
Church Sizes and Styles: One Model for Congregational Size* 
 
Family Church  Under 50 people attending on Sunday 
Community, ministry and survival happens through a few key families, who provide 
stability and continuity through the generations. The clergy often serve as chaplain to 
the families who provide the structure and leadership. 
 
Pastoral Church Between 50 and 150 people attending on Sunday 
All ministries work through the pastor, who serves as a guide and information hub in 
the middle of a many-spoked wheel. Community can be experienced as a whole 
group, through one or two liturgies, an education time between services, and potlucks 
and other events. 
 

Transitional Church Between 150 and 250 people attending on Sunday 
Ministries are enacted in ways both found in the pastoral orientation (hub & 
spoke) as well as the program orientation (with lay leadership taking more 
responsibility). Because of this already/not yet orientation a community in this 
position can feel like a “stretched cell.” There are often conflicting expectations 
of the clergy as the size and orientation of the congregation can no longer 
support the hub & spoke model but is not yet easily able to become more 
autonomous. 

 
Program Church Between 150 and 350 people attending on Sunday 
Ministries and community happen more through programs, individual ministries, and 
other sub-groups. The clergy role is as an overseer of lay leaders who take more 
responsibility, and some groups become more autonomous. 
 
Corporate Church 350 and upwards attending on Sunday   
Ministries become more like departments, with committed and trained lay leaders or 
paid staff at the head of each. Governing boards/committees meet regularly to ensure 
continuity, publicity, planning, budgeting, smooth transitions in leadership, and 
program quality and diversity. Community is experienced in small groups, and large 
gatherings or events are necessary from time to time in order for the whole parish to 
experience itself as one large community.  
 

                                                             
* This model was originally developed by Arlin Rothauge in Sizing up a Congregation for New Member Ministry (Alban 
Institute, 1986). Handout synthesized by the Rev. Brian Taylor, with additions on transitional size from Alice Mann’s 
Raising the Roof (Alban, 2001). 
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M
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V
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U
sual Size (A

SA
)*

Less than 50
40–100

75–200
150–400

M
ore than 350

R
esources/

Staff

Lim
ited resources. N

o 
full-tim

e staff. Program
 

lim
ited to essentials; clergy 

part-tim
e or shared.

U
sually no full-tim

e 
staff. M

ay cooperate w
ith 

other congregations to 
provide program

.

E
conom

ically self-sufficient; 
full-tim

e pastor.
V

aried program
s; full-tim

e 
pastor plus at least part-tim

e 
additional program

 staff.

C
om

prehensive program
; 

specialized professional staff.

In
teraction

Pattern

A
 tight-knit group w

ho know
 

and interact w
ith one another 

regularly. O
ne or tw

o extended 
fam

ilies m
ay dom

inate.

A
 hom

ogeneous group w
ho 

all know
 at least about each 

other. A
 m

ajority interact 
regularly and have current 
inform

ation about one 
another. A

 core of leading 
m

em
bers/fam

ilies dom
inates.

Several sub-groups around 
a single center. Pastor and 
a few

 others have current 
inform

ation about all 
m

em
bers. A

 nucleus (w
hich 

m
ay be a m

ajority) interact 
w

ith one another regularly; 
the rest interact prim

arily 
w

ithin sub-groups.

D
iverse association of 

individuals and groups. Pastor 
has current inform

ation about 
alm

ost all m
em

bers. A
 nucleus 

interact w
ith one another 

regularly; a m
ajority interact 

prim
arily w

ithin sub-groups.

C
om

plex association of m
any 

groups. N
o one m

em
ber or 

pastor has current inform
ation 

about all m
em

bers. R
egular 

interactions are confined 
largely to sub-groups, even 
during large gatherings 
like w

orship services.

O
rgan

ization
al 

R
oles

A
 few

 persons set tone and 
direction. O

ften they hold the 
sam

e responsibilities for m
any 

years. R
oles of clergy prescribed 

by local traditions; typically 
lim

ited m
ainly to preacher-

pastoral role and m
inim

um
 

governance roles required 
by denom

inational polity.

Persons w
ithin the nucleus 

exercise overall control. Even 
w

hen form
al leadership 

posts rotate, those w
ith real 

influence rem
ain guiding 

forces. T
he sam

e persons 
often carry the sam

e program
 

responsibilities year after year. 
C

lergy usually view
ed prim

arily 
in a preacher-pastoral role.

E
lected board m

em
bers 

determ
ine policy and program

, 
not w

ithout the influence of 
a few

 respected leaders. Lay 
persons usually carry m

ajor 
responsibility for m

aintenance 
and finance, and share 
responsibility for program

 w
ith 

pastors in other areas. Pastor 
usually expected to provide 
direct guidance in all areas.

E
lected board m

em
bers set 

policy and delegate program
 

responsibility to defined 
sub-groups. Lay persons share 
responsibility for program

 w
ith 

pastor and other paid staff. 
Individual responsibilities are 
clearly defined. Pastor and 
other em

ployed staff offer 
suggestions and guidance 
in their areas of expertise.

B
oards set policy and direction. 

A
dm

inistrative, m
aintenance, 

and program
 functions are 

assigned to sub-groups and 
usually coordinated by staff. 
Staff play key program

 roles, 
sharing responsibility w

ith 
trained lay m

em
bers. Pastors 

and other staff are expected to 
offer expertise and guidance 
w

ithin areas assigned to them
.

C
om

m
un

ication 

System

Inform
al direct 

com
m

unications am
ong 

m
em

bers (w
ord of 

m
outh, phone, online)

Inform
al, supplem

ented 
by som

e form
al m

eans 
(bulletin, e-new

sletter, 
planned announcem

ents 
during w

orship, etc.)

D
irect one-to-one or  

few
-to-few

 com
m

unications 
w

ithin core group and 
sub-groups; form

al m
eans 

to reach the w
ider w

hole.

G
enerally by form

al m
edia; 

direct com
m

unications w
ithin 

sub-groups and core group.

G
enerally by form

al m
eans; 

direct com
m

unications 
w

ithin staff and sub-groups.

P
lan

n
in

g

Style

Spontaneous and inform
al; 

carried on w
ithin nucleus 

and based on data available 
to m

em
bers’ experience.

U
sually spontaneous 

and inform
al; carried 

on by nucleus and based 
m

ostly on data available to 
m

em
bers’ experience.

U
sually m

ore form
al; 

carried on by board and 
pastor, som

etim
es w

ith 
sub-groups. B

ased on data 
available to the group and 
occasionally on research.

Form
al; carried on by board 

and as assigned by sub-
groups. Pastor and other 
staff participate. D

ata often 
gathered by research.

Form
al; carried on by 

sub-groups coordinated 
by board, occasionally 
aided by consultants. D

ata 
usually gathered through a 
form

al research process. 

* A
SA

 =
 A

verage Sunday A
ttendance 


