
The 2011 National Church Life Survey (NCLS) took 
place from September to November 2011.

The NCLS provides an evidence base to help 
churches identify strengths, find signs of hope and 
connect with the wider community.

Fast facts about the 2011 NCLS
•	 A	nation-wide	venture

•	 23	denominations	plus	independent	churches

•	 Over	4500	local	churches	&	260,000+	individuals

•	 The	largest	Australian	survey	after	the	Australian	
Bureau	of	Statistics	National	Census

•	 Twenty	years	old:	first	took	place	in	1991,		
happens	every	five	years	at	the	same	time	as	the	
National	Census

•	 Eight	languages:	English,	Chinese,	Vietnamese,	
Korean,	Tongan,	Italian,	Arabic	&	Dinka	(Sudanese)

What was in the survey? 
The	NCLS	included	questions	for	church	attenders	and	leaders	
about	three	areas	that	contribute	to	the	vitality	of	church	life,	
each	area	consisting	of	three	“core	qualities”:

1. Inner life of the church:	
faith,	worship,	belonging.

2. Inspirational qualities:	
vision,	leadership,	
innovation.

3. Outwards looking life:	
service,	faith	sharing,	
inclusion.  
Plus three attendance 
measures

Survey reSuLtS ComiNg
Local churches to receive results soon
From	April	onward,	around	4500	participating	local	churches	
will	receive	a	Church	Life	Pack	containing	their	results	on	the	
2011	NCLS	together	with	supporting	resources.	The	Pack	will	
help	churches	to	identify	their	strengths,	build	an	owned	
vision,	plan	for	the	future	and	grow	the	life	of	their	church.

April 2012

The Church 
Life Profile will 
help churches 
identify and 
build on their 
strengths.

the Church Life Pack includes:

•	 Church Life Profile:	The	Profile	contains	the	unique	
results	for	the	church.	The	results	focus	on	three	areas	that	
contribute	to	the	vitality	of	church	life,	each	area	consisting	
of	three	“core	qualities”:

•	 Church Life Profile Workbook:	The	workbook	is	designed	
to	help	churches	to	work	through	the	results	contained	in	
their	Church	Life	Profile,	and	suggests	planning	processes	
for	moving	forward.

•	 Church Consultants Directory:	This	is	a	directory	of	people	
who	are	available	to	help	churches	to	engage	their	results.

•	 Enriching Church Life:	Churches	will	also	receive	a	newly	
revised	edition	of	the	NCLS	Research	book	“Enriching	Church	
Life”.	This	book	provides	further	detail	on	church	vitality,	
based	on	20	years	of	research	into	what	fosters	the	health	
and	flourishing	of	churches.

Church Life

Profile

Community Church, Churchville

Denomination: Sample Denomination

213 adult attender forms.

23 child attender forms.

NCLS Code: ZZ100007

124 Church Street, Churchville NSW

Community Church, Churchville
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reSeArCherS iNvited  
to CoLLAborAte
NCLS research is a 
custodian of rich and 
extensive datasets,  
and we want to see these 
put to maximum use for 
the sake of god’s mission 
in the world. 

We invite academics, 
students and researchers 
who are interested in a 
collaboration to contact us 
at info@ncls.org.au.

NeW reSeArCh AreAS
As	well	as	providing	results	on	church	vitality	to	local	churches	
and	to	denominational	leaders,	NCLS	Research	uses	the	National	
Church	Life	Survey	to	pursue	a	range	of	other	related	research	
directions	that	are	important	for	Australian	churches	in	our	
changing	context.	Examples	of	research	areas	include:

•	 Overview of Church Life in Australia: Who	goes	to	church	
and	where	do	they	go?

•	 Church Vitality:	What	is	the	health	and	vitality	of	each	local	
church	as	well	as	each	denomination?

•	 Worship:	What	are	the	characteristics	and	patterns	of	
worship	services	in	Australia	today?

•	 Church governance:	What	governance	structures	are	in	
place	and	how	do	leaders	evaluate	them?

•	 Individual spirituality:	What	are	the	religious	beliefs,	
practices	and	experiences	of	Australian	Christians?

•	 Sustainable leadership:	What	factors	can	help	church	
leaders	to	thrive	and	to	avoid	burnout?

•	 Faith and work:	How	are	faith	and	work	integrated	and	what	
support	is	being	provided	by	churches?

•	 Interfaith relations:	What	are	attenders’	views	of	other	
religions?	How	are	churches	relating	with	groups	from	other	
religions?

•	 Community wellbeing:	How	do	churches	contribute	to	the	
flourishing	of	their	broader	communities?

•	 Environment:	What	environmental	activities	are	underway	
in	churches?	What	are	attenders’	views	about	contemporary	
environmental	issues?

Who goeS to ChurCh?
What will we learn from the 2011 NCLS?
Over	20	years,	NCLS	Research	has	been	tracking	who	goes	to	
church,	and	just	as	importantly,	who	doesn’t.	

In	1971	the	average	Australian	was	27	years	old.	By	2010	the	
average	age	had	increased	to	37.	In	contrast,	the	average	
age	of	church	attenders	in	2006	was	53	years.	From	1996	to	
2006,	the	proportion	of	people	in	churches	aged	60	and	over	
increased	from	34%	to	42%.

Will we continue to see ageing in the churches,  
and what will be the pattern across denominations?

Church	attenders	are	highly	educated	and	becoming	even	
more	so.	In	2006,	the	proportion	of	people	aged	15	and	over	
who	had	a	university	degree	was	27%,	up	from	23%	in	2001.	
In	contrast,	in	the	Australian	population,	the	proportion	of	
people	over	20	years	old	with	a	university	degree	was	10%.	
When	the	age	profile	of	churches	is	taken	into	account,	the	
differences	between	the	church	and	broader	population	
appear	even	more	marked.	Younger	people	are	more	highly	
educated	than	older	people,	and	yet	younger	people	are	
under-represented	in	churches.	On	the	whole,	churches	are	
not	connecting	well	with	people	with	less	formal	education.

Will the trend towards increasing levels of education in 
Australian churches continue, even against the trend of 
ageing membership?

These	are	just	two	examples	of	what	the	2011	NCLS	will	reveal	
about	who	goes	to	church	in	Australia.	We	will	also	learn	about	
church	attenders’	attitudes	to	many	social	issues.

Figure 1: Age Profile of Adult Church Attenders and All Australia (2006)

Source: 2006 NCLS Attenders Surveys and 2006 National Census, ABS
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ProFiLiNg ASPeCtS oF  
ChurCh vitALity
how is church life changing?
Churches are nurturing faith
A	growing,	lively	faith	is	at	the	heart	of	church	vitality.	A	primary	
purpose	of	churches	is	to	teach	people	about	God,	helping	
them	to	worship	God	by	living	out	their	faith	in	all	aspects	of	
their	lives.	Our	research	has	shown	that	local	churches	where	
there	are	higher	proportions	of	people	who	feel	that	they	are	
growing	in	faith	also	tend	to	be	churches	with	both	higher	levels	
of	growth	in	attendance	and	higher	levels	of	newcomers.

When	asked	whether	they	believed	they	had	grown	in	
faith	over	the	previous	year,	86%	of	church	attenders	in	
2006	reported	experiencing	at	least	some	growth.	More	
attenders	identified	their	local	church	as	the	primary	source	
of	this	growth,	compared	to	ten	years	earlier.	Will	we	see	a	
continuation	of	this	trend	over	the	last	five	years?

Practical and diverse service is a feature of churches
The	2006	NCLS	showed	that	Australian	
churches	are	increasingly	involved	
in	providing	community	service	
activities.	Such	ministry	is	undertaken	
as	a	faithful	response	to	God’s	call	to	
love	and	serve	our	neighbours,	and	
may	not	and	need	not	result	in	growth	
in	attendance	at	worship	services.		
The	vast	majority	of	all	churches	(92%)	
provided	community	service	activities	
of	some	form	in	2006,	up	from	81%	in	
1996.	Some	78%	of	churches	reported	
that	these	activities	occurred	monthly	
or	more	often,	and	14%	reported	that	
they	were	provided	occasionally.		
This	is	an	extraordinary	gift	to	the	well-
being	of	Australian	society,	creating	
opportunities	for	community	and	care.

Churches are more open to innovation
In	the	2001	and	2006	NCLS,	all	participating	attenders		
were	asked	to	agree	or	disagree	with	the	following		
statement:	‘This	congregation/parish	is	always	ready	to		
try	something	new’.

The	overall	trends	suggest	increasing	innovation	in	churches.	
For	example,	the	proportion	of	attenders	who	strongly	agreed	
increased	from	13%	in	2001	to	17%	in	2006.	This	shift	is	evident	
across	denominations	between	2001	and	2006.	

Figure 2: Church Attenders Growth in Faith in Previous 12 Months

Source: 1996 NCLS and 2006 NCLS Attenders Surveys
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Figure 3: Churches who Provided Community Service Activities (1996-2006)

Source: 1996 NCLS and 2006 NCLS Operations Surveys

92% of local 
churches 
provide 
services of 
welfare and 
social action - 
up from 81%  
in 1996.
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did your ChurCh miSS out oN the 
2011 NCLS?
Local Church Life Surveys now available anytime
Did	you	miss	out	on	the	2011	National	Church	Life	Survey?	
Would	you	like	to	hear	your	attenders’	views	about	your	
church’s	vision,	direction	and	passions	for	growth?	

NCLS	Research	offers	you	the	
opportunity	to	run	your	own	local	
Church	Life	Survey	at	a	time	that		
suits	you.	

You	may	find	a	Church	Life	Survey	
particularly	helpful:	

•	 	to	compare	survey	results	before	
and	after	implementing	a	plan,

•	 	where	there	have	been	major	
structural	changes,	such	as	church	
planting	or	a	new	church	service	
commencing,

•	 where	large	numbers	of	people	have	joined	or	left	a	
congregation/parish,	or

•	 when	a	new	church	leader	joins	a	congregation/parish

After	completing	the	survey,	you	will	receive	a	Church	Life	Pack	
with	a	Profile	containing	your	results	and	a	series	of	supporting	
resources,	including	the	newly	revised	edition	of	NCLS’s	book	
Enriching	Church	Life.

Contact surveys@ncls.org.au to organise 
your Church Life Survey

heAr the voiCe oF your CommuNity
New online Surveys
Are	you	interested	in	finding	out	what	youth	and	community	
members,	who	don’t	necessarily	attend	worship	services,		
think	about	your	church?

youth Plus Survey
This	survey	is	designed	for	young	people	(in	high	school		
and	older)	who	connect	with	your	church,	whether	through	
youth	group	or	another	youth	activity,	church	attendance,	
their	parents,	or	some	other	way.

Community Contacts Survey
This	survey	is	designed	for	people	who	connect	with	your	
church	e.g.	through	playgroup,	choirs,	sports	teams,	meals	
ministry,	parish	school	etc,	but	who	do	not	attend	church	
services	regularly.

For more information contact  
surveys@ncls.org.au

NCLS research provides a range of further resources 
to assist with church planning, including workshop 
guides, books, multimedia resources and more. For more 
information visit www.ncls.org.au.

uNderStANd your Neighbourhood
Community Social Profiles
Who	are	the	people	in	your	neighbourhood?	Community	Social	
Profiles	(CSPs),	based	on	National	Census	information,	can	help	
your	church	think	about	possible	bridges	you	can	build.

The	NCLS	CSP	is	a	32	page	colour	report	that	contains	census	
information	about	a	defined	local	community.	Using	maps,	
pictures	and	tables,	it	shows	the	social	make-up	of	your	
community,	how	it	is	distinctive	and	how	it	has	changed.	

You	also	receive	a	companion	guide	to	help	you	to	get	the	
most	out	or	your	CSP,	and	a	workbook	with	worksheets,	a	
workshop	and	community	surveying	tools.

For more information go to:  
www.communitysocialprofiles.com.au

Would you like 
to hear your 

attenders’ 
views about 

the life of  
your church?
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NeW 
Surveys now 

available for all 

churches 




