Is it Time for your Congregation to Rethink its Business Model?
This sentence in a recent issue of Trusteeship Magazine snapped back my mind.
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"Colleges and universities are thinking strategically about their business models.
Reductions in state and federal appropriations, endowment volatility, fundraising
uncertainties, and limits on tuition increases are creating persistent shortfalls in
operating budgets."1
Faith-based organizations and religious congregations are experiencing similar pain.
Sadly, too few appear to be thinking strategically as to how they will respond to the
challenges. I hear too many well-intentioned clergy say with wringing hands: "Oh, I just
pray that God will provide!" Providence is a slippery slope albeit with a rich religious
history. Providence, however, is best viewed thru the rear-view mirror of life and should
never serve as an excuse for good planning.
Why may this be the time for congregations and faith-based institutions to rethink their
business and fundraising models?
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The majority of American congregations are failing to keep pace with inflation.
Over the last forty years (1971-2011) giving to religion has been the slowest
growing subsector of charitable giving. The average annual rate of inflation has
been 4.4 percent with religious giving increasing on average 1.4 percent.2
There is a decided change in giving patterns. Church envelopes have long been the
preferred way of giving but this practice is fading fast. Automatic banking, credit
cards, church giving kiosks, and numerous forms of online giving challenge
congregations to rethink their fundraising practices. In addition, amidst the current
economic climate, many faithful members now do their giving via the performance
of "in kind" services. Volunteerism is up!
There is a cultural shift occurring; from systematized pledging to impulsive
giving. Traditionally many congregations based their annual budget on the pledge
promises of their members. How does a church budget for the many givers who do
not pledge? Younger people are generous but often "impulsive givers" who rely on
their hearts and the need of the moment to trigger their giving.

The need to change business models is not new for congregations. An insightful study of
the First Reformed Church of Albany, New York chronicles the ways in which one
congregation's business model had to be rethought and restructured amidst the economic

currents of the 19th century. They dabbled in real estate development and rental property,
they raised pew rents, restructured their benevolent giving and created a new board of
managers (trustees) before moving to solicited donations.3 So, I ask: Is it time for your
congregation or organization to rethink its business plan?
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Join the discussion

Bill Enright, Director and Aimée Laramore, Associate Director will be teaching four
sessions at the ALDE conference. Come join the Lake Institute staff and other religious
and development professionals to;





discover new strategies for succeeding in your career and your life,
develop new skills to move yourself and your organization forward,
revitalize your spirit and your enthusiasm,
and c onnect with a community of eager professionals like yourself.

Register or learn more about the 2013 ALDE International Educational Conference
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