 

rewrite valuable data while performing member checking. In addition to member 

checking, I checked the transcriptions by auditing the transcriptions against the digital 

audio recordings for accuracy. 

As Candela (2019) suggested, instituting an audit trail using track changes on the 

transcriptions and inserting notes when clarifying necessary changes while checking the 

transcriptions. As part of the audit trail, field notes immediately occurred after completing 

the interview. Furthermore, asking for clarification and occasionally summarizing what 

the participant said confirms understanding. In this process, obtaining the trust and 

cooperation of participants is essential. To build rapport, thanking participants for their 

participation before the interview is necessary. Establishing a trusting relationship with 

the participants may offer further explanations if misconceptions occur during the 

interview. Mitigating the possibility of researcher bias will include declaring and creating 

an awareness of the ideas or opinions (Kafaee. et al., 2021). Mitigating bias requires 

constantly reminding of the potential biases and minimizing the impact by maintaining a 

neutral position. Mitigating researcher bias can involve implementing an interview 

protocol (Fusch et al., 2018). 
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Transferability 

Transferability is the qualitative equivalent of external validity or generalizability 

(Merriam & Grenier, 2019). Researchers support transferability in qualitative research by 

collecting thick and rich narratives from participants and obtaining in-depth detail (Alase, 

2017). Providing participants with a primary level of detail empowers them to decide on 

the extent to which the study findings are transferable to other contexts (i.e., similar 

churches in different counties or states). The results can be transferable when selecting 

appropriate interviewees and asking relevant interview questions, making the findings 

understandable and transferable for other researchers (Sundler et al., 2019). 

Confirmability 

The objective of confirmability is to affirm the objectivity of the findings of a 

research study (Urban & Van Eeden-Moorefield, 2018). As the researcher effectively 

operates as a data collection instrument in qualitative studies, subjectivity is present 

during data collection and analysis (Adhabi & Anozie, 2017). Therefore, outside parties 

are essential in confirming the researcher’s findings, which is the principle of 

confirmability (Amin et al., 2020). In this study, I provided detailed descriptions of the 

coding and analysis process to support confirmability and all thematic patterns with direct 

quotes from the participants to show the significant findings from the data. 

Data Saturation 

Coding the participants’ information will appear in a secret codebook to develop 

themes and subthemes until saturation occurs. Then, method triangulation, member 

checking, content analysis, and transcript reviews for saturation are necessary. Data 
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saturation occurs during interviews when no added information emerges from participants 

(Braun & Clarke, 2021). 

Transition and Summary 

Section 1 contains the purpose statement and provides an overview of various 

aspects of the study. Section 1 included the research method, design, sample, interview, 

and participant selection process. The data collection instruments, techniques, data 

analysis, and elements will ensure the reliability and validity of the study that emerged in 

this section. Section 2 contains narratives on the role of the researcher and a description 

of the researcher’s experience with the research topic. Section 2 contained several other 

aspects of the study with an overview of the ethical considerations relevant to the 

interviews, consent forms, confidentiality, and policy and procedures. Section 3 provided 

a concise summary of the interview questions, an overview of the data collection process, 

an analysis of the results, and suggestions for additional research for future consideration 

and conclusion. 
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Section 3: Application to Professional Practice and Implications for Change 

Introduction 

The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to explore leadership 

strategies Southern Baptist senior pastors, ministerial staff, and ministry leaders use to 

sustain church membership. In this section, I presented, discussed, and identified themes 

and patterns from the data analysis. The population for this study included nine 

participants from three churches in the MSA of Philadelphia who have sustained church 

membership for 3 years or longer. The individuals in this study held specific leadership 

positions in the churches. The data collection instruments consisted of in-depth face- 

toface interviews with member checking and secondary data from documents and 

literature. Member checking was a verification process to ensure the information gathered 

from the participants was correct and the interpretation of the responses was accurate. 

Additional information was used until no additional themes, patterns, or codes 

occurred. Next, I used Yin’s (2018) five-step approach process of compiling, 

disassembling, reassembling, interpreting, and concluding to analyze data. Finally, using 

the methodological triangulation of my data sources, I used NVivo software for theme 

identification. Five themes emerged relating to leadership strategies Southern Baptist 

senior pastors, ministerial staff, and ministry leaders use to sustain membership: (a) 

understanding the vision, (b) being relational with both members and nonmembers, (c) 

understanding and providing for the needs of the community, (d) following up with 

members and nonmembers, and (e) pastoral leadership involvement and member 

involvement. The findings indicate methods Southern Baptist ministers can use to sustain 

church membership. 
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Presentation of the Findings 

The central research question for this study was: What leadership strategies do 

Southern Baptist senior pastors, ministerial staff, and leaders use to sustain church 

membership? I used Burns’s (1978) transformational leadership theory as the conceptual 

framework for the study. Burns (1978) popularized transforming leadership in a study of 

political leadership and used the theory to describe leaders who set clear objectives, 

recognize and support others, exhibit fairness and integrity, understand people’s 

emotions, encourage followers, and inspire individuals to reach their potential. The 

conceptual framework aligned with existing literature and themes generated from the 

findings. Each theme suggests a transformational strategy church leaders can use to 

sustain membership. 

Data were collected through interviews with nine church leaders who have 

successfully sustained church membership. The interviews lasted approximately 30 

minutes each. I also reviewed available information from church documents to gather 

data. To protect the confidentiality of the participants, I assigned each interviewee a 

pseudonym (P1, P2, P3, P4, P5, P6, P7, P8, and P9). The findings revealed how church 

leaders used strategies to sustain church membership. After 5 years, I will destroy the 

collected data. Until then, the information will remain secured in a locked folder on a 

password-protected computer. I used NVivo to supply codes and themes. Five themes 

emerged from the data analysis: a) understanding the vision, (b) being relational with 

both members and nonmembers, (c) understanding and providing for the needs of the 

community, (d) following up with members and nonmembers, and (e) pastoral leadership 

involvement and member involvement. 

 



74 

Table 3 includes the data gathered and the themes. The findings resulted from an 

analysis of related themes concerning leadership strategies used by Southern Baptist 

senior pastors, ministerial staff, and ministry leaders to sustain church membership. The 

findings of this study may include leadership strategies that church leaders could adopt to 

increase membership and maintain or increase revenue. The congregation represents the 

customers in church settings, and tithes and offerings represent the revenues. 

Table 3 

Frequency of Themes Regarding Strategies for Church Leaders 

Theme 

Understanding the vision, pastoral training 

Being relational, maintaining youth membership, technology 

Understanding and providing for the needs of the community 

Following up with members and nonmembers 

Pastoral leader involvement and member involvement 

n 

44 

158 

37 

17 

35 

% frequency 

15% 

54% 

13% 

.06% 

.12% 

Theme 1: Understanding the Vision, Pastoral Training 

Each participant had a unique understanding of the vision, which was the focal 

point of guiding church members in understanding how church activities influence church 

vitality. Theme 1 relates to Interview Questions 1, 2, 6, and 7. 

Willigenburg (2019) described the church as being in a decline, partly because of 

its superior segregation levels and religious vitality decline. Church leaders must find 

strategies to increase church membership to prevent unaffiliated membership. The U.S. 

church leaders’ missionary potential to introduce church members to the Christian faith 

lost momentum in the 21st century (Shann et al., 2019). Early missionaries established 

the groundwork for churches, including Southern Baptists, as a viable church movement 
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(Jones, 2016). The members are of various ages, and each age group adds camaraderie to 

the church. 

Participants 1, 3, 4 and 6 suggested strategies to help members focus on the 

church’s vision, which could help sustain membership. Each participant agreed that 

church projects help members become active and involved in the church’s vision. 

Participants 2 and 3 believe encouraging church members to believe in the church’s 

mission creates an understanding of the importance of believing in the church. Participant 

2 stated, “And then that was an opportunity for me to get to know other members, 

understand the mission of the church, and to get more involved.” Participant 3 stated, 

“And then I also had each ministry come up with their mission and vision statement. I 

took them to a course of creating their mission and vision statement based on the church’s 

mission statement.” 

Referencing the literature, a decline in church membership is costly for the 

organization. The number of church members has decreased by 200% since 2014 

(Twenge et al., 2016). Leaders in churches must invest in strategies to maintain 

members. Successful leaders begin by building a unifying vision. Leaders reinforce the 

organization’s mission and purpose (Shet, 2021). Pastors create a vision of the 

organization’s future and make sure followers understand that vision. Leadership 

strategies include storytelling with emotion concerning situations. Followers work toward 

connecting to the vision. Creating a vision includes building relationships and helps 

define a leader’s philosophy (Priest & Jenkins, 2019). 

Participants 2, 4, and 6 indicated that involving young people could bring them 

toward the vision and help them become closer to believing in the vision. Participant 2 
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stated, “A young married couple with young children, connecting them with their 

member so that they could feel they have a friend at church—that sort of thing.” As 

indicated in the literature, there is a need for intergenerational relationships or mutual 

dependence between the young and the church. Powell et al. (2016) identified several 

themes related to increasing youth church membership: (a) enabling young people to 

lead, (b) having compassion toward young people, and (c) building a Christ (Jesus) 

centered community; additional themes included (d) creating a warm and welcoming 

church community, (d) including young people in all aspects of the church and, (e) 

teaching young people to live as good neighbors. Powell et al. emphasized the importance 

of creating a vibrant faith in Jesus through sound teaching and living Jesus’s life. Powell 

et al. stressed that a super modern church is not what young people need. Instead, young 

people need personal warmth that allows them to feel welcome and safe at church and 

empowers them to serve in different ministries to fulfill their desires (Powell et al., 2016). 

Young people, however, tend to resist participation, which leads to a decline in church 

membership. Participant 4 stated, “And once I sit and talk to the individual, male or 

female, a young man, young woman, I got to give me decisiveness to do you know what 

kind of manager after they join the church to plug them or to challenge them.” 

Participant 6 noted: 

The new family was to join the church. What would draw them to this church as a 

family? Okay, what do we have in place for young people? What do we have in 

place for teenagers? What do we have to help encourage the parents? Because I 

did not just want to minister to the children. 
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Participants 1 and 6 emphasized group projects to get members more involved in the 

mission. Participant 1 noted, 

And I think a big thing that I wrote was that we relied on established relationships 

through the small group that was moving the pastor’s vision forward. We built 

new ones because many of us just said “hi” to or we saw in the church work 

peripherally with, but … we got to be connected. And what a blessing that has 

been. I did not want to be a blank slate. So that first question, I wrote some bullets 

in each of them, but absolutely prayer vision of the pastor. I wrote down small 

group work, and some of us are older and wiser either, so we have to not look like 

the world, but we need to be able not to be so pious and high and mighty that we 

cannot connect and invite people away from the world. 

Participant 6 said, 

We must get the leadership on board. The elder’s ministry and its elders to the 

deacons—make sure that we understand and are actively involved, getting people 

to understand that we, once we as leaders understood that the next thing was to 

take legal training, and we broke that down into groups and the training and a 

transformation of the church. 

Participant 7 indicated that continuous focus on the vision would help keep church 

members engaged, creating vitality in the church. Religious vitality refers to church 

members’ participation levels in church activities (Kühle & Hoverd, 2018). The religious 

vitality construct refers to realized joy and life obtained by connecting God, people, and 

the community (Kühle & Hoverd, 2018). Jones (2016) defined the construct as expressing 

an individual’s relationship with God. A church with high vitality can facilitate the 
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spiritual maturity of its members by making them possess clear visions and interests for 

their future (Herrington et al., 2020). A loss of vitality is evidence of decreased 

community activities. Decreased interest and participation in ministries and the lack of 

outward community focus in the church leads to a loss of vitality (Rainer, 2014). These 

factors align with religious vitality because church leaders can create community 

outreach programs while teaching spiritual leadership. A decline in membership requires 

strategies associated with growth in vitality and enhancement of leadership effectiveness 

(Ehrkamp & Nagel, 2017; Gill, 2017). 

In this study, I found that participants possessed the characteristics of 

transformational leaders. Legood et al. (2021) indicated that transformational leadership 

is associated with confidence. Trust is an excellent transformational leadership strategy 

because it inspires followers to believe in a vision. Pastors can use transformational 

leadership to encourage their members to believe in their vision. Transformational 

leadership has elements of a motivating source for pastors. 

Theme 2: Being Relational, Maintaining Youth Membership, Technology 

Interview Questions 2, 3, 4, 5, and 7 correspond with Theme 2. Participants 1, 2, 

5, 6, 7, and 8 agreed that forming relationships with members and nonmembers of the 

church is a strategy to motivate and sustain membership. 

Table 4 

Frequency of themes 2 regarding strategies for Church Leaders 

Theme 2 n % Frequency 

Being Relational 28 15% 
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Maintaining youth membership 44 29% 

Technology 65 41% 

Note. n=frequency 

The participants used the words relational and relationship interchangeably. 

Researchers may report signs of decay and little hope for church survival because the 

church is not a human-made institution (Abernethy et al., 2016). Participant 1 indicated 

that connecting with leadership is about relationships. Participant 2 noted: 

Engage members and project participation to stimulate relationship building is a 

crucial example and create opportunities for relationship building through small 

groups, such as Bible study and discipleship. A few things are our relationships 

with building relationships with people at the church project and working on 

various projects. 

Participant 4 stated, 

You got to get people to have confidence in you and trust you. And that 

relationship you got—you got to build that relationship, and you got it. You got 

to. The cliché is that you got to catch the fish before you clean the fish. 

Participant 4 stated that members must have a relationship with Jesus: 

Do you have a relationship with the Lord Jesus Christ? Do you know who he is 

in, not just having a hit knowledge, but a heart knowledge? Some of the ways that 

we use it once, once we’ve talked to them, once we had some time to share with 

them for, say, in the words of God. If they if I can get their undivided attention, 
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they come and they don’t come. I’ll go for the next one. Again, I know everybody 

that came to be with a ministry did. That can always be with us. No problem. 

Church on belongs to me. Really belongs to the Lord. 

Rainer (2014) described the centrality of the Great Commission in Matthew 

28:19-20 in maintaining church membership. From Matthew 28:20, the church as the 

body of Christ will exist until the end of the world and Jesus’ second coming. In Matthew 

28:19, Christians are responsible for increasing the Church’s membership (Heinz, 2017). 

In God’s will, the church should grow, and its members should remain faithful until the 

end of the world. Participants 1,5, and 6 emphasized the importance of family concerning 

relations. 

Participant 1 stated: “My relationships with the church members, they are an 

extension of my family. My family lives in New York, so they’re my family here locally. 

invite to the home for a meal that’s relational.” 

Participant 5 stated: 

Well, that is when the relationship and the fellowship come in to enhance with 

marriage fellowships, you can join relationship with couples and even with some 

one-on-one men’s fellowship just reaching out to that man. And then my wife, 

Amy, reaching out to some of the women just having relationships within the 

church that would gravitate and to let someone else on the outside hear about our 

church and then let someone also hold on to our church as a family based church 

and serving the Lord and to just like a good place to be to come and rejoice 

together 
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Participant 6 stated: “We want to live the life relationships where we were 

intentional and not just knowing one another, but knowing the children, knowing the 

grandchildren, getting into really having a family experience of working.” Participants 7 

and 8 emphasized the importance of being available to members to create better 

relationships. 

Participant 7 stated: 

When using a relational approach, people need to be available for relational 

interaction. So, people’s limited availability right to say if I reach out to someone 

to say, Hey, can we connect over coffee, right? It could take. You know, a month 

to get a date to connect with someone over coffee, so when you are building, you 

know, when you are approaching relationally, you need to you need to have time 

and availability. So that’s one of the biggest challenges I think that I’ve 

encountered, I guess. Number two is also people who have not bought into the 

why, and so they are less inclined to accept some of the relational contact offers. 

Participant 8 stated: 

As a pastor of Christian Faith Fellowship, the leadership strategy that I use and 

it’s more on a relational level. I invite the members personally, particularly during 

this COVID season, and the fears and phobias surrounding the legitimacy of the 

virus. But at the same time, it is not worse being in church because we share with 

people. 

The church document reflected the greatest decline was during the COVID period. 

The participants indicated their membership decreased at least by 28 to 34%. All 

participants agreed that young people were the biggest decline in membership. Before the 
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COVID period, the churches experienced a decline in membership. Referencing the 

literature, Townes (2012) posited that the number of young people that have dropout has 

increased from 59 to 64 percent. The number of young people belonging to the nongroup 

increased in the same period from 16% to 23%. According to the 2015 census, young 

people between the ages of 18 and 29 make up 76% of the adult population in the United 

States (Powell et al., 2016). Three-quarters of this group professed atheism. Powell et al. 

(2016) discussed the idea of growing young, which indicates that young people should 

grow up in church and that the church leadership should alter their strategies to enable 

young people to feel at home and learn about a Christ-centered life. Powell et al. stressed 

that a super modern church is not what young people need. Instead, young people need 

personal warmth that allows them to feel welcome and safe at church and empowers them 

to serve in different ministries to fulfill their desires (Powell et al., 2016). However, 

young people do not want to participate, which leads to a decline in membership. 

Participants 1,3,4,5,6, and 8 all agreed that technology is a way to bring members 

together, especially during COVID. Referencing the literature observing trends, and 

discussing the negative growth trends in the church, especially from a worldly 

perspective alone, will not fulfill the Great Commission of Jesus, documented in Matthew 

28:20 (Jones, 2016). Opportunities exist to keep young people in the church. Churches do 

not have to look ultramodern and have technology resources to attract young people 

(Powell et al., 2016), and church leaders should not teach a diluted version of the Gospel. 

Church leaders must keep updated with modern trends but not compete with the material 

world because the church leaders offer Jesus. Social media is prevalent in churches to 
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keep members informed, enlighten new members, and facilitate group forming between 

ministry members (Gould, 2015). 

Participants 1,5, and 6 relied on Zoom conferences to relate to members during 

the period of Covid. 

Participant 1 stated: “We embraced, I would use the word, embraced social media, 

and I probably you may have heard about it, but zoom fatigue. But. We use it.” 

Participant 5 stated: 

That was a great draw, just to be able to come back together to see and no one 

thing was also, I say that the relationship that we have with one another, family 

members of church family members and even some that has come new members 

that I had joined due to pandemic to zoom in over others family members, they 

have reached out to them. So, it was just that I will say the number one thing, 

their relationship to able to fellowship one with another. 

Participant 6 stated: 

I’d say some guy has done an awesome thing through this pandemic because, like 

you said, it’s not about the there, it’s about going deeper in. And by us putting all 

these other things in and a period of time, we didn’t have the building, but we still 

had the technology of Zoom. People really got into listening and studying and you 

can see the transformation in the body. You can see the light coming on. 

Participants 1, 2, and 8 relied on social media during the COVID period. 

Participant 1 stated: “And that in other mediums of social media, Facebook to stay 

connected. “The commitment and use of social media were the strategies were the 

resources used to propel us forward to continue to accomplish the goals before us.” 
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Despite using social media participant 2 indicated although using social media was a 

strategy a void exists because of a lack of personal connection. Referencing the literature 

online churches cannot provide a close unit and the interpersonal interaction 

characteristic of traditional churches (Hutchings, 2016). 

Participant 2 stated: 

I’m a people’s person, and in spite of being able to stay connected through social 

media, I would never minimize the importance of human touch and direct 

communication, just interaction. So, the next best thing was what you and I are 

doing, and that helped tremendously. But there still was a void, so I would say 

just that. Lack of in-person connection. 

Participant 8 stated, “the strategy that we have implemented has been through 

personal invites. Then we’ve used our social media chain as well.” 

Participant 3 indicated they had to form relationships with multimedia pastors to 

maintain relationships with members of the church. Participant 3 stated: “We wanted him 

to come up with a plan on how he was going to teach the church how to do evangelism, 

that he would have to partner with our multimedia ministry and doing evangelism outside 

of the walls.” 

Referencing the literature, millennial digital media users may use a form of 

electronics to attend church. This age group grew up with various forms of digital media 

and used them daily (Hutchings, 2016). Cyber or online churches may fulfill the needs of 

millennials who grew accustomed to them anytime, anywhere world of digital media. 

Social media is prevalent in churches to keep members informed, enlighten new 

members, and facilitate group forming between ministry members (Gould, 2015). 
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Theme 3: Understanding and Providing the Needs of the Community 

Questions 2, 6, and 7 related to theme three. 

Participants 1,3,4,6,8, and 9 emphasized the importance of providing for the needs 

of the community. Referencing the literature church vitality is essential for increasing 

membership. Research study results indicated that the decline in church membership 

created attention to church vitality, and the need for a positive connection between the 

church and the community (Rainer, 2014). 

Table 5 

Frequency of themes 3 regarding strategies for Church Leaders 

Theme 
frequency 

Understanding 

Providing the needs for the community 

n % 

12 

25 

32% 

67% 

Note. n=frequency 

Factors attributed to the decline in religious vitality. Church leaders should direct 

change gradually with community involvement and support to gain new members while 

maintaining and serving the current members. Powell et al. (2016) indicated creating a 

warm and welcoming church community is one of the themes to make young people feel 

welcome. According to recent studies, church leaders perform critical roles in their 

services to church members or followers in their care of people living in communities all 

over the world and in bringing justice to people (Akanbi & Beyers, 2017). 

 

 



86 

Participant 2 stated: “And so strategies we use as community evangelism, 

relational evangelism being present in the community, meeting individuals where they 

are, where they’re at.” 

Participant 3 stated: 

Discipleship is about transformation. Yes, membership of an organization, 

particularly philanthropic organizations, and nonprofits. Yes, it’s about to help the 

community. Another strategy was prayer walks through the community. And we 

also have outdoor revivals at our church there every other year. And we also, with 

the help of Pennsylvania bring we would have churches from across the country 

who would come in and do mission trips in the city, and we would utilize them 

going into the community and block parties. 

Participant 4 stated:”, you got to know the demographic of your community, of 

your church. Once you learned the demographic of your church, then you can best fit 

yourself into the community.” 

Participant 6: “That’s the one thing that you don’t want to lose. You may have 

experienced it when you guys went. Then there’s this sense of community.” 

Participant 8 stated: “So I had to start taking Deacon preachers on the steps of 

engaging in people, develop a relationship, visiting people in the community.” 

Participant 9 stated: 

And then outside of that would be extracurricular activities, such as an event in 

the park to invite the community, barbecues, men, fellowship, ladies’ fellowships, 

those events to help encourage attendance and or commitment. Or church intent 

or church membership? . One of the things they talked about was reaching the 
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community, having things in the community for a non-member to be attractive or 

having a ministry and having a ministry that would be apropos. 

Referencing the conceptual framework, researchers explored the role of 

transformational leadership theory in churches in peer-reviewed studies and dissertations 

(Ortiz, 2015; Williams, 2014). For example, Ortiz (2015) claimed that transformational 

leadership theory could transform membership enthusiasm. Ortiz considered Abraham a 

transformational leader because of his ability to create a vision, possession of courage and 

confidence, capacity to care about people, and an intense sense of justice. 

Theme 4: Following Up With Members and Non-Members 

Questions 2,3,4,5,6, and 7 corresponded to theme 4. 

Participants 1,2,4,6, and 9 used the strategy of following up with members and 

non-members to motivate and sustain membership. Referencing the literature, church 

leaders are experiencing a decline in denominational families, including Methodist, 

Lutheran, Episcopalians, and Presbyterians. The problem that church leaders experience 

is the disconnect of the followers. Church leaders must find a way to motivate their 

members toward increasing church membership. Cornette (2017) proposed practical 

organizational steps to increase and maintain church membership that includes motivating 

members to invite guests to the church and following up with each guest through the 

organizational structures of the church. 

Table 6 

Frequency of theme 4 regarding strategies for Church Leaders 

Theme n 

17 

% frequency 

.06% 

 

 



88 

Following up members -nonmembers 

Note. n=frequency 

Biblically based information can motivate members to provide sufficient 

opportunities to commit to the church. In developing the church into a close-knit unit, in 

which members feel they belong, the different church leaders must inform the church 

members about the new members and integrate new members into a Bible study unit 

where they can grow spiritually and socially (Cornette, 2017). 

Participant 1 indicated that calling people back and apologizing is a way of 

following up with members and non-members. Participant 2 emphasized the need of 

being consistent is a part of following up with members. Participant 2 stated: 

one of the things that Pastor encourages is consistency like people are going to 

look to see, OK, you read nice to me this time or are you going to be consistent in 

terms of how you engage and interact the follow ups and make sure that if you 

reach out to someone once a week that you keep that up? And then for the 

individual, you know, you never know what someone is struggling with. So, by us 

being consistent, they know, like if they’re going to something, if you’re still 

interacting with them, that same, having the compassion for them being key. 

Participant 4 believed in giving members a call as a measure of showing concern 

and care. Participant 4 stated: “some of the things to get the hold in there, continue loving 

people, be concerned about them, calling them, getting to know them without it, without 

violating their identity, or that their individuality.” 
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Participants 6, and 9 indicated that forming meetings was a way of following up 

with members. Participant 6 stated: 

My treat means you’re going to have a fellowship at the restaurant or me, you, 

and another member that we’re comfortable with. We’re going to meet at a 

restaurant, and we just want to just follow suit. We’ll share scripture. We’re going 

to pray. So, getting people to let go has hurt past this understanding. 

Participant 9 stated: 

So, we have a quarterly meeting with the Deacons, so it’s a small group 

assessment and follow up. So, we’re staying on top of deacons, making sure that 

they are following up with the members and their particular group or ministry 

group. Deacons essentially follow up with phone calls and or personal in-person 

meetings with as many members that are within their alphabetical groups. 

Theme 5: Pastoral Leader Involvement and Member Involvement 

Questions 3,4,5, and 7 corresponded to theme five. All participants agree that 

pastors must become involved as well as the member as a leadership strategy to sustain 

membership. Leadership strategies include getting all members on board, focusing on 

results, building innovation, and leading by example Leaders use strategies to gain trust 

and inspire followers to believe in the organization’s future. The transformational 

leadership theories have characteristics that pastors can use as practical strategies to help 

curtail the decline in church membership. 

Table 7 

Frequency of theme 5 regarding strategies for Church Leaders 
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Theme 

frequency 

n % 

Pastoral Leader Involvement and Member Involvement 35 .12% 

Note. n=frequency 

The participants stressed the importance of becoming involved with the members 

and guiding the members towards Christianity. Participant 6 indicated the importance of 

the pastors and members becoming involved. Participants 1 and 8, and 9 felt responsible 

for the church members. Participant 1 stated: “it’s important for shepherds to take care of 

their flock. Right? But to go out and find those lost sheep is also our responsibility. And 

we’re all ministers in our own way.” Participant 8 stated: “So leaders and their 

responsibility is to check on the members and see how people are doing and asking what 

their prayer needs are and how the church can pray for them.” 

Participant 9 stated: 

I believe it’s me personally is as far as I’m concerned, are people looking at me 

and if I were to pastor is my personal walk, my personal life, my personal 

integrity because people see that. Mm hmm. And you know, people as they say, 

they want to follow. They want to follow the leader. They want a body they can 

trust. They want a body they can admire and be hooked up to that type of 

individual or that type of cap. So, I hate to put responsibility on a one person or 

two or three people for the whole church, but I think that’s significant is our 

character and leadership. 
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Participants 2, 3, and 5 emphasized the importance of the pastor’s role in the 

church. Participant 2 stated: “we stay focused on under the leadership of our pastor and 

let him know what was going on.” 

Participant 3 stated: 

“You know what is, you know, I very much believe that members modeled 

behavior that they see, right? So, you’re being treated a certain way.” Referencing 

the literature, A pastor is a leader, a planner, and a decision-maker who works 

toward growing and sustaining membership. According to Carter (2009), pastors 

have multiple roles, although they are responsible for developing the church as an 

organization. The pastors function as administrators, counselors, resource 

managers, fundraisers, and shepherds (Carter, 2009). Participants 2, 3, and 4 

emphasized the importance for pastors to go through training to become the best 

leader, therefore, they can better lead the members. Participant 3 trained other 

pastors to teach them how to lead. Participant 3 stated: “Now that was the strategy 

of using Jesus model, where he trained a small group who then will go out and 

train another group”. 

Participant 4 stated: 

One of the most important things I had to educate by the grace of God, educate 

myself. I had to go back to school and get more biblical knowledge and the street 

knowledge. And growing up in history, I had to straighten out. I had to get 

biblical knowledge and study. The God’s word had to get discernment of the 

spirit of God. How you motivate people to stay in the church. 
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Referencing the literature, Ingram (1981) outlined the standard hiring process for 

Southern Baptist pastors. Formalized and accepted denominational processes for 

becoming a pastor in a church are essential, including in Southern Baptist churches, 

where the absence of formal processes acts as a barrier to appointing suitable pastors. The 

success and growth of the church are dependent on the success of the pastor (Gregory, 

2020). The selection process for pastors is usually like the hiring process in business 

organizations in secular settings. Congregations select candidates based on the 

candidates’ trial sermon and make little or no effort to determine their leadership abilities 

(Wollschleger, 2018). 

The conceptual framework is a guide to the characteristics of the participants. 

Outreach programs are potential solutions for pastors practicing transformational 

leadership in the church. Williams (2014) indicated that providing more outreach 

programs could align with training, recruiting, and supervising potential pastors. 

Transformational leaders know that transformation begins with the person or individual; 

therefore, they pay specific attention to motivating a person to change (Mittal & Dhar, 

2015). This characteristic aligns with the perception that pastors constantly need people 

to connect while maintaining strong ties to the church. Moreover, many pastors believe 

people should invest through teachings and training, aligning with how transformational 

leaders invest in their followers (Mittal & Dhar, 2015). 

Participants 6 and 7 emphasized the importance of members and the pastor 

becoming involved in the church activities. 

Participant 7 stated: 
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You know, give some more insight into who I am as a leader, who I am as a 

person, right? And so it is personal, is relational. And so I just shift context from a 

ship context from the primary context where the gathering takes place to a 

secondary context. Like I was explaining earlier secondary context where the 

individuals are now, membership may already be, you know, engaging socially. 

So I shift into a sort to the social context that is apart from the membership 

context. 

The participants related to the conceptual framework, transformational leadership. 

The participants possessed the qualities of transformational leaders. Some church leaders 

may use the transformational leadership style to maintain and attract church members. 

Ortiz (2015) asserted that transformational leaders are one of the reasons some church 

leaders can maintain the number of their congregations. In contrast, in a study of the 

relationship between transformational church leadership and church growth, Brooks 

(2018) found no significant relationship between church growth or non-growth and 

transformational leadership style. Church leaders used transformational leadership to 

guide themselves toward ethical reasoning and actions. 

Additionally, church leaders inspire congregations and give them the hope of 

religion they seek. Leaders functioned as role models for those in their congregation who 

wanted to occupy different leadership positions in churches (Ortiz, 2015; Scuderi, 2014). 

Church leaders who practice transformational leadership may help bring in more 

members, increasing membership. 

Scuderi (2014) noted that leaders’ application of transformational leadership 

theory increased church revenues through offerings and other church initiatives to boost 
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income bases. Scuderi researched the nature, use, and effects of transformational 

leadership. Williams (2014) researched how pastors serving congregations of 1,000 

people or more learned and applied transformational leadership qualities from biblical 

scriptures to influence their leadership. Williams explored general data, such as pastors’ 

moral actions, courage, motivation, practical problem-solving, and decision-making 

skills. The participants quoted the bible in their conversations. The participants included 

the strategies of leading the members towards the vision of the church mission, forming 

relationships with members and non-members, reaching out to the community, and 

becoming involved with members of the church. Again, the participants quoted the bible 

in their conversations. Researchers explored the incidences of transformational leadership 

concerning biblical scriptures. 

Applications to Professional Practice 

Sustaining church membership remains a struggle for church leaders and an 

ongoing conversation among church leaders. Identifying strategies is an ongoing concern 

in religious research. The findings in this study could support individuals, businesses, and 

social groups within the religious community. The community can increase integrity and 

morality through educational, civic, and social involvement. Church leaders may use the 

study findings to efficiently apply management skills by adopting revenue retention 

strategies to steer church activities and overcome challenges. 

The findings aligned with the conceptual framework of the transformational 

leadership theory. The transformational theory includes the premise that leaders are in 

charge; however, they motivate and change the followers while the followers are partners 

with the leaders (Burn, 1978). Burns (1978) emphasized the mutual relationship between 
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leaders and followers and highlighted two significant leadership processes: transactional 

and transforming. Transactional leaders meet the needs and interests of their followers in 

separate ways from transformational leadership, including exchanging interests. 

Transactional leaders benefit followers in exchange for commitment and loyalty 

(Burn, 1978). In a transforming leadership process, Burns (1978) defined the leader and 

the follower as boosting or raising each other to higher levels of motivation and morality. 

Leaders and followers do not share equal responsibility or status, despite the empowering 

nature of the leadership process. The transformational leader includes characteristics 

church leaders can follow. The leader remains in charge, motivating and changing the 

followers while the followers are partners with the leaders. Leaders are not to manipulate 

followers (Bass, 1985). 

The leaders treat followers with attention to their mutual intent to achieve 

organizational goals (Burn, 1978). Burns (1978) defined transforming leadership as 

leaders making positive changes by transforming how people think at work. Burns 

stressed that transformational leadership includes reaching out to followers by aligning 

them in creating change by influencing their thoughts and actions. The critical social 

change from this study may include improvements in individuals’ lives, families, 

communities, and the country. In addition, the study findings may have significance to 

other churches because church leaders might apply the study findings and 

recommendations on leadership strategies to improve attendance, leading to more 

contributions to the church. Regarding performance, the findings can be helpful in the 

implementation and execution of a ministry which affects the community. 
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Implications for Social Change 

The findings of this study may include leadership strategies that church leaders 

can adopt to increase the number of their memberships and maintain or increase their 

revenue. The congregation represents the customers in church settings, and tithes and 

offerings represent the revenues. Therefore, church leaders must ensure they prioritize 

members before the interests of other existing or potential stakeholders so the 

congregation retains revenues generated from direct operations with customers. The 

process will also increase in-person interactions catered to the individual members. 

Church leaders who apply the findings of this research may maintain their membership 

and strengthen their organization’s financial position. Business leaders build trust to 

increase their customer bases, increasing revenue; church leaders could implement 

similar strategies to build and maintain church membership. 

The findings from this study may include strategies for church leaders to retain 

parishioners and generate revenues by attracting and retaining members. The financial 

stability of the churches under study may further enable the leaders to contribute to social 

change by executing social actions comparable to businesses’ corporate social 

responsibility. The social actions of churches are a tool to develop goodwill among 

community members to increase membership. In biblical terms, the church is responsible 

for its members and the community to relieve their affliction and support them in all their 

needs (Fung et al., 2021). Therefore, the community may enjoy the societal benefits the 

churches can provide. 
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Recommendations for Further Research 

I researched successful strategies to explore leadership strategies of Southern 

Baptist senior pastors, metropolitan statistical area (MSA), who have sustained 

membership from January 2016 to January 2019. Recommendations on stainability 

strategies for church leaders emerged from the results of this study. The findings of this 

study may contribute to the growth and sustainability of religious organizations. 

Leadership strategies are essential when sustaining membership in the church. 

Strategy is an old concept that began with the Greek people in 508 BC (Krasilnikoff & 

Angelakis, 2019). Strategy is a continuous and creative adaptive process (Ober, 2018). 

The study results can shape the future and is a means to an end people desire. The origin 

of strategy is from the Greek culture. Ten generals used strategy for war principles 

leading to effective leadership and clear objectives. 

The strategy has a history in ancient Asia. The Asian leader Sun Tzu authored Art 

of War in 200 BC. Tzu’s book has principles for leadership strategies (Ober, 2018). The 

principles included goals that leaders could follow to win. Modern executives and 

consultants still use the principles. The principles used are creating, implementing, and 

executing leadership strategies that are the leadership team’s responsibility (Norenberg, 

2020). While many activities exist that leadership teams can delegate to others, strategy is 

not one of them. The research finding could prove valuable for others, besides church 

leaders and other leaders in the Christian faith, as s model for business sustainability. The 

study results will be distributed at leadership conferences, journals, and among Christian 

leaders at routine meetings. 
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Reflections 

I am grateful for having the opportunity to enter the Doctoral Business 

Administration degree with a concentration in Leadership. As I reflect on this study, I am 

thankful for having the chance to complete such a tremendous task. Working on the DBA 

degree has been a bittersweet experience. I will always be indebted to those who have 

helped me, encouraged me, and prayed for me to stay focused. 

I chose to study leadership strategies to sustain church membership. The number 

of Americans having never attended church services increased by 200% from 2006 to 

2014 (Twenge et al., 2016). In identifying the specific business problem, some Southern 

Baptist senior pastors, ministerial staff, and ministry leaders lack effective leadership 

strategies to sustain membership, as I analyzed the study results without biased 

perceptions about church maintaining members. 

I explored the results of the data to understand church leadership strategies 

without prejudice and desired to understand the data in a translucent manner. I work in 

the industry and conduct research interviews with participants with no expectations or 

bias on how they answered the interview questions. I plan to share this study’s results 

with other senior pastors and churches to help and assist them in the strategies to sustain 

their membership. 

These pastors and leaders could use the recommendations from the results of this 

study to enhance membership sustainability. In addition, I expect that sharing this study’s 

results may benefit other churches seeking leadership strategies to increase their profit 

and sustain their membership growth. Finally, as I have associations with local churches, 
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conferences and associations, and other professional groups, I will present the findings to 

them for consideration. 

Obtaining additional educational degrees in business and church ministry 

experience will help prepare me for lecturing, sharing, and communicating the positive 

strategies for sustaining church membership. Since starting this doctoral journey, my life 

changed drastically in many ways. The experience in this program began in 2009 with 

some roadblocks. These roadblocks caused me to want to walk away from moving 

forward. In addition, I went through some physical challenges that forced me to leave the 

program for several years. However, I chose not to leave, but to dedicate myself to 

moving forward and completing the research. I developed professionally, spiritually, and 

academically through the challenges and rewards of a DBA program. I am thankful for 

the guidance and mentorship of several Walden University faculty, especially my 

department chair, and I received encouragement and inspiration from many Walden 

colleagues that I now call a friend. 

Conclusion 

Church leaders lack strategies to sustain membership. The findings from this 

study may include strategies for church leaders to retain parishioners and generate 

revenues by attracting and retaining members. The financial stability of the church’s 

understudy may further enable the leaders to contribute to social change by executing 

social actions comparable to businesses’ corporate social responsibility. Church 

membership has declined, with the number of Americans identifying themselves as 

having no religious affiliation increasing 300% between 1978 and 2018. 
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The number of Americans that never attend church services increased by 200% 

from 2006 to 2014 (Twenge et al., 2016). This study focused on Southern Baptist 

churches in Philadelphia’s metropolitan statistical area (MSA) that sustained membership 

from January 2016 to January 2019. The participants proclaim that the youth is the largest 

group to decline in membership. Some researchers studied why church membership 

declines, and others focused on developing and maintaining the interest of the youth in 

attending and participating in church activities (Pew Research Center, 2015). The 

findings of this study revealed that successful church leaders use strategies to sustain 

church membership. The strategies identified were some of the leadership qualities 

portrayed by transformational leaders. The leaders treat followers with attention to their 

mutual intent to achieve organizational goals. Burns (1978) defined transforming 

leadership as leaders making positive changes by transforming how people think at work. 

Burns stressed that transformational leadership includes reaching out to followers by 

aligning them in creating change by influencing their thoughts and actions. This study’s 

findings may contribute to revealing that successful church leaders use strategies to 

sustain church membership. The strategies identified were some of the leadership 

qualities portrayed by transformational leaders. The leaders treat followers with attention 

to their mutual intent to achieve organizational goals. Burns (1978) defined transforming 

leadership as leaders making positive changes by transforming how people think at work. 

Burns stressed that transformational leadership includes reaching out to followers by 

aligning them in creating change by influencing their thoughts and actions. The findings 

of this study may contribute to the growth and sustainability of religious organizations. 
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Appendix A: Interview Protocol 

Introduce self to the participant (s). 

The present consent form goes over contents, answering questions and concerns 

of participant(s). 

Participant signs consent form. 

Give the participant a copy of the consent form in an unmarked envelope. 

Turn on the recording device. 

Follow procedure to introduce participant(s) with pseudonym/coded 

identification, note the date and time. 

Start the interview from question 1 to question 8. 

Follow up with additional questions from participants. 

End interview sequence; discuss member checking with the participant(s). 

Thank each participant(s) for their contributions. 

Emphasis on the contact numbers in case of questions or concerns. 

End protocol. 

Appendix B: Interview Questions 

1. What leadership strategies did you use to motivate church members 

towards church attendance? 

2. What leadership strategies did you use to motivate non-members to 

become members? 
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3. What challenges did you encounter in using the leadership strategies to 

sustain members? 

4. How did you overcome the challenges you faced in using the leadership 

strategies to sustain members? 

5. How did you implement the leadership strategies to sustain membership? 

6. How did you implement the leadership strategies to increase non- 

membership? 

7. What leadership strategies did you use for long-term membership 

sustainability? 

8. What additional information would you like to share regarding the 

leadership strategies you used to sustain members? 

Appendix C: Invitation to Participate in the Study 

Date: 

Name: 

Address: 

Hello, 

My name is George L. Blount Jr, and I am a student at Walden University working on my 

Doctored Business Administration (DBA) degree. According to Walden’s Policy, the 

student must conduct a doctoral research study to fulfill the requirement. My research 

topic is “Exploring Strategies for Sustaining Membership in Southern Baptist Churches” 

in the Metropolitan Statistical Area of Philadelphia. The contribution for the study is to 

provide churches with strategies to sustain membership when revenues are declining. 
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This study also gives some information to pastors and leadership ways to increase 

revenues when membership is declining. As a senior pastor, student, and CEO, I would 

like to invite you to participate in this research study. 

Please read carefully the enclosed consent form and you may ask any questions that you 

may have before accepting the invitation. This interview will include four open- ended 

questions (attached with this letter) that you can provide your opinions and suggestions. I 

appreciate and thank you in advance for your valuable time and your cooperation. 

Sincerely yours, 

George L. Blount Jr. 
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