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Demographics 

Length of Membership: Because we were specifically interested in hearing from PC(USA) members, we 
asked, “Are you a member of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)?” Participants were presented with four different 
response options: 

• Yes, I am a member of the PC(USA). 

• Yes, I consider myself Presbyterian but don’t identify with any particular denomination. 

• No, I belong to another Presbyterian denomination. 

• No, I’m not Presbyterian. 

If participants answered “no” to this question, they were sent to an exit screen where they were thanked for 
their participation and were asked no other questions. Of the 3,427 who answered this question affirmatively, 98 
percent said they are members of the PC(USA) and 2 percent said they consider themselves Presbyterian but do 
not identify with any particular Presbyterian denomination. About half (55 percent) of the participants were raised 
in the denomination. Those who joined or converted to the PC(USA) average 24 years with the denomination, 
with a range of 1–71 years. 

Role: Participants were asked which role(s) they have in the PC(USA) (see Figure 2). Though many 
participants hold more than one role, a hierarchy was used to show only one role for each. 

More than a third (41 percent) of all participants are ruling elders (but not commissioned ruling elders), about 
a third (34 percent) are commissioned ruling elders or teaching elders, and one fourth (25 percent) are neither 
(members, 19 percent, and deacons, 6 percent). These proportions are consistent with our expectations for who 
would be most informed about the denomination and, therefore, more likely to participate in this process. Overall, 
16 percent of the participants serve as a pastoral leader of one or more congregations, and 18 percent are 
commissioned ruling elders or teaching elders serving in some other capacity. 

Those who checked “teaching elder” or “commissioned ruling elder” were asked to select from among 
fourteen categories to describe their current employment. They were able to check all that apply. Among the 34 
percent of the participants who are either commissioned ruling elders or teaching elders: 

• 61 percent of teaching elders and 14 percent of CREs serve as a pastoral leader of one or more 
congregations (16 percent overall) 

deacon
6%

teaching elder
30%

commissioned 
ruling elder

4%

ruling elder
41%

member
19%

Figure 2: Participants’ Roles within PC(USA)



  

• 10 percent of teaching elders and 3 percent of CREs serve as PC(USA) presbytery, synod, or national 
staff 

• 3 percent of teaching elders and 21 percent of CREs serve in a non-pastoral position in one or more 
congregations 

• 5 percent of teaching elders and 3 percent of CREs serve as faculty or staff at a seminary or theological 
school or other educational institution 

• 6 percent of teaching elders and 2 percent of CREs serve as a chaplain in the military, a hospital or other 
health-care facility, or some other location 

• 28 percent of teaching elders and 79 percent of CREs serve in some other way, have positions outside the 
church, are not currently employed, or are retired 

Gender: More than half of the participants (54 percent) are female, and almost half (46 percent) are male. 
This compares to a 58 percent female/42 percent male PC(USA) ratio for members of PC(USA) congregations, 
according to the most recently available OGA data (2014). 

Age: Three in five participants (61 percent) are over age 55. In comparison, the median age range of 
Presbyterian members is 56–65, according to 2014 OGA data, which tells us that more than half of Presbyterians 
are in this age range or older. 

• 25 or under: 2 percent 

• 26–45: 19 percent 

• 46–55: 18 percent 

• 56–65: 27 percent 

• over 65: 34 percent 

Race/Ethnicity: Ninety-five percent of participants self-identify as White or Caucasian; in addition, 2 
percent identify as Hispanic, Latino/a, or Spanish origin, and 2 percent as Black or African American. Few 
participants identify with other racial ethnic groups (1 percent Asian, 1 percent multiracial, and less than 1 percent 
Middle Eastern or Native American). White or Caucasian participants are slightly overrepresented compared to 
2014 OGA statistics; Hispanic, Latino/a, or Spanish Origin participants are similar in proportion to 2014 OGA 
statistics, as are Middle Eastern and Native American participants. Black or African American participants are 
slightly underrepresented, as are Asian or Pacific Islander participants. 

Region: Teaching elders were then asked to which presbytery they belong; all others were asked the name, 
city, and state of their congregation. These data were used to identify the geographic regions in which participants 
belong (see Figure 3). When a congregation or presbytery name was not listed by participants, we used the 
location from which they logged in to fill in the instrument to map their state and region. A list of participants by 
state is also provided in Figure 4, with counts in each state. The darker the color, the more participants who were 
from that state. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

S

Due to rou

 

 

outh 

unding, percent

 

50% 

Figure

Midwes

Figu

 

tages do not ad

 

e 3: Particip

OGA 2014 d

t 

ure 4: Partici

dd up to 100 pe

 

pants’ Regio

data   Part

West

ipants’ Locat

rcent 

onal Locatio

ticipants 

North

tion by State

ons 

heast

e 

Puerto Ric

 

 

 

co 

 



  

Educational Level: Compared to the general U.S. public, Presbyterians are more educated and have higher 
total household incomes. Teaching elders all have graduate degrees, so to compare education, only the 
participants who are not teaching elders are examined here. Member participants in this study are slightly more 
educated in comparison to Presbyterian members in general (Figure 5), based on data from the 2016 Presbyterian 
Panel demographic report. 

Figure 5: Participants’ Educational Levels 

Participant Members  PC(USA) Members 

 50% 

 

 High school diploma or less Associate’s/Bachelor’s degree Graduate degree 

Household Income Level: Member participants in the COGA study are slightly less likely than the 
PC(USA) member population as a whole (again, compared to the profile of the Presbyterian Panel, recruited in 
2015) to have a household income of $195,000 or more (Figure 6). Since the income levels of members and 
teaching elders differ, the comparisons in Figure 5 are restricted to members. 

Figure 6: Participants’ Household Incomes 

Participant Members  PC(USA) Members 

 20k or less 20k–40k 40k–65k 65k–105k 105k–195k 195k or more 

Social and Theological Orientations: Participants were asked, “Would you say that you are more 
POLITICALLY liberal, conservative, or neutral?” (1–7 scale with 1 as “liberal” and 7 as “conservative”). Then 
they were asked a similarly worded question to place themselves on a THEOLOGICAL spectrum. See Figure 7. 

Liberals and conservatives are both over-represented in this sample, by about the same amount. Social 
(political) and theological “moderates,” (shown in Figure 7 as “neutral”) on the other hand, are under-
represented. This is understandable, as those with a political or theological leaning may have been more vested 
in providing their opinion on the state of the denomination. 
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Figure 8: Why It’s Important That My Congregation Is PC(USA) 

Percentage of Participants Who Answered “Yes”; n = 1,598 

Connectional Nature  30% 

Identity/Heritage/Tradition  28% 

Theology/Reformed Theology  26% 

Polity/Governance  23% 

Helping the World/My Neighbor  17% 

Thinking Church/Educated Leaders  14% 

Leadership/Formation  9% 

Progressive Values  9% 

Inclusive/Welcoming  8% 

Ecumenical & Interfaith Relations  5% 

Worship Style/Liturgy  4% 

Embraces Change  2% 

Other  12% 

No/Not Sure 

It may be surprising that only 56 percent of the participants said yes (34 percent said no; 10 percent didn’t 
know). It might lead one to wonder if fully a third of Presbyterians are unhappy. 

However, we also asked these participants to explain their answers, and when we started analyzing the “No” 
and “I don’t know/Can’t decide” responses, it became clearer that for many, it’s really the congregation that 
matters, not the denomination. (Figure 9). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

Figure 9: Why It’s NOT Important That My Congregation Is PC(USA) 

Percentage of Participants Who Answered “No” or “I Don't Know”; n = 1,273 

Denomination Not That Important  62% 
   

PC(USA) Turned from Scripture/Too Political  32% 
   

PC(USA) Too Top-Down/Not Engaged  4% 
   

Generally Unhappy  2% 
   

Other  10% 

We could divide the 1,273 participants who said “No” or “I don’t know/Can’t decide” into two main groups. 
The larger group (62 percent of those who said “No” or “I don’t know/Can’t decide”) consists of those for whom 
it doesn’t really matter to which denomination they belong. Their comments suggest one of two things: 

• First, that the denomination isn’t all that important, as long as it’s either 

○ Mainline, 

○ Reformed, 

○ Open to the ordination of women, 

○ Progressive, 

○ Theologically aligned with their beliefs. 

• Second, it wouldn’t matter which denomination they belong to as long as they like their congregation. 
They pointed to the health and vitality of the congregation as being more important than denominational 
affiliation. 

The smaller group (38 percent) consists of those who seem genuinely unhappy to be part of the PC(USA), 
citing either that they feel that the denomination 

• has lost its way (32 percent say the PC(USA) has turned its back on God, ignored scripture, is too 
political, or has caved to the secular culture); 

• is too top-down and out of touch with congregations (4 percent); 

• has changed or cannot be trusted, without being specific (2 percent). 

This suggests that the percentage of participants who are unhappy with the denomination can be estimated at 
17 percent (38 percent of the 1,273 who answered “no” or “don’t know” is equal to 17 percent of the 2,871 
participants answering the question). 

Importance of Belonging to PC(USA) by Social and Theological Orientation 

There is a significant difference in how participants responded to this question by their social and theological 
orientation (Table 1). Whereas 74 percent of liberals in this sample (theological and social) say it is important that 
any congregation they belong to is in relationship with PC(USA), only 29 percent of social conservatives and 33 
percent of theological conservatives say the same. Furthermore, more than half of conservatives (59 percent of 
social conservatives and 55 percent of theological conservatives) state that it is NOT important that they belong to 
a PC(USA) congregation. 
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Figure 11: What the Church Already Has/Does That Fits My Ideal 

Percentage of Participants, n = 2,740 

Helping others  36% 

Polity  24% 

Helping the denomination  21% 

Thinking church  21% 

Inclusive and welcoming  19% 

Theology  16% 

Community and connectionalism  14% 

Negative comments about the PC(USA)  12% 

Maintain heritage/tradition  4% 

Promote progressive values  3% 

Ecumenical and interfaith partnerships  3% 

Other  8% 

This way of thinking of the PC(USA) influenced participants to think more about actions than about heritage, 
polity, or theology (except when they mentioned how theology motivates action). 

The number one theme, coming from responses provided by 36 percent of the participants, was helping 
others, and includes: mission, advocacy, disaster, evangelism, and having a strong national voice on issues 
important to the public. So, while helping others was only the fifth-highest value in the previous two questions 
(refer back to Figure 9), it receives the highest mention here. 

The second most frequently appearing theme is polity, mentioned by 24 percent of the participants. 

This is followed by two themes that are tied in importance, with 21 percent of the participants making a 
comment about either of these: 

The first theme is the way we are able to help ourselves and each other as a denomination. Participants outline 
four key ways they believe we help the denomination: 

• 43 percent of the comments about helping the congregation were regarding how we provide worshiping 
community support and resources (9 percent of the comments overall); 

• 35 percent of the comments about how we help the overall church; (7 percent overall) were about how we 
support and develop seminaries, pastors and church workers; 

• This tied closely with training, leadership development, and spiritual formation of members (34 percent of 
“helping the denomination” and 7 percent of overall comments); 

• Finally, 15 percent of the comments about how we help the church’s members and teaching elders (3 
percent overall) regard providing denominational leadership and direction. 

The second theme, tied in importance with the way we help the church (21 percent) is the fact that we are a 
thinking church (i.e., intentional about dialogue and debate, collective discernment, and valuing education and 
educated pastors). 



  

The belief that we are an inclusive, welcoming church that supports diversity in the church is mentioned by 
19 percent of participants. 

About 16 percent mention theology as something they value about being PC(USA). Many made mention 
specifically of the Reformed faith, the Confessions, or aspects of theology that were clearly Reformed; others did 
not, but gave vague references to theology or shared beliefs. 

About Structure: What We Are Better Equipped to Do as a National 
Denomination than as Individual Congregations, Mid Councils, or Networks 

We then asked participants, “What are we better equipped to do as a national denomination that we could not 
do (or do as well) on our own as congregations, mid councils, or networks?” 

The themes that emerged from these responses also closely mirrored those from the previous questions that 
asked why participants would say they are Presbyterian, and what the church already has/does that fits their ideal, 
though they appear in a different order once again (Figure 12). 

Figure 12: What We Are Better Equipped to Do as a National Denomination 
Percentage of Participants, n = 2,882 

Helping others  59% 
   

Helping the denomination  30% 
   

Community and connectionalism  21% 
   

Negative comments about PC(USA)  15% 
   

Thinking church  14% 
   

Polity  8% 
   

Ecumenical and interfaith partnerships  5% 
   

Inclusive and welcoming  4% 
   

Theology  2% 
   

Promote progressive values  1% 
   

Maintain heritage/tradition  1% 
   

Other  4% 

By far, the most frequently occurring theme is “helping others” (59 percent of the participants mentioned this). 
Many of these responses were generically stated as helping others, helping people, helping a hurting world, and 
similar statements. We also included in this theme mentions of mission, both local and worldwide, as well as 
advocacy, being a strong voice for our society, disaster relief and assistance, outreach, and evangelism. 

After helping others, the next most frequently occurring theme is “helping the denomination,” with 30 percent 
of the participants mentioning either denominational leadership, spiritual formation, leadership development, or 
pastor or worshiping community support. 

Community was the third most-mentioned thing that we are better equipped to do as a national denomination, 
with 21 percent of the participants mentioning either its connectional nature, the people, or the fact that we can 
accomplish more by pooling resources. 



  

Of course, as suggested earlier, not everyone feels that the national church model is the best way to accomplish 
the work of the church; 15 percent of participants gave answers that can best be summed up as “little or nothing.” 
The primary reasons appear to be a belief that the denomination has turned away from scripture/God; that 
denominational leaders present only the liberal views to the American public, while ignoring the conservative 
voices; that the organization is too bureaucratic/top down; or too political/involved in politics; and that our 
consciences are informed by public sentiment/worldly values, rather than by God’s Word. 

For the next most-frequent theme: 14 percent of participants say that what we are better equipped to do at the 
national level is be a “thinking church”: engage in intentional dialogue, share expertise, and discern God’s will 
together; having these conversations at the national, not just congregational, level. One participant summed up the 
comments about this theme nicely: 

I think how we make decisions as a national denomination is important. Although we don’t always agree, I do 
always feel the spirit while watching General Assembly meetings moving us forward. I feel if these decisions 
were each made on [a] congregational level, [it] would leave the motion of the spirit leading the church based 
off of individual interpretation instead of interpreting as a larger community. 

What Changes Are Recommended by Participants? 

What the Church Needs to Change 

After we asked, “What does the denomination already have/do that fits your ideal?” (results reported 
above), we followed it with this question: “What does the church need to change in order to reach this ideal?” 
(See Figure 13.) 

Figure 13: What Participants Think the Church Needs to Change 

Percentage of Participants, n = 2,675 

Focus outward  24% 

Focus on/return to scripture, God, and Jesus  19% 

Focus inward  17% 

Promote reconciliation & allow theological diversity  16% 

Streamline and flatten the hierarchy  14% 

Steer clear of politics, liberalism, and secular culture  13% 

Suggested change to polity  12% 

Be more inclusive and welcoming  11% 

Think outside the box and be relevant  7% 

Be more progressive or liberal  5% 

Be in community  5% 

Nothing to change and keep it up  4% 

General complaints about leadership  3% 

Promote ecumenical & interfaith dialogue  2% 

Other  9% 

Of the themes that emerged from comments on this question, an outward focus is the one that stood out the 
most, with 24 percent of participants mentioning mission, advocacy, disaster relief/assistance, evangelism, and/or 
being a strong voice to the public as things they’d like to see happening more in the church. 

The second most common theme focuses on faithfulness: to God, to scripture, to Jesus, with 19 percent of the 
participants mentioning this as a needed change. 



  

This is followed closely by a theme that is more inward in its focus, with 17 percent of participants saying 
that the church should focus more on spiritual formation, leadership development, pastor support, and worshiping 
community support. 

The next most frequently occurring theme is about reconciliation, with 16 percent of participants asking the 
church to promote reconciliation within its walls, be more tolerant of theological diversity, discern together what 
the future should look like, and/or educate one another about different views. 

Some of the suggestions (14 percent of participants) concern streamlining what the national church was trying 
to accomplish, flattening the hierarchal structure, and listening more to congregations, who feel disconnected from 
the national offices and/or mid councils. 

There is also a sizeable number of participants (13 percent) who wish that the PC(USA) would steer clear of 
politics, liberalism, and secular culture. 

What the Church Is Called to Be and Do 

We also asked, “What is the church called to be and do in the context of 21st-century American culture?” 
Although we had hoped that this question would give us some sense of our shared identity as a denomination, 
many of the 2,763 responses seem to be more prescriptive, somewhat reflecting the responses people gave to the 
previous question, above, about changes that they would recommend (Figure 14). 

Figure 14: What Participants Think the Church Is Called to Be and Do in the 21st Century 

Percentage of Participants, n = 2,763 

Focus outward  59% 

Focus on God/scripture  49% 

Inclusive/welcoming/love  27% 

Avoid politics/liberalism/secularism  13% 

Focus inward  13% 

Be creative/relevant  12% 

Promote reconciliation/theological diversity  8% 

Other  6% 
   

Be more progressive/liberal  5% 

Change polity to let congregations leave  4% 

Focus on youth  3% 

Build community  3% 

Ecumenical & interfaith relations  2% 

Hold on to traditions  1% 

Consequently, the two most frequently appearing themes are once again an outward focus, with 59 percent of 
the participants mentioning mission, advocacy, disaster, evangelism, and/or being a strong voice to the public as 
things they’d like to see happening more in the church (and with stronger resolve this time, as only 24 percent had 
mentioned it in the previous question), and a focus on God/scripture. This featured more prominently too: whereas 
19 percent mentioned a focus on God and scripture in the previous question, 49 percent mentioned it here. 

Of those who mention this theme, three-quarters (37 percent of all participants) emphasize the need to be 
biblical (without mentioning anything about the denomination having strayed from the Bible), while one in five 
contend that we need to get back to the Bible and one in ten say that we need to live Christ-like lives. 

Likewise, loving others and being more inclusive and welcoming was lifted as being very important for the 
church to be and do; 27 percent of the participants mentioned one of these. 
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10%
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Disappointed and
Discerning

Rooted and Resolute Family Facilitators Purposeful
Progressives

Individuals who are
not categorized

Figure 16: Segment by Combined Social and Theological 
Orientations

Liberal Moderate/mixed Conservative

unity within the denomination. Some are frustrated or angry with their sister and brother congregations who have 
chosen to leave, seeing it as an “easy way out” or placing undue importance on what they perceive to be 
secondary issues. This group consists mostly of those who are liberal/progressive. A little fewer than half (42 
percent) of this segment are teaching elders; many of this segment are female (53 percent). 

Rooted and Resolute (10 Percent) 

This group considers their PC(USA) identity to be very important, but feel the denomination has strayed from 
the Bible and/or gotten too involved in liberal politics. Though unhappy with recent trends, they appear to have no 
current plans to leave the denomination, preferring to stay and fight for the denomination they believe in. Some 
believe liberals are merely a vocal minority with disproportionate control of the denomination, and believe that 
they can convince the denomination to repent and return to the Bible. They tend to prefer a literal reading of 
scripture and feel that liberals/progressive Presbyterians will see their error and repent, when they are reminded 
that they’ve turned their backs on God. They tend to think that the denomination should not have diverse 
theologies, though this group is theologically conservative but socially moderate/mixed. They tend to want to 
return to an earlier time in which they felt that things were better. About a third of this segment (30 percent) are 
teaching elders; most of this segment are male (60 percent). 

The Unsegmented (21 Percent) 

These are the people who do not easily fit in any of the above categories, based on the answers they gave. A 
little under a third (29 percent) of this segment are teaching elders; most of this segment are female (59 percent). 

Figure 16 shows the analyses of the four segments and those we could not fit into one of the four segments, 
comparing three groups: (1) those who are both socially and theologically liberal, (2) those who are both socially 
and theologically conservative, and those who are both socially and theologically moderate or are mixed on the 
social and theological scales. Those who did not provide information on their orientation are omitted from this 
analysis. 

It is clear here that when combining the social and theological orientation scales, the Disappointed and 
Discerning segment is the most prominently conservative (76 percent), and the Energized and Hopeful seekers of 
the Common Good segment is the most prominently liberal (85 percent). The Rooted and Resolute segment is 
more moderate/mixed and conservative (50 percent and 38 percent, respectively), though they are more 
theologically conservative than socially conservative. The Seekers of the Common Good and Unsegmented are 
mostly liberal (58 percent and 52 percent, respectively) and moderate/mixed (32 percent and 33 percent, 
respectively). There does not appear to be much difference between the Unsegmented and the Reconcilers when 
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