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Abstract. Based on the survey responses of over 1000 attendees of growing and 
1000 attendees of declining Mainline Protestant churches in Canada, this re-
search examines patterns of denominational switching and the characteristics of 
switchers from both groups. Based on previous Canadian research we hypoth-
esized, among other predictions, that the majority of our Mainline Protestant 
congregants would never have switched denominations and, of those who had, a 
plurality would indicate that their previous church was part of another Mainline 
Protestant denomination. These hypotheses were supported when the responses 
of growing and declining church attendees were combined but when the re-
sponses of the growing church congregants were tabulated separately they were 
not supported. We show how the switching patterns of the growing Mainline 
Protestant church congregants are more akin to those of Canadian Conservative 
Protestant church congregants and we offer explanations as to why this may be 
the case. 

Keywords: Religious Switching; Reaffiliation; Church Growth; Mainline 
Protestant; Conservative Protestant; Canada 

Résumé. Suite à une enquête regroupant plus de 1000 participants provenant 
d’une église protestante traditionnel au Canada en croissance et de 1000 par-
ticipants provenant d’une église protestante traditionnel au Canada en déclin, 
cette recherche a examiné les tendances dans les changements de confessions 

1.	 We extend our thanks and gratitude to the anonymous reviewers whose sug-
gestions made this paper better. We also thank Dr. Kevin Haggerty for his 
congeniality and editorial support. Finally, a special thanks goes to the clergy 
and congregants who participated in this study.
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a l’intérieur de chacun des groupes ainsi que leurs caractéristiques. Sur la base 
de recherche canadienne précédente, nous avons émis l’hypothèse, entre autres 
prédictions, que la majorité de nos fidèles protestants n’aurait jamais changées 
de dénominations, et parmi ceux qui avaient changé, une pluralité indiquerait 
que leur ancienne église faisait partie d’une autre confession protestante. Ces 
hypothèses ont été soutenues seulement lorsque les réponses des deux groupes 
confessionnels (soit en croissance et en déclin) étaient combinées, et non lorsque 
les réponses des participants du groupe confessionnel en croissance étaient 
compilés séparément. Nous démontrons comment les schémas de mouvance 
des fidèles de l’église protestante en croissance sont plus similaires à ceux des 
membres de la congrégation de l’église protestante conservatrice canadienne et 
nous offrons des explications quant à cette situation.

Mots clés: Mouvances religieuses; ré-affiliation; augmentation de l’assistance a 
l’église; protestante traditionnelle; protestante conservatrice; Canada

Introduction

Growing Mainline Protestant congregations are an anomaly within 
their overarching denominations. In the United States, national re-

search data shows Mainline congregations are experiencing year-over-
year decline in membership and attendance; between 2007 and 2014 
alone their number of affiliates dropped about 5 percent (Pew Research 
Center 2015). Out of a pool of over 30,000 Mainline congregations, 
Wenger and Reese (2006: 6; Reese 2008) found less than one half of 
one percent met their criteria for growth. While no comprehensive study 
has determined what percentage of Canadian Mainline congregations are 
growing, it is clear that the majority are in steep decline. Canada’s four 
largest Mainline Protestant denominations—the Anglican Church of 
Canada, Evangelical Lutheran Church in Canada2, Presbyterian Church 
in Canada, and United Church of Canada—saw membership in their 
churches drop by about half since peaking in the mid-1960s even while 
the population of Canada nearly doubled over this same period (Clarke 
and MacDonald 2011).

This study explores the denominational history of attendees from 
a purposeful sample (Patton 1990: 169-174) of growing and declining 
Canadian Mainline Protestant churches. Church by church, it traces the 

2.	 The Evangelical Lutheran Church in Canada uses the term “Evangelical” in 
the same way it has traditionally been used in Germany, that it, to refer to 
Protestant churches in the tradition of the Reformation. In this context it does 
not have the typical connotations of “evangelical”; that is, it does not reflect 
an overarching Conservative Protestant ethos.
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religious path that brought attendees to their current Mainline congrega-
tion. As a means of identifying the unique characteristics of the growing 
church attendees in the sample, we compare their religious trajectories to 
those from declining Mainline churches—a group representative of the 
majority of Mainline Protestant congregants. As detailed in the Method-
ology section of this paper, over 1000 attendees from growing and over 
1000 from declining Mainline Protestant churches were surveyed. The 
results of the survey demonstrate that the switching patterns of the grow-
ing Mainline Protestant church congregants are more akin to those of 
Canadian Conservative Protestant church congregants. In the Discussion 
we offer explanations as to why this may be the case. 

And while one purpose of this paper is to highlight the differences 
in the religious trajectories of growing and declining Canadian Main-
line church congregants so as to advance understanding of each group, it 
also has a secondary goal. It seeks to identify the patterns of denomina-
tional switching of our sample’s attendees and compare them to patterns 
reported in more general, previous research. Doing so helps achieve 
greater clarity on the twin issues of religious identification and religious 
switching in Canada.

Literature Review, Hypotheses and Research Questions

It is popularly held that most actively religious people, if they persist 
in their faith, stay in the same denomination in which they were raised 
(Bibby 2004; 2003; 2002; Demerath and Yang 1998; Roof and Mc-
Kinney 1987; Sherkat 2001). However, there are those who leave one 
denomination for another; this process is often referred to as religious 
switching (Bibby and Brinkerhoff 1973). More formally, the process has 
been termed reaffiliation, defined by shifts within a particular religion 
(Stark and Finke 2000: 114). For example, a move within Christianity 
from Roman Catholicism to Anglicanism would be considered switch-
ing/reaffiliation. Typically, a move across religious traditions—that is, 
from one world religion to another, such as Islam to Christianity—is 
not considered reaffiliation but instead is termed conversion (Stark and 
Finke 2000: 114). Religious switching is of interest to those research-
ing religion primarily for the role it plays in the growth and decline of 
religious organizations. Religious groups, such as churches, that retain 
current members and enjoy a net gain of members moving from other 
groups into their own will prosper while, ultimately, churches on the los-
ing end of the switching process will founder.
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In the United States, the most current Gallup poll found that 15% of 
Americans say that they have switched from one religious preference to 
another over the course of their lives (Newport 2006). However, because 
Gallup’s survey left the definition of what constitutes changing “reli-
gious preference” to the respondent, the researchers note that in reality 
the total may be higher as some individuals may not have defined small-
er changes, like those between Protestant denominations, as a switch 
(Newport 2006). Even more recently, America’s Changing Religious 
Landscape survey (Pew Research Centre 2015) found that when Prot-
estantism is treated as a single religious group (comprised of Mainline, 
Conservative, and Historically Black Protestant denominations), 34% 
of American adults of all faiths have changed their religious affiliation 
from that in which they were raised (Pew Research Centre 2015: 33; cf. 
Sherkat 2014). The group experiencing the greatest net gains due to “re-
ligious switching” is the religiously unaffiliated; “fully 18% of American 
adults were raised in a religious tradition and now describe themselves 
as unaffiliated” (Pew Research Centre 2015: 35; cf. Sherkat 2014). 
While moving from religious affiliation to unaffiliation is a significant 
change, to be precise, it tends not to be termed religious switching but, 
instead, “disaffiliation” (Bromley 1988: 23). Unlike switching where the 
outcomes are external and easily identified, disaffiliation can manifest as 
an internal state and in those cases individuals might abandon the beliefs 
of their religious community but continue to participate in its life and 
rituals (Brinkerhoff and Burke 1980). 

Regarding religious “families” within Protestantism, research in 
the US from the 1980s and 1990s showed that among those identify-
ing as Mainline Protestants, about 30% reported having switched in 
their lifetime while 20% of Conservative Protestants—also known as 
Evangelicals—said they had switched (Demerath and Yang 1998; Roof 
and McKinney 1987; Sherkat 2001). Recent survey data suggests an in-
crease in switching numbers among America’s Mainline and Conserva-
tive Protestants; 42% of those now affiliated with the former and 39% 
now affiliated with the latter say they were raised outside their current 
religious family. Looking at the percentages of those who continue to 
comprise the ranks of Mainline Protestants, 58% are those raised in that 
tradition while 20% are former Conservative Protestants, 12% are for-
mer Catholics, and 6% are former non-attendees/unaffiliated (Pew Re-
search Centre 2015: 43; cf. Sherkat 2014). Of those comprising the ranks 
of Conservative Protestants, 61% are those raised in that tradition while 
14% are former Mainline Protestants, 13% are former Catholics, and 7% 
are formerly unaffiliated Americans (Pew Research Centre 2015: 43; cf. 
Sherkat 2014).
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Up-to-date data for Canada does not exist; however, previous re-
search demonstrates a culture of switching north of the border that does 
not mirror the higher levels in the US. This is likely because in Canada 
a smaller number of denominations control more of the market and his-
torically Canadians have favored stability and the status quo over change 
(cf. Murphy et al. 1996). Regarding specific findings, Reginald Bibby’s 
(2004; 2003; 2002: 42) research from the early 2000s found that na-
tionally 90% of those attending Mainline Protestant churches had been 
raised Mainline Protestant while 10% had switched in from outside that 
religious family. Of those who switched in, 3% were raised Conservative 
Protestant, 4% were raised Catholic and 3% were raised with no reli-
gious affiliation (Bibby 2003: 8; 2002: 42). Of those attending Conserva-
tive Protestant churches, 67% had been raised in that religious family, 
24% had switched in from Mainline Protestantism, 3% had switched 
from Catholicism, and 5% had switched from having no religious af-
filiation (Bibby 2003: 8; 2002: 42; cf. Bibby and Brinkerhoff 1994: 278; 
Posterski and Barker 1993: 53-54). The low levels of switching he has 
recorded among Canadian Mainline Protestants compared to Conserva-
tive Protestants has led Bibby (2002) to conclude: “switching is the ex-
ception not the norm among Mainliners” (41).

In his national switching data, Bibby (2004; 2003; 2002; 1993) does 
not account for switches between similar denominations (e.g. Anglican 
to Lutheran, or Baptist to Alliance) but only tracks moves between the 
“religious families” of Mainline Protestants, Conservative Protestants 
and Catholics in Canada; thus, he suggests his numbers present overall 
lower switching totals than what occurs within religious families. He 
notes: “I use the term ‘religious families’—versus ‘denominations’—
deliberately. There is undoubtedly a fair amount of movement between 
[similar] Protestant denominations” (Bibby 2004: 74-75). 

In fact, when Bibby (2003; Bibby and Brinkerhoff 1994; 1983; 1973) 
tracked changes within the “religious family” of Conservative Protest-
ants in a single city, higher switching levels were recorded.  Specific-
ally, in addition to his national data on switching, Bibby (2003; Bibby 
and Brinkerhoff 1994; 1983; 1973), he conducted longitudinal research 
into the switching patterns of a selection of 20 Conservative Protestant 
churches in the city of Calgary, Alberta. In his final paper on the topic 
of Conservative Protestant switching in Calgary, Bibby (2003) summar-
izes the overall trend he discerned at the close of 30 years of study. He 
states that of those who joined the ranks of the Conservative Protestant 
churches in his sample, over a five-year period about 70% consistently 
switch in from other Conservative Protestant congregations, about 15% 
are children of current Conservative Protestant attendees, and a final 
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15% switch in from outside the Conservative Protestant fold. Of the 15% 
coming from outside Conservative Protestant churches, just under 5% 
come from Mainline Protestant churches, under 3% come from Catholic 
churches and most of the remaining are religiously unaffiliated at the 
time of joining (Bibby 2003:6).   

As the findings from Bibby’s (2003; Bibby and Brinkerhoff 1994; 
1983; 1973) Calgary Conservative Protestant churches demonstrate, in 
the majority of cases “when switching does take place, it typically in-
volves fairly short theological and cultural trips” (Bibby 1999: 151; cf. 
2004: 75; 2002: 41). Elsewhere Bibby (2004; 2002) has argued strongly 
that all religious switching, regardless of denominational family, is pri-
marily “short trips”; that is, those who do switch from one church to 
another most often move into religious communities that bear a strong 
resemblance to the community that they left (Bibby 2004; 2002; 1999; 
1993: 32, 36-37; cf. Demerath and Yang 1998; Hadaway and Marler 
1993; Marler and Hadaway 1993; Sherkat 2014). Regarding Canadian 
Protestants specifically he states:

Protestants not only tend to stay within the Protestant category but are 
also inclined to remain in the Mainline and Conservative “religious fam-
ilies” regardless of how much internal denominational switching may go 
on (Bibby 2004: 37).

Analyzing national survey data for 1973 to 1990, Hadaway and Marler 
(1993) confirm the same trend exists in the US, stating, “Americans 
switch more today than they did in the early 1970s, but when they switch 
they are more likely to remain in the same larger denominational family” 
(102; cf. Sherkat 2014). Accounting for this phenomenon, Bibby (1999) 
explains that most church-goers don’t stray, or at least don’t stray far, 
from the denominational family of their youth because “the vast major-
ity of North Americans continue to have psychological, emotional, and 
cultural links to their parents’ religious groups” (152; cf. Hadaway 1990; 
Sherkat 2014). Exploring Canadian church-goers’ levels of comfort with 
other denomination’s worship services, Bibby (1999) found a striking 
“tendency for denominations to express comfort with groups that are 
part of their ‘religious families’--Mainliners with Mainliners, Conserva-
tives with Conservatives” (155; cf. Bibby 1999: 154). 

To sum up, studies of religious switching in Canada show that 
switching out of one’s broader religious family “at least in percentage 
terms… is relatively rare” (Bibby 2003: 7; cf., 2004: 75). Though switch-
ing between Mainline and Conservative Protestant families is increas-
ing, researchers in both Canada and the US concur that most religious 
switching still involves tiny travels between similar denominations and 
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not large leaps from one religious family to another (e.g., Bibby 2003; 
2004; 2002; 1999; 1993:32, 36-37; Demerath and Yang 1998; Hadaway 
and Marler 1993; Marler and Hadaway 1993; Sherkat 2014). Research 
from the US shows that of those who switch into Mainline Protestantism, 
the largest single group, at about 20%, has consistently been reaffiliates 
from Conservative Protestantism (Pew Research Centre 2015: 43; Roof 
and McKinney 1987: 167; Sherkat 2014). In contrast, data from Canada 
shows that slightly more reaffiliates to the Mainline family come from 
Catholicism than Conservative Protestantism, although at 4% and 3%, 
respectively, percentage-wise they are almost equal and neither repre-
sent a significant influx to Mainline Protestantism (Bibby 2003; 2002; cf. 
Bibby and Brinkerhoff 1994). Thus we posit the following hypotheses:

H1a: In our sample of Mainline Protestant congregants, the majority will 
never have switched denominations; the church they are currently at-
tending will be of the same denomination of the church(es) of their past.

H1b: In our sample of Mainline Protestant congregants, of those who, 
in the past, regularly attended a church of a different denomination than 
their current church, a plurality3 will indicate that their previous church 
was part of another Mainline Protestant denomination not a Roman 
Catholic or Conservative Protestant denomination. 

H1c: In our sample of Mainline Protestant congregants, of those who, in 
the past, regularly attended a church of a non-Mainline denomination, 
most will indicate that their previous church was Roman Catholic and a 
near equal, though lesser, number will indicate that their previous church 
was Conservative Protestant. 

As noted in the introduction, the crux of this study is the comparison 
between the switching patterns of declining Mainline church attendees 
and growing Mainline church attendees. However, when it comes to 
growing Mainline Protestant congregations very little research exists; 
thus it is difficult to generate specific hypotheses in this regard. In fact, 
when church growth is studied more generally, growing Conservative 
Protestant congregations and/or denominations are often the sole site of 
research. Today among social scientists studying religion the claim that 
theologically Conservative Protestant churches in the United States and 
Canada are more likely to be the site of numerical growth than Mainline 

3.	 Because Bibby (2004; 2003; 2002) in his research on switching nationally 
does not measure switches from one Mainline Protestant denomination to an-
other we are unable to provide a more specific prediction for this hypothesis. 
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Protestant churches is uncontroversial as a large body of research has 
accumulated that demonstrates this fact (e.g., Bibby 2012, 2011, 2004, 
2002, 1993, 1987; Bouma 1979; Finke and Stark 2005; Hadaway 2011; 
Iannaccone 1994; Kelley 1972; Reimer 2003; Tamney and Johnson 
1998). Up to this point, only one other Canadian study has focused on 
growing Mainline congregations (Haskell, Flatt, Burgoyne 2016). That 
study determined that for every measure of religious belief and practice, 
the attendees and clergy of the growing Canadian Mainline churches 
in the sample showed greater levels of theological conservatism than 
the declining church congregants and clergy (Haskell, Flatt, Burgoyne 
2016). Since 2000, a handful of studies have examined the phenomenon 
in the US (Barna 2003; Finke and Stark 2005:277-278; Finke and Stark 
2001; McKinney and Finke 2002; Stark and Finke 2000; Wenger and 
Reese 2006; cf. Reese 2008). Like the recent Canadian study, each of the 
American studies found that clergy in the growing Mainline churches 
tend to be, relative to other pastors in their same Mainline denomination, 
far more theologically conservative (Finke and Stark 2005:277-278; c.f., 
Finke and Stark 2001; McKinney and Finke 2002; Stark and Finke 2000; 
Wenger and Reese 2006; cf. Reese 2008). Further, when religious beliefs 
of congregants were measured, the growing church attendees possessed 
theological orientations more similar to those of Conservative Protest-
ants than other Mainline Protestants (Barna 2003; Finke and Stark 2005; 
Stark and Finke 2000; Wenger and Reese 2006; cf. Reese 2008). In these 
studies, the hallmark of Christian theological conservatism is a more lit-
eral—and less metaphorical—interpretation of scripture, especially the 
New Testament.

While the extant studies dedicated to growing Mainline Protestant 
congregations have typically found that these groups possess a con-
servative theological ethos, none have explored the religious trajectories 
of the congregants who currently inhabit these congregations. It could 
be that the conservatism found inside their walls leads them to attract 
greater numbers of switchers from evangelical denominations; however, 
just as likely, the denominational signage on their exteriors (and its as-
sociated history and traditions) may repel those raised outside of their 
denominational family. Thus, the current study seeks to build on the find-
ing that growing Mainline congregations have been found to possess a 
conservative theological ethos asking how such an overarching religious 
orientation might impact switching. Specifically, the research questions 
this study seeks to answer are: 
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R1a. Do the switching patterns of attendees of growing Mainline Protest-
ant congregations differ from attendees of declining Mainline congrega-
tions?

R1b. If so, to what extent and specifically how do attendees of grow-
ing Mainline Protestant congregations differ in their patterns of religious 
switching? 

Method

As detailed in the section above, declining Mainline churches are numer-
ous but growing Mainline congregations are rare. In light of that know-
ledge, we determined it necessary to follow Patton’s (1990) instructions 
and form a purposeful sample, specifically a “critical case sample” 
(174). While Patton (1990) uses the singular form “case” in the descrip-
tor of this method, he makes it clear that a “critical case sample” can be 
comprised of “one or a few critical cases” (174). In such a sample, the 
cases—the various sites of research—are deemed “critical” because they 
possess specific characteristics that will provide the most information 
and have the greatest impact on the development of knowledge (Pat-
ton 1990). Patton (1990) notes that under certain circumstances, such as 
when a phenomenon is rare, it makes strategic sense to pick those sites 
“that would yield the most information and have the greatest impact on 
the development of knowledge” (169). Further he suggests that results 
from a critical case sample have predictive power: “While studying one 
or a few critical cases does not technically permit broad generalizations 
to all possible cases, logical generalizations can often be made from 
the weight of evidence produced in studying a single, critical case”; one 
should be able to conclude “if it happens there, it will happen anywhere,” 
or, vice versa, “if it doesn’t happen there, it won’t happen anywhere” 
(Patton 1990: 174). Our decision to create a purposeful sample was also 
influenced by the experience of Wenger and Reese (2006) who were 
forced to resort to a non-random sample when studying US Mainline 
Protestant congregations that excelled at recruitment of the religiously 
inactive or unaffiliated. Out of a potential pool of 30,000 congregations, 
fewer than 0.005% met their growth criteria (Wenger and Reese 2006: 
4). 

To form our critical case sample we enlisted a two-pronged approach. 
We contact regional Mainline denominational offices located in South-
ern Ontario—from Lake Simcoe in the north to Windsor in the south—
(e.g., Anglican Diocese of Huron Office, London Presbytery Office of 
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the United Church) seeking their assistance in identifying congregations 
that would fit the criteria of our study. When that strategy generated 
few results, we also instituted a cold-call campaign directly to churches 
within the same geographical area. Southern Ontario is the most highly 
populated and ethnically, politically, industrially, and religiously diverse 
area of Canada (Government of Ontario 2016). This diversity makes it 
a highly prized site of research; unlike many other areas of the country 
where the citizens share a particular uniformity, Southern Ontario ap-
proximates the variety that exists in the country as a whole (Haskell et al. 
2008). For sheer number of Protestant churches Southern Ontario has no 
equal in Canada. In fact, the city of Toronto alone holds over 140 United 
churches, about 5% of all United Churches in Canada (Yellow Pages 
Group 2016; United Church of Canada 2016). 

To be included in our sample as a growing congregation, a church had 
to show, via attendance records, annual growth of 2% or higher over the 
last ten years. After extensive canvasing of denominational offices and 
direct calls to churches, 10 congregations were identified as meeting the 
growing church criteria within the established geographical area. Nine 
of those ultimately participated: 2 Anglican Church of Canada, 1 Evan-
gelical Lutheran Church in Canada, 4 Presbyterian Church in Canada, 
and 3 United Church of Canada. Thirteen declining congregations, with 
aggregate attendance near equal to that of the growing churches in our 
sample, were also recruited: 3 Anglican Church of Canada, 3 Evangel-
ical Lutheran Church in Canada, 4 Presbyterian Church in Canada, and 
2 United Church of Canada. Each of those congregations demonstrated 
2% annual decline or more over the same ten-year period. Churches that 
had increased in attendance in the last ten years because of an amalgama-
tion with another church did not qualify as growing and were excluded 
from the study. Our choice of plus or minus 2% as the marker of growth 
or decline, respectively, is informed by Lippy’s (2006: 7-9) finding that 
most Protestant churches in the US today fall within such a range. Prac-
tically speaking, these numerical boundaries allowed us to exclude pla-
teaued churches while also allowing a margin of error for inaccuracies 
of attendance records. 

The growing and declining churches in the study shared similar ex-
ternal characteristics. About a third of churches from both groups were 
constructed in the mid to late-1800s; another third were built in the ear-
ly to mid-1900s, and the final third were built between 1950 and early 
2000s. About half of the growing and half of the declining churches were 
located in the core of a larger city while one or two others in each group 
were located in each of the following settings: a rural setting, a small 
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city/large town, an older residential area in a larger city, or a new sub-
urban development around a larger city.

To gather data the researchers attended a Sunday service at each of 
the participating churches and at a point in the service administered a 
survey to all adult attendees (18 years old or above) achieving almost 
100% compliance. In total, 2255 Mainline attendees completed the sur-
vey; 1082 from the declining churches (419 Anglican; 216 Lutheran; 263 
Presbyterian; 184 United) and 1173 from the growing (417 Anglican; 69 
Lutheran; 437 Presbyterian; 250 United). The instrument consisted of 
24 items, several of which had multiple components. We used multiple 
response category items, fill-in-the-blank, and Likert-scale items. The 
sections in the survey instrument pertained to: 1) demographic infor-
mation; 2) religious history; 3) religious practices; 4) religious beliefs/
theological orientation; 5) attendees’ perceptions of their congregation; 
and 6) attendees’ perceptions of their church’s mission or purpose. Apart 
from one demographic question about the respondent’s age, the analysis 
and results of this paper focus on responses to questions in section 2 
of the survey only. The surveys were coded and the data was analyzed 
using SPSS statistical software. Two types of statistical analysis were 
employed. Chi square analysis was used for categorical data and t-tests 
were used to compare mean scores of interval level data. The religious 
history questions were coded using a numbered list of possible responses 
or categories of responses. 

While this current study focuses on the religious history and switch-
ing patterns of the congregants, an earlier study, using the same sample 
of churches and currently under review, focused on results from the other 
sections of the survey. The earlier study also included data from an addi-
tional survey of clergy employed at the churches in our full sample. We 
mention this because a few of the findings from that earlier investigation 
help explain certain outcomes of this current work. Specifically, our ear-
lier analysis found that clergy and congregants of the growing churches 
in the sample are more religiously conservative than the declining church 
clergy and congregants. This was demonstrated, for example, via their 
strong agreement with survey statements rooted in a more literal inter-
pretation of scripture. Additionally, our other investigation determined 
our growing churches featured more programs for youth and more con-
temporary forms of worship compared to the declining congregations. 
Accordingly, for the purpose of explication, we return to these supple-
mentary findings in the Discussion section, below. 
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Results 

Age

The mean age of a Mainline Protestant church attendee in our sample 
was 58. However, the mean age of the growing church participants was 
53, compared with 63 for the declining church participants (t = 13.4035; 
p < 0.0001). Table 1, below, describes the percentage of attendees within 
prescribed age groups. 

Table 1 - Age of Attendees by Growing and Declining Church

Year of first attendance 

Congregants were asked the year they started attending their present 
church. Not surprisingly, growing churches had more new attendees 
joining in the last five, ten, and even 20 years than declining church-
es. Table 2, below, describes the percentage of attendees who reported 
joining in each time interval (χ² = 187.03; p < 0.0001). The majority of 
declining church attendees joined their current church 20 years ago or 
more; the majority of growing attendees joined their current church in 
the last ten years.

Table 2 - Beginning Year at Present Church 

Year of first attendance Growing Church Attendees Declining Church Attendees 

2009 – 2013 41.5% 15.8% 

2004 – 2008 17.6% 12.0% 

1999 – 2003 12.0% 9.8% 

1994 – 1998 6.7% 9.7% 

Before 1994 22.2% 52.7% 

	
  

	
  

 

Age Growing Church Attendees Declining Church Attendees 

From 18 to 40 24.5% 10.9% 

From 41 to 60 37.6% 24.9% 

Over 60 34.8% 59.8% 
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Switching—All Mainline respondents

On the survey, several key questions focused on the religious switching 
of the respondents. All 2255 Mainline congregants in our sample—1173 
from growing Mainline churches and 1082 from declining—were asked 
to list churches they had regularly attended in the past that they had con-
sidered their “home congregation.” Past home congregations were iden-
tified by denomination and each unique denomination was coded. Below, 
tabulated responses are presented first in aggregate—representing all 
survey participants, growing and declining church attendees combined. 
Next, responses are divided and presented according to growing and de-
clining church congregants. Finally, the responses of new congregants 
of growing and declining churches (those having joined their current 
congregation in the last five years) are highlighted.

Based on the combined responses of those from growing and de-
clining churches, a majority of the Mainline congregants in our sample, 
57.7%, had never switched denominations. Another 16.2% of all con-
gregants reported switching from a church in a different Mainline de-
nomination. In total, 73.9% of the Mainline congregants in our study 
had always attended a church within the Mainline Protestant religious 
family. Conversely, 11.3% of all had, prior to their current Mainline 
church, exclusively attended churches within Conservative Protest-
ant denominations and 5.5% had exclusively attended Roman Catholic 
churches before they switched to their current Mainline church. Interest-
ingly, some respondents reported serial “denomination hopping” prior to 
taking root at their current Mainline church: 4.6% had, at various points 
in their lives, regularly attended a mix of other Mainline and Conserva-
tive Protestant denominations; about 1% had, at some point, regularly 
attended Conservative Protestant and Roman Catholic churches and an-
other 1% Catholic and other Mainline Protestant churches. Less than 
.5% had regularly attended Roman Catholic, Mainline and Conserva-
tive Protestant churches before settling at their current Mainline church. 
Finally, 1.9% of all respondents had attended non-Protestant and non-
Roman Catholic places of worship prior to attending their current Main-
line Protestant church. 

Switching—Growing church congregants versus declining church 
congregants

When broken into their respective groups, switching levels between 
growing and declining church congregants differed significantly with 
attendees of growing churches more likely to have previously attended 
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another church of a different denomination than congregants of declin-
ing churches (χ²= 87.352, p < 0.0001).

In fact, growing church attendees were as likely to have switched 
denominations as not. Of the 1173 growing church attendees, 45.3% had 
never switched denominations while 54.7% indicated they had been a 
regular congregant in a church of another denomination. Of the 1082 
declining church congregants, 64.9% had never switched denominations 
while 35.1% indicated they had been a regular congregant in a church 
of another denomination. Switchers within the growing and declining 
churches also differed greatly regarding where they had made their reli-
gious home prior to settling at their current Mainline congregation (χ²= 
147.658, p < 0.0001). Of the over half of growing church attendees who 
did switch, 17.1% had, prior to their current Mainline church, exclusive-
ly attended churches in other Mainline Protestant denominations. Thus, 
62.4% of growing church congregants had always attended churches 
within the Mainline religious family.  On the other hand, slightly more 
switchers into the growing churches—19.4%--had attended churches in 
Conservative Protestant denominations exclusively, while 5.9% had ex-
clusively attended Roman Catholic churches (see Table 3 for all categor-
ies). 

Of the 35.1% of declining church attendees who had switched, just 
under half of those—16%—had made the small step from another Main-
line denomination; thus, 80.9% of all declining church attendees were 
either those who had never switched (64.9%) or those who had moved 
from churches in other Mainline denominations (16%). Just 6.4% of all 
declining church attendees had come from an exclusively Conservative 
Protestant background and 5.4% from an exclusively Roman Catholic 
background (see Table 3 for all categories).
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Table 3 - Previous Affiliations of Religious Switchers in Growing and De-
clining Churches
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64.9% 
 

 
Other Mainline Protestant 
 

17.1% 
 
16% 

 
Conservative Protestant 
 

19.4% 
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Switching—New attendees of growing and declining Mainline churches

Of the 2225 Mainline congregants in our sample, 601 were new atten-
dees having joined their current church within the last five years (2009 
to 2013). Of the new attendees, 452 settled in to a growing church and 
149 into a declining congregation. Considered as a single group, 37.8% 
of the new congregants had never switched denominations while 62.2% 
indicated they had been a congregant in a church of another denomina-
tion. However, divided into their sub-groups, new attendees of growing 
and declining churches present significantly different switching histor-
ies. 

A chi square test verified the significant difference in the history be-
tween new attendees in growing and declining churches (χ²= 68.683, p 
< 0.0001). 

Almost 70% (68.1%) of new attendees in the growing Mainline con-
gregations had switched; that is, they had regularly attended a church of 
another denomination prior to attending their current Mainline church. 
Furthermore, self-reported accounts of their recent religious history 
showed about two thirds (63.9%) of them moved from active attendance 
at one church to active attendance at their current church without a lapse 
in between. Equally interestingly, 28.5%—a plurality of the growing 
church new attendees switching in—had, prior to their current Mainline 
church, attended churches in Conservative Protestant denominations ex-
clusively. Another 17.5% had, prior to their current Mainline church, 
exclusively attended churches in other Mainline Protestant denomina-
tions while 6.2% had exclusively attended Roman Catholic churches 
(see Table 4 for all categories). 

While only half—49.4%—of new attendees at our growing churches 
had always resided within the Mainline religious family, three-quarters 
(75.2%) of new attendees at declining churches had a consistent history 
within Mainline churches. Specifically, 55.7% reported having never 
switched denominations while 19.5% had, prior to their current Mainline 
church, attended a church within another Mainline denomination. Ten 
percent of all declining church new attendees had, prior to their current 
Mainline church, attended churches in Conservative Protestant denomin-
ations exclusively while 4% had exclusively attended Roman Catholic 
churches (see Table 4 for all categories). Though these attendees were 
new to their current church, catalogues of their recent religious history 
showed most had never experienced a break in their religious service 
attendance.

Hypothesis 1a proposed that in our sample of Mainline Protestant 
congregants, the majority will have never switched denominations; the 
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church they are currently attending will be of the same denomination of 
the church(es) of their past. That hypothesis was supported. However, 
the slightly larger number of switchers versus non-switchers among the 
growing church attendees and the significant propensity for new atten-
dees of growing churches to be switchers was an unexpected result in 
light of the overall, lower Mainline switching rates of previous Canadian 
studies. In the Discussion section of this paper we consider this phenom-
enon.

Hypothesis 1b proposed that in our sample of Mainline Protestant 
congregants, of those who, in the past, regularly attended a church of a 
different denomination than their current church, a plurality will indicate 
that their previous church was part of another Mainline Protestant de-
nomination not a Roman Catholic or Conservative Protestant denomina-
tion. That hypothesis was supported. However, among the growing 
church attendees generally and even more so among the new attendees 
of the growing churches, a plurality of those who switched had previ-
ously attended Conservative Protestant churches exclusively. Previous 
Canadian studies of switching have never identified this phenomenon. 
Thus, in the Discussion section of this paper we offer some possible 
explanations.
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Table 4 - Previous Affiliations of Switching New Attendees in Growing and 
Declining Churches

Hypothesis 1c held that in our sample of Mainline Protestant congre-
gants, of those who, in the past, regularly attended a church of a non-
Mainline Protestant denomination, most will indicate that their previous 
church was Roman Catholic and a near equal, though lesser, number will 
indicate that their previous church was Conservative Protestant. That hy-
pothesis was not supported; in fact, in all cases those who had switched 
from outside the Mainline Protestant religious family most often moved 
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from Conservative Protestant churches. Furthermore, only among the de-
clining church attendees were the levels of switching from Roman Cath-
olicism close to those from Conservative Protestantism. When responses 
of growing and declining church attendees were considered together, or 
the responses of growing church attendees (at large and those new) were 
considered separately, switchers from Conservative Protestantism were 
significantly higher than those from Roman Catholicism. We explore this 
matter in our Discussion section.

Discussion

Before reflecting on what we identify as the most significant aspects of 
our results, we must acknowledge the limitations of our study. Its most 
important limitation is the non-random sampling technique. As noted in 
the Method section, we needed to adopt a purposeful (Patton 1990: 169) 
rather than random sampling approach in order to gather an adequate 
pool of growing churches. Previous researchers studying similar phe-
nomena in the US also found this to be necessary (Wenger and Reese 
2006). Given its ability to yield information from uncommon phenomena 
we believe our critical case sampling approach is well suited to inves-
tigating potential differences between growing and declining churches. 
However, our data set as a whole does not—and is not meant to—mirror 
the larger population of Canadian Mainline Protestant churches, since 
growing churches are greatly overrepresented in our sample. At best our 
results can only provide logical generalizations not statistical generaliz-
ations (Patton 1990: 174). In terms of the logical generalizations we can 
provide, their validity finds some support in the fact that they are broadly 
consistent with what others have determined when studying growing and 
declining Mainline Protestant congregations in the US (e.g., Barna 2003; 
Finke and Stark 2005: 277-278; Finke and Stark 2001; McKinney and 
Finke 2002; Stark and Finke 2000; Wenger and Reese 2006; cf. Reese 
2008). 

Another limitation of this study is its restricted geographical reach. 
Having focused solely on Southern Ontario, our results may not be 
representative of other Canadian regions. However, as detailed in the 
Methodology of this paper, among sites of research, Southern Ontario is 
unparalleled in its ability to reflect the diversity one sees across Canada. 
Thus, more so than most other regions, the idea that “what one sees here, 
one is likely to see elsewhere in the country” applies.

Now, regarding our results, in the growing Mainline Protestant 
churches of our study, two-thirds of attendees were under age 60 and 
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one-third were over. In our sample’s declining churches, those percent-
ages were reversed. Interestingly, the average age of our growing church 
attendees is closer to what one finds among Canadian evangelical church 
attendees (VanGinkel 2003); conversely, the average age among our de-
clining church attendees is what others found to be typical for other Can-
adian Mainline Protestant congregations (Armstrong 2011). It is likely 
that the significant year-over-year influx of new congregants to growing 
churches—41.5% saying they joined in the last five years—is respon-
sible for this overall lower mean age. The more new attendees a church 
takes in overall, the more likely it is to take in younger congregants. 

Regarding specific switching trajectories, if our study had only 
examined the switching patterns of attendees of declining Mainline Prot-
estant churches, our results would have closely aligned with past trends 
identified by Bibby (2004; 2003; 2002; 1993). For example, his research 
on religious switching suggests the majority of Mainline Protestant con-
gregants in Canada have never switched denominations. Of the min-
ority of Mainline congregants who do switch into their current church 
from elsewhere, most will have previously attended churches within 
other Mainline Protestant denominations. In fact, Bibby’s (2004; 2003; 
2002) national statistics on switching from the beginning of this century 
show 90% of congregants worshipping in Canada’s Mainline Protestant 
churches have always attended churches within the Mainline Protest-
ant religious family. Similarly, our results show a majority (65%) of our 
declining Mainline Protestant church congregants have never switched 
and those who did primarily transferred from exclusive attendance at 
other Mainline Protestant denominations (16%); thus, about 81% of our 
declining church congregants had always attended churches within the 
Mainline Protestant religious family. More recent studies out of the US 
(Newport 2006; Pew Research Center 2015; cf. Hadaway and Marler 
1993) have determined that switching levels among Protestants have 
increased gradually over the last decade; therefore, the 9% increase be-
tween Bibby’s (2004; 2003; 2002) data on switching among Mainliners-
-from more than a decade ago--and ours is not unexpected or unusual. 

When one looks only at the new attendees of the declining churches 
(those having joined in the last five years), a close affinity to Bibby’s 
(2004; 2003; 2002) data can still be seen, although with some slight, 
and anticipated, differences. Once more we see that a majority (55.7%) 
had never switched and those who did came primarily from exclusive 
attendance at other Mainline Protestant denominations (19.5%); in total, 
about 75% had always attended churches within the Mainline Protestant 
religious family. While a majority had never switched, the propensity 
to switch is about 10% greater among the new congregants than among 
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declining church attendees generally. Again, observations of increased 
switching levels over the last few decades have been recorded in the US 
and this suggests the same phenomenon here in Canada.  

Why Bibby’s (2004; 2003; 2002) results for Mainline Protestant 
switching nationally so closely match the results generated by the con-
gregants of declining Mainline Protestant churches in this current study 
can likely be explained in terms of the Mainline Protestant respondents 
populating Bibby’s (2004; 2003; 2002) national sample. First, it must be 
stressed, that the significant presence of congregants of growing Main-
line churches in our study sets it apart from what one would typically 
encounter nationally. Growing Mainline churches are a rare exception; 
the vast majority of Mainline Protestant churches in North America are 
declining. It is therefore correct to say the “typical” Mainline Protestant 
church is a declining one. Our own experience conducting this study 
is instructive: within a 300km radius comprising the most populated 
portion of Canada, we were only able to compile a critical case sample 
of nine growing Mainline congregations (cf. Wenger and Reese 2006). 
Given how rare it is to come across a growing Mainline congregation in 
Canada (even when one is expressly looking), we might surmise that in 
his national research on switching, Bibby’s (2004; 2003; 2002) sample 
of Mainline Protestant respondents came primarily (if not exclusively) 
from declining churches. Thus, it is not surprising that the switching 
histories of our declining church respondents and Bibby’s respondents 
align so closely. 

What is surprising is the extent to which the switching patterns of our 
study’s growing Mainline Protestant church attendees do not align with 
previous Canadian outcomes and expectations. Past findings suggest that 
some interdenominational switching can be expected between Canada’s 
four largest Mainline Protestant denominations but typically “switching 
is the exception not the norm among Mainliners” (Bibby 2002: 41). And 
yet, more than half (55%) of our study’s growing church congregants 
report that they have switched either interdenominationally or across re-
ligious families. That number rises to almost 70% (68.1%) when exam-
ining new members of growing churches. All this is to say, switching for 
these particular congregants appears to be “the norm.” 

And while past research has suggested it would not be unlikely to find 
moderate levels of interdenominational switching among Mainliners as 
“people who are United, Anglican, Lutheran, and Presbyterian appear to 
have something of a free trade agreement” (Bibby 2004: 75), it has been 
uncompromisingly argued that switching out of one’s broader religious 
family, “at least in percentage terms… is relatively rare” (Bibby 2003: 7; 
cf., 2004: 75). But switching outside of religious family was not rare for 
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the attendees of our growing Mainline Protestant churches. Surprisingly, 
close to 40% (37.6) of those attendees transferred in from outside the 
Mainline Protestant religious family, a number almost four times greater 
than what past research found for Mainline Protestants in general. Re-
vealing a potential upward trend, half (50.6%) of the new attendees in 
those churches reaffiliated from non-Mainline Protestant churches. In 
our sample of growing church congregants, perhaps most surprising of 
all was the ratio of switchers from other Mainline Protestant churches 
(N = 17.1%) versus those from Conservative Protestant churches (N = 
19.4%). While the difference is only slight when all growing congre-
gants—old and new—are considered, when the focus is narrowed to 
just new attendees the difference is great. Almost twice as many new 
attendees of growing churches reaffiliated from Conservative Protest-
ant churches than from other Mainline Protestant churches (17.5% vs. 
28.5%).

To be sure, the switching patterns of the growing Mainline Protest-
ant church attendees in our study do not align with what past research 
has determined typically occurs in Mainline congregations. Instead, as 
keen observers may have already noticed, their switching patterns more 
closely approximate what previous studies have found in Canadian Con-
servative Protestant churches. Bibby (2004; 2003; Bibby and Brinker-
hoff 1994) has shown that Conservative Protestants are more apt to make 
both little and big switches. In his national survey data, he found that 
attendees of Canadian Conservative Protestant churches switch between 
religious families at rates three times higher than those in Mainline Prot-
estant churches (2004; 2003; cf. Bibby and Brinkerhoff 1994); more-
over, his Calgary survey data showed that about 70% of congregants of 
Conservative Protestant churches report inter-denominational switching 
(Bibby 2003). 

If the switching patterns of our growing Mainline Protestant church 
congregants are similar to the switching patterns found in Canadian Con-
servative Protestant churches, it is likely because the growing Mainline 
Protestant churches that they attend resemble Conservative Protestant 
congregations. As noted in the Methodology section of this paper, the 
church attendees in this current study—as part of a larger research in-
itiative—were also surveyed regarding their religious beliefs and practi-
ces (the analysis of which forms the content of another paper) (Haskell, 
Flatt, Burgoyne 2016). In that first examination we found congregants 
and clergy of growing churches possessed greater levels of theologic-
al conservatism than declining church congregants and clergy in the 
sample (Haskell, Flatt, Burgoyne 2016). Pastor survey responses also 
showed that programmatically these growing churches offered more for 
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youth and more often used contemporary worship styles, such as the use 
of guitars and drums. Similarly, as mentioned in the Literature Review, 
American studies of growing Mainline Protestant congregations have 
also identified theological conservatism as one of their key traits (Barna 
2003; Finke and Stark 2005: 277-278; Finke and Stark 2001; McKin-
ney and Finke 2002; Stark and Finke 2000; Wenger and Reese 2006; 
cf. Reese 2008). More generally, research from the US has found links 
between the use of drums and guitars during worship and congregational 
growth (Hadaway 2011). 

Knowing that the growing Mainline Protestant churches of our 
sample closely resemble Conservative Protestant churches compels us 
to reinterpret whether our results disprove Bibby’s (2003: 7) claim that 
in Canada switching between religious families “at least in percentage 
terms… is relatively rare” (cf. 2004; Bibby and Brinkerhoff 1994; Dem-
erath and Yang 1998; Hadaway and Marler 1993; Marler and Hadaway 
1993). On the surface, our finding that almost twice as many new con-
gregants reaffiliated from Conservative Protestant churches (28.5%) 
than from churches in other Mainline denominations (17.5%) seems to 
suggest a new trend: a significant increase in switching between reli-
gious families. But this is not so. In reality, these new attendees—and, 
for that matter, the other growing church attendees with past histories in 
Conservative Protestant churches—were making the less drastic step of 
transferring from one conservative theological community to another. 
The growing churches in our sample appear able to straddle the “reli-
gious family border” and keep a foot in both Mainline and Conservative 
Protestant camps. This, in all likelihood, contributes to their appeal and 
growth—an idea we pursue more fully in later paragraphs. 

 Our finding that erstwhile Conservative Protestants are switching 
into theologically conservative Mainline congregations, reaffirms but 
also adds a particular nuance to the assertion of Bibby (2004) and others 
(e.g., Bibby and Brinkerhoff 1994; Demerath and Yang 1998; Hadaway 
and Marler 1993; Marler and Hadaway 1993) that those who switch out 
of one church tend to switch into another in the same religious family. 
Regarding nuance, our finding shows that the traditional or standard 
ways of defining “religious family” according to denominational monik-
ers should be broadened to include the theological character at the level 
of a congregation. Family resemblance can extend beyond family name; 
Sherkat’s (2014) recent claim that “there is no uniform Mainline Protest-
antism” is evidenced here (175).

While we propose that the similarities our growing Mainline con-
gregations share with Conservative Protestant congregations makes 
them appealing to those transferring from other Conservative Protestant 
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churches, we now also explore the opposite dynamic. That is, it could 
be the growing Mainline churches in our sample are appealing to Con-
servative Protestant switchers because they are somehow different from 
their previous congregations. Clearly, those attendees of our growing 
churches with previous histories in Conservative Protestant congrega-
tions could have switched from their last Conservative Protestant con-
gregation to another Conservative Protestant congregation but they did 
not. With full cognizance, they chose to switch to a Mainline Protestant 
church. Why? We offer several explanations. 

It could be, for many, their decision to switch from a Conservative 
to Mainline Protestant congregation was to some degree practical, not 
theological. Perhaps their new Mainline church was geographically 
more convenient, or the preaching or music was slightly more engaging, 
or the people seemed friendlier, or a mix of these. Recent studies have 
shown that among active churchgoers brand loyalty—that is, lifelong 
allegiance to a single “named” denomination—is weakening. Since the 
1970s in the US there has been a 400% increase in Protestants claim-
ing “non-denominational” as their religious affiliation (Stetzer 2015). In 
Canada, Protestants identifying generically as “simply Christian” have 
also been on the rise (Clarke and Macdonald 2007). It stands to reason, 
when denominational allegiance is de-emphasized other more individ-
ualistic, practical motives for church selection can take precedence. “As 
long as my internal needs are being met,” so the thought process goes, 
“the name on the external signage matters little.” That being said, we feel 
it must be emphasized that the appeal of practical factors only extends 
so far. Had these growing Mainline churches not embodied a conserva-
tive theological ethos it is unlikely closer geographical proximity, lively 
music, or other such elements would have drawn and kept their conserv-
ative-leaning attendees.  

Of course, those in our sample who switched from a Conservative 
Protestant congregation may have done so in reaction to something they 
came to view as unpleasant about their former faith tradition. External 
pressures or internal pressures could be at play.

At the beginning of the 20th century in his book The Social Sources of 
Denominationalism, H. Richard Niebuhr (1929) introduced the idea that 
congregants of churches in greater tension with the rest of society (like 
Conservative Protestants) eventually seek out more socially acceptable 
congregations as they attain higher status. While this highly evolution-
ary view has been considerably modified since its publication (cf. Martin 
1962), its tenet that individuals, over time, tend to desire a faith that is 
less at odds with the dominant culture around them still has strong schol-
arly support (Stark and Finke 2000: 204-205). Stark and Finke (2000) 
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clarify the motivation for such a shift to lower social tension stating ad-
herents of “strict faiths”—those that promote more conservative beliefs 
and values—pay a greater social price because the rules of their reli-
gion “hinde[r] their association with others of their class” (204). Among 
Christian faith groups in Canada, Conservative Protestants are the most 
likely to suffer from social stigma. Almost one third of Canadians state 
they would feel uneasy around a Conservative Protestant (Bibby, cited 
in George 2006); this number doubles to about two thirds when those 
Canadians polled are religious “nones” (Angus Reid Institute 2015). 
Other research shows political, media, and academic elites in Canada 
who are not evangelicals themselves tend to feel disdain for this faith 
group (Haskell 2009; Yancey, Reimer and O’Connell 2015). Given that 
a significant portion of the population, including cultural leaders, view 
Conservative Protestants and their beliefs as objectionable, it seems like-
ly that at least some of those saddled with the Conservative Protestant 
label—because of the church they attend—might succumb to external 
pressures and seek out another congregational home. Switching from a 
Conservative to a Mainline Protestant church allows them to abandon 
a personal religious label that others in the population view negatively. 
Undeniably, the growing Mainline churches in our sample offer a par-
ticularly good bargain for the would-be Conservative Protestant longing 
to switch. More so than typical Mainline churches, our growing churches 
allow Conservative Protestants switchers to conserve the religious cap-
ital they acquired over a lifetime (Stark and Finke 2000: 121). Put most 
simply, they provide a unique opportunity for those more interested in 
switching religious labels than switching core religious convictions. 

If fear of social stigma is not the root of our Conservative to Mainline 
Protestant switches, internal personal conflict may be the answer. In the 
US, it is reported that some practicing Christians, especially Conserva-
tive Protestants of young-adult age and lower, feel conflicted between 
certain ideologies doggedly promoted by their faith community and 
those promoted by society-at-large (and held by them personally). This 
internal conflict causes them to leave their home congregation but not 
necessarily their religious faith (Kinnaman 2011; cf. Smith and Snell 
2009). Kinnaman’s (2011) US study identified the major points of dis-
connection. Among other elements, those who were personally conflict-
ed felt leaders and other members of their faith community promoted a 
Christian faith that was anti-science, repressive sexually, too exclusive, 
and unwelcoming of doubt. Thiessen’s (2015) study of religious com-
mitment and practice in Canada similarly concluded that elements such 
as these are among the reasons those raised in a particular Christian de-
nomination might chose to leave it. 



518  © Canadian Journal of Sociology/Cahiers canadiens de sociologie 41(4) 2016

These findings are instructive. While we did not find direct evidence 
of this phenomenon, we can imagine people raised in a Conservative 
Protestant church who largely accept the traditional doctrines of Chris-
tianity but feel uncomfortable with their home church’s emphasis on 
specific theological matters that they personally deem peripheral, or 
worse, objectionable to their faith. For such people a Mainline Protest-
ant church with a conservative theological character—like the growing 
churches in our sample—presents a perfect compromise and, for them, 
the appeal would be great. Reflecting Mainline history and sensibilities, 
such a church is less likely to do battle at the intersection of social values 
and religious belief (at least not from the pulpit). However, true to its 
conservative theological nature it insists on reinforcing the core Biblical 
claims surrounding God and Jesus.	

In his theoretically musings on church growth and decline Stark 
(e.g., 1996; Finke and Stark 2005; Stark and Finke 2000) advances the 
proposition that religious groups are “likely to succeed to the extent that 
they maintain a medium level of tension with their surrounding environ-
ment—are strict but not too strict” (1996: 137). “Too strict,” as Stark 
(1996; Stark and Finke 2000; Finke and Stark 2005) envisions it, is a 
moving target that changes as cultural norms change. Beliefs and val-
ues that were “just strict enough” in the recent past, could be deemed 
“too strict” today. Reflecting on the dual nature of the growing Main-
line churches in our sample and their ability to incorporate elements 
of both Mainline and Conservative Protestantism, it would seem they 
have found the “sweet spot” and are an example of what Stark (1996) 
means when he employs the somewhat vague descriptor “strict but not 
too strict” (137). And while his specific proposition seems to apply here, 
it is beyond the scope of this discussion to fully evaluate the extent to 
which our findings support Stark’s “strict church thesis” more generally. 

Having addressed the potential reasons why the growing Mainline 
Protestant churches in our sample held strong appeal to switchers from 
Conservative Protestant congregations, we turn our attention to whether 
the switching patterns identified in our study might lend support to one 
of Bibby’s (2011) most recent theoretical claims and we conclude with a 
word or two about church growth in general. 

In the last few years Bibby (2011) has argued that Canada is experien-
cing a polarization when it comes to religious belief. Increasingly, Can-
adians are gravitating to opposite ends of a religious spectrum marked by 
greater religious belief and practice on one end and no religious belief or 
practice on the other—the “mushy middle,” marked by casual religious 
devotion, is being vacated (Bibby 2011). According to Bibby’s (2011) 
model, Canadians choosing religion gravitate to churches and other reli-
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gious bodies that position themselves away from the middle and closer 
to the religiously rigorous end of the spectrum. In a certain respect, our 
growing Mainline churches affirm Bibby’s (2011) claim, given that they 
draw a significant and diverse mix of switchers from other Mainline and 
Conservative Protestant congregations. It seems that their overall posi-
tioning toward the conservative end of the religious spectrum, and not 
their denominational affiliation, contributes most to their attractiveness 
and numerical success.

However, in another respect our growing Mainline churches fail to 
support Bibby’s (2011) polarization thesis, if by polarization he means 
that both ends of the spectrum—the devoutly religious end and the ir-
religious end—are experiencing dynamic growth at the expense of the 
“mushy middle.” Nothing in our data suggests our growing churches are 
flush with new attendees switching in from previous lives of low or little 
religious activity. In fact, our data indicate the opposite, most are com-
ing from active participation at other churches. Like our findings, past 
research confirms it is not “tepid” religious adherents—those with weak 
ties to their current church—who are most likely to switch; instead, it is 
the religiously active who are most prone (Hadaway and Marler 1993; 
Newport 2006). Elsewhere, Bibby (2002: 41) himself agrees that it tends 
to be the ranks of the most devout who are prone to switch. In fact, find-
ings from his sample of switchers from Calgary Conservative Protest-
ant churches led him to conclude that the religiously lax or indifferent 
seldom switch from the outside into a denominational home. He states: 

“for all the rhetoric about evangelism, outreach, and seeker-sensitive min-
istries, Canadians who are not actively involved in churches are seldom 
recruited…” (Bibby 2002: 41).

Interestingly, while Bibby’s (2011) newer, polarization thesis fails to 
find unequivocal support here, his earliest and best known theory, “the 
circulation of the saints” is strongly confirmed (Bibby 2003; Bibby 
and Brinkerhoff 1993; 1983; 1973). The theory states that conservative 
Christian churches grow primarily through retention of their current 
members and through transferring in of religiously active members from 
other “competing” conservative churches; to a much lesser extent con-
version of the irreligious or defection from liberal churches aids growth 
(Bibby 2003; Bibby and Brinkerhoff 1993; 1983; 1973). This “circula-
tion of the saints” thesis aptly describes the growing Mainline churches 
in our study, insofar as they are growing primarily because of transfers 
from churches that are similar to them denominationally, theologically, 
or both.
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Building on Bibby’s (Bibby 2003; Bibby and Brinkerhoff 1993; 
1983; 1973) explanation of growth in conservative Churches, in their 
recent work, Reimer and Wilkinson (2015) add some theoretical heft to 
the discussion of conservative church vitality. We conclude by giving 
them the last word. At the core of their theory is the idea that the num-
erical success of conservative Christian congregations is linked to their 
emphasis on “external locus of authority” (Reimer and Wilkinson, 2015: 
62). When a congregation’s source of authority is externalized, not sub-
jective and individual, a distinct cultural identity manifests and greater 
unity of purpose is achieved. In the case of Conservative Protestants (and 
those resembling them), their collective identity and unity of purpose—
shaped as it is by immutable Biblical mandate—leads them to focus on 
formative religious experiences and faith development of youth, both 
of which are correlated to religious retention and, by extension, growth 
(2015: 55-62). Again, Reimer and Wilkinson’s (2015) theory helps us to 
further comprehend the unique traits of the growing Mainline churches 
in our study.
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