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The question went out via email from the communications director of a large congregation in Indianapolis to the local network of church communicators: “Any idea where I can find or purchase demographic information about the neighborhood surrounding our church?”  Perhaps she had already tried a Google search and was overwhelmed by the 21,300,000 results to “church demographics.”  You too may be wondering “how can I find out more about those who live around our church.”  If so, this article is for you.  Read on and you will learn how you can find demographic information about your community, some of it free.

First here are some definitions.  Demographics is defined as “the characteristics of a human population or part of it, especially its size, growth, density and distribution.”  Psychographic research studies the activities, interests and opinions of the individuals who make up the market.
Your next step is to determine your ministry area.  The ministry area is the area from which you draw most of your members.  Are you a neighborhood church?  If so, then over half your members will live within four miles of the church.  On the other hand, if you are you a regional church you will want to cast your net wider, looking at those living within 10 miles of the church.
Next list the questions you want to answer.  If you are considering starting a preschool you will want to know the number of children under the age of five and how that compares to other parts of the country.  Or you may be looking to start a new mission program and want to know what population to serve.  You may find, for example, there are a large number of female single-parent families in the neighborhood or a high number of people over 65 living alone.

Once you know the area you want to study and the questions you want to answer then you are ready to go searching for this information.

There are number of sources for demographic and psychographic information.  I have listed some of the most commonly used sources: websites, independent church consultants, public agencies, the business community, and members of your congregation.

Websites
Census Bureau

You can obtain a great deal of information for free from the Census Bureau.  Go to http://factfinder2.census.gov. There you will find 2010 census data by different geographies: state, county, city, census tract and zip code.
MissionInsite

MissionInsite provides denominational agencies and congregations with demographic research, congregant analysis and access discovery tools via the web.  Go to www.missioninsite.com.  Reports range in price from $75 to $249.  An annual subscription is available for $595.
Nielsen 

Nielsen’s SiteReports offers over 50 products. (www.sitereports.com).  Nielsen, like most private vendors of demographic information, provides data estimated for the current year and projected for five years into the future.  This company also offers annual subscription for $1,095 that allows for the downloading of an unlimited number of reports.
Percept
Percept is another company that specializes in providing demographic information for churches.  Go to www.perceptnet.com to view their products.  They offer reports ranging in price from $85 to $695.

Independent Church Consultants

Independent church consultants can provide custom demographic work, locating the information you need and interpreting it for you.  They can also make recommendations based upon the demographic information and other information.
Public Agencies

Your tax dollars are paying the salaries of demographers in your city or county.  I suggest you visit your city or county planning department to talk with the knowledgeable staff people about your information needs and to pore over maps with them.
Business Community
The business community is always keeping abreast of demographic trends.  I recommend you visit your local chamber of commerce to gain from their experience.  Your church may be a member of the chamber, if not you should consider joining.  You don’t have to be a member to receive assistance.
Members of Your Congregation

There are likely members of your congregation who work with demographics such as city planners, members of the chamber of commerce or real estate agents.  Enlist them to help with your search.

After you obtain your demographic information you will want to analyze it.  Look for trends.  Compare year 2000 data with year 2010 data.  Is the population growing, staying the same or increasing.  Looking to the future is the population projected to increase.  Compare your locale to other areas.  How, for example, does the percentage of young adults compare with your county, state and nation?  Also compare the people living around your church with the members of your church.  Is the demographic profile the same or is it different.
Demographics should play a part when looking to expand the outreach of your church.  There are many sources and people that can help you to know your neighborhood better.
This article first appeared in the Fall 2006 issue of the NACBA Ledger, the journal of the National Association of Church Business Administrators.  It was updated in 2011.
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