
Latest Multisite Trends 1

The younger the church and/or pastor, the more likely 
to be multisite and the more drawn toward the idea of 
multiplication.

That’s big news because it implies a value shift among 
younger pastors. It forecasts more reproduction through 
multisites and church planting, often with a multiplica-
tion bias that those new locations will in turn birth still 
others. 

This news also suggests that more needs to be known 
about the next generation of pastors—and that’s large-
ly what this report is about: the trailblazing values that 
Leadership Network uncovered through a major re-
search project. We might have titled the findings: Grow-
ing Younger, Reproducing Faster, Multiplying Further.

The following report looks at how today’s pastors are changing, comparing how the new generation of 
multisite pastors differs from their single-site counterparts, especially in their views about multiplication (Part 
One). Then it reviews the dramatic growth of church planting (Part Two) and of multisite (Part Three). The 
final section explores the idea of size minimums to launch a new church or campus—as voiced by people 
serving in new churches or campuses (Part Four).
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Part One: Pastors Are Moving Toward Multiplication

Two landscape changes—the dramatic growth of church planting and of  
multisite—have huge implications for church leadership. These movements are 
converging into a new mindset: one that values not just reproduction (starting a 
new church or campus), but multiplication (starting new churches or campuses 
with the vision that they too will start new churches or campuses—who also do 
likewise). 

All of this has happened in just two decades.

In 1999, Leadership Network had seen enough signs of an embryo church 
planting movement that it launched the Burning Bush Project for Church Plant-
ing and Teaching Churches. At its 2005 conclusion, the results were 1,687 new 
church plants, and perhaps more importantly, many of the participating church-
es made commitments to church planting that together help foster today’s 
church planting movement. A later European version resulted in over 1,000 new 
churches. 

So many leading churches and denominations became involved in their own 
church-planting efforts that in 2008 Leadership Network commissioned what 
was then the largest national study of church planting. It resulted in a book titled 
Viral Churches: Helping Church Planters Become Movement Makers.1 Mean-
while, church-planting conferences, both denominational and national, formed 
and flourished. The largest, Exponential.org, today draws over 10,000 in-per-
son participants to its gatherings each year, plus 30,000 online participants. 
Church-planting networks like ARC (Association of Related Churches) have 
planted more than 700 new churches since its founding in 2000.2

At the same time Leadership Network had found about 100 churches that were 
doing something known today as multisite. Leadership Network began creat-
ing gatherings in 2001, which eventually led to helping three churches, each a 
multisite pioneer, to host “show and tell” multisite conferences. Leadership Net-
work’s book series sponsored the book Multisite Church Revolution in 2006 and 
Multisite Church Roadtrip in 2009.

Dave Ferguson, a pioneer in both church planting and multisite, has been re-
flecting on this powerful shift. In his latest book, Hero Maker, he suggests three 
waves in a sequence:

• “Grow big.” During the last couple decades of the twentieth century, many 
churches aspired to grow bigger. They defined their success by the size of 
their budget, attendance, and buildings. The church growth era ushered in 
a time when the church leaders who wrote the bestselling books spoke at 
conferences; leaders looked up to leaders who had grown very large minis-
tries.

• “Grow big and reproduce.” At about the turn of the millennium, a new 
measure of success arrived…. The unstated measure of success had slightly 
shifted; now it was not just to grow something large but also to reproduce it 
[through church planting or] at multiple sites. Again, the leaders who could 
achieve this drew the admiration and attention of other church leaders, who 
wanted to know how they could do the same.

Grow big

G
ro

w
 b

ig and reprodu
ce

G
ro

w

 big and multip
ly

http://go.portablechurch.com/l/68042/2017-12-15/bxy1j7
http://leadnet.org/
https://exponential.org/


3Latest Multisite Trends

• “Grow and multiply.” Now I sense that young leaders are rejecting the idea that success equals growing 
something big on their own. They are also not content with just growing their own ministry and then re-
producing it in other places. There is an emerging strain of young leaders who understand that the mis-
sion of Jesus is accomplished through movement. They are also grasping parts of the secret that God’s 
mission expands when you have aspirations for the kingdom and not just for your church.3

The insights below, taken from a recent Leadership Network survey that involved more than 1,500 partici-
pants4, show the understandings that surface when you ask the same questions of church leaders at both 
multisite and single-site churches, with a disproportionate number of them being younger campuses or 
churches. 

1. 83% of pastors under age 40 “have a future vision 
to plant/launch.”

This is an astounding statistic, even with the caveat 
that Leadership Network’s response rates tend to favor 
growing, healthy churches and not a random sample of 
typical churches.

Dave Travis, CEO of Leadership Network, emphasiz-
es that this response represents a dramatic change 
over time: “When I joined Leadership Network in 1995, 
senior pastors of larger churches of that era desired 
to grow a single site and hoped for 3,000 seats in one 
venue where they could do two Sunday services to 
meet the demand. Many eventually did.”

“Now when I meet with our Next Generation Pastors 
LeaderGroups, the dream has changed. Now their 
question is: How do we add our second and third sites 
to reach more people?”

“These younger leaders now aspire not for a larger 
congregation on a single campus, but for a church 
that reaches more people across a wider geographical 
stance.”

“Those who love multisite head in this direction.”

“Those that are planting right now also want to see 
more church launches catalyzed.”

“This is a hopeful sign for future generations.”

Table 1 affirms that the majority of pastors in our survey show a vision to plant and reproduce. This affirms 
a fairly astonishing landscape change. Yet the clear trend is that the younger the pastor, the stronger that 
bias. For those age 50 and up, it’s 63%, but for those under age 40, it’s a staggering 83%. (And certainly an 
unknown is the idealism of a young pastor: how many 50-plus-year-old pastors used to have that vision but 
have let it go over the years of “reality” in ministry?)

http://go.portablechurch.com/l/68042/2017-12-15/bxy1j7
http://leadnet.org/
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83%
of surveyed pastors (lead pastors or multisite campus 
pastors) under age 40 have a future vision to plant/launch 
a new campus or church

2.3X
how much more likely church planters or campus pastors 
are to have a vision to plant/launch in their first 5 years 
than pastors who have been at the same church more than 
a decade

83%

12%

2.5X

22%

24%

rate of multisite churches likely to launch another church 
or campus in comparison to churches that have never 
launched one

is the higher rate of initial annual growth in churches that 
meet in portable facilities compared to those in permanent 
facilities

how much more likely a multisite campus is to have 
trained a future campus pastor or church planter than did 
a single-site church

increased rate of annual growth during the last 5 years in 
newer campuses and church plants by pastors under age 
40, compared to older pastors in the same circumstances 

Increased rate of annual growth by founding pastors during 
the last 5 years in newer campuses and church plants, com-
pared to successor pastors in the same circumstances 

By Warren Bird, Ph.D., copyright 2018 Leadership Network, for 
free full report drawing from 1,621 newer churches and multisite 
campuses, see leadnet.org/portable

http://leadnet.org/portable/
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2. Church planters and campus pastors in their first 5 years at a church are 2.3 times more likely to have a 
vision to plant/launch than pastors who have been at the same church more than 10 years.

Responding to this statement, “We have a future vision to plant/launch,” both church planters and campus 
pastors varied widely in their responses depending on how long they’ve been there. Among those leaders 
who had been at their churches or campuses more than 10 years, 17% said yes. But for those who had been 
there 5 years or less, 40% said yes. The difference is big: 40% is 2.3 times more than 17%.

Same caveat: Leadership Network’s research sample is focused on growing, thriving churches as opposed to 
a random-sample group. Thus respondents to our survey have a bias towards growth.

Even so, the differences are dramatic between aspirations of church planters or campus pastors at a new site 
vs. longer-term pastors. Why is this? Our hunches:

• This statistic speaks to the fresh thinking that a pastor brings to a newly launched church or campus. 

• Newer pastors tend to be younger, and as we just observed, younger generations think multiplication 
before “mega” size.

• New pastors bring new vision to many churches even 
if they are not “younger.” Since church planting and 
multisite have been rising trends over the past 20 years, 
this vision is being implanted from God through these 
new pastors into these congregations.

• It’s possible that longer-tenured pastors have conclud-
ed that the congregation they serve is just not ready for 
this type of ministry. Perhaps they had a vision to plant 
or launch a site in the past but it was rebuffed and they 
moved the church in other directions.

“How Are You Moving Toward Multiplication? (Select all that apply.)”

 Here’s how pastors ranked these options:                                                   Age of Senior Pastor

TABLE 1

1. We have a future vision to plant/launch

2. We’re intentional in multiplying small group leaders

3. We give money directly or indirectly to church planting

4. We’ve already trained future church planter(s)

5. We’ve already trained future campus pastor (s)

6. None of the above

© 2018 Leadership Network   Source: Leadership Network survey with 1,621 valid complete  leadnet.org/portable

 83% 76% 63%

65% 61% 50%

65% 57% 43%

20% 24% 18%

19% 24% 22%

 3%  4% 12% 

21-39  40-49  50-up

 

http://go.portablechurch.com/l/68042/2017-12-15/bxy1j7
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Research affirms that starting new congregations – 
through either independent church plants or new 
multisite campuses – is a highly effective way to extend 
God’s kingdom work.5 If that’s your calling, may this re-
port and its sister report encourage you to keep launch-
ing. If it’s not your calling, you can still be involved: 
many long-tenured pastors have much to contribute to 
training and mentoring new site pastors and planters.

3. Multisite churches rate themselves as 82% more 
likely to launch another church or campus than does a 
church that’s never launched one.

This is huge. It speaks to momentum. Once a married 
couple starts having children, are they more likely to 
have another? If so, does that analogy also work for 
churches? 
 
This 82% nugget illustrates that multisite churches see themselves as continuing in a path toward multiplica-
tion. As such, they are much more likely to launch a new site or campus.

On the other hand, those that are single site and have never planted a new church or a new site see them-
selves as less likely to try. Why is this? Our hunches:

• Some are in geographical contexts not resonant with planting new sites or churches. (Even so, they 
could help plant somewhere that’s friendlier, such as a fast-growing underchurched area.)

• Some have theological bias against multisite, or pragmatic reasons for not wanting to plant a new 
church. Perhaps launching something new is simply not the call of God for that church at this particular 
time.

• It takes energy and intentionality to start another site or church. Some leaders would see this activity as 
a distraction to their current work and direction (though we will show below how planting may help the 
single-site church).

Even so, an increasing percentage of church leaders are beginning to see themselves as launchers and to 
develop vision to stay on that path.

4. Those in portable facilities grow 12% faster (annually) than those in permanent facilities. Interestingly, 
among surveyed churches and multisite campuses 5 years old or younger, roughly half are in portable 
environments!
 
“I can’t wait until we are in our own building.” 

Not so fast. This statement is heard a lot among church planters and campus pastors who are currently in 
portable facilities. 

It is easy to imagine that church leadership would be easier without the potential fatigue of running the 
weekly, loading in and loading out, required when using a facility available to them for only a limited number 
of hours.

But almost half of the new sites and church plants are in portable facilities and they are growing faster than 
those in permanent buildings. So be careful what you wish for.

http://go.portablechurch.com/l/68042/2017-12-15/bxy1j7
http://leadnet.org/
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Why is this?

First, remember our bias is to survey growing and thriving churches. In this instance, we were comparing the 
types of facilities among growing and thriving churches in our sample.

These are our hunches as to why this is happening:

• Church plants and sites in portable facilities show faster growth because they are new. This is some of it.

• I suspect that portable churches draw more pioneers who build longer and deeper roots over their time 
of engagement with a new campus or church. The participants feel more engaged because it appears to 
be a greater sacrifice to be involved in a portable situation.

• We have heard stories told by many larger portable-minded churches and sites on how it helps build 
a cadre of people, young and old, who form permanent work team bonds over time. In fact, when the 
church gets into a permanent facility many of these servants disappear because their gifts and skills seem 
less valued in the “new place.”

• Churches can use multiple spaces over the years before they move into a more permanent space. Rick 
Warren’s Saddleback Church met in 79 different facilities during its first 15 years of existence.6 And Sad-
dleback still uses many non-permanent spaces for many of its multisite campuses.  But by starting in one 
location and rented facility, and then moving to a larger facility and perhaps moving once again gives 
the appearance in the community of momentum and vitality. “God must be doing something over there 
because they have to keep moving to keep up!”

• In addition, churches and campuses that keep changing space also tend to keep marketing and an-
nouncing their “new” location(s) which keeps outsiders noticing that church.

• With the great new customization options of portability, the spaces can appear fresher and are more 
flexible to growth than permanent facilities. And when a portable church keeps it fresh as they grow, the 
appearance factor stays current. Permanent facilities can feel dated very quickly.

Founding Pastor

“What Is Your Church’s or Campus’s Annual Growth Rate?” 
(We averaged the last 5 years, shorter if the church or campus hadn’t been around that long)

Age of Senior Pastor

© 2018 Leadership Network    Source: Leadership Network survey with 1,621 valid completes     leadnet.org/portable TABLE 2

 Yes No Difference
 43% 19% 24% 

 21-39 40-up Difference
 49% 27% 22%

http://go.portablechurch.com/l/68042/2017-12-15/bxy1j7
http://leadnet.org/
http://leadnet.org/portable/
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• Portable is usually less expensive than permanent construction, allowing new sites and churches to 
invest more in ministries not related to a building to continue to grow the church.

• Moving into a permanent facility can sometimes generate a feeling that they have arrived and can coast 
now.

There are also great arguments for permanent facilities as well when it comes to longevity and stability. I am 
not downplaying those. But growth in early years favors portable churches and campuses.

5. A multisite campus is 2.5 times more likely to have trained a future campus pastor or church planter 
than a single-site church.

This also is huge. Why this difference of 2.5 times? Our hunches: 

• Multisite churches need lots of leaders. This is especially true for those with more than two sites and for 
those meeting across extended geographies. As the church grows in overall size, and as the number of 
sites increases, there is a need for more leaders to staff the church across locations.

• With this need has come the adoption and deployment of more robust leadership development sys-
tems to grow leaders at all levels including campus pastors and church planters. And we suspect that the 
newer multisite campuses are better places to train new campus pastors than at the founding campus.

• In these processes, some emerging leaders are recognized more as church planters and sent out to 
plant new congregations independently. Additionally, as more leaders are trained, multisite churches feel 
more confident in launching new sites.

• Perhaps a small group of single-site leaders are fearful of raising up new leaders since they may chal-
lenge existing leader structures and systems. In other words, they could have a bias against leader devel-
opment or development at the congregational leadership level.

• While there are many connectional denomination churches that are deploying multisite and 
church-planting models, the predominance of those streams of churches tends to depend on their de-
nominational and educational systems to provide campus pastors and to do church planting. For church-
es where these systems for providing leaders are not adequate, they often respond by developing their 
own leaders.

This is not to say that single-site churches do not train, equip and deploy church planters. Some leaders with 
theological or pragmatic biases against multisite models do invest heavily in church-planting residencies to 
send out leaders. But our research shows that multisite churches are much more likely to do so.

6. Faster annual growth comes with younger pastors (22% higher) and founding pastors (24% higher). 

This “faster growth” nugget is based on responses from both single-site churches and multisite campuses 
(see Table 2). 

For definition, we used under 40 years of age for “younger” and founders could be any age. And our report 
looks at percentage growth, not absolute numbers. 

So if a church of 1,000 grew by 100 people last year that was a healthy increase. But if a church of 100 grew 
by 50 people, that is a much higher percentage, while the absolute number was less than the larger church.

http://go.portablechurch.com/l/68042/2017-12-15/bxy1j7
http://leadnet.org/
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Why is faster growth evident in these groupings? This insight might seem obvious, especially since churches 
in Leadership Network’s sample universe tend to be growth oriented. Our hunches:

• Very young pastors tend to have very young church plants or new multisite campuses. A growth of a 
few dozen people can be fantastic percentage growth. (The opposite is also true: if they lose people, it is 
a dramatic drop as measured by percentages.)

• Those in church plants or new sites tend to have faster growth rates than long established churches. 
Since our survey was focused on new sites, they are certainly over represented.

• In existing churches, younger pastors tend to attract a younger constituency, which is now filling their 
“nest” through family formation and settling down. In other words, they’re reaching and retaining younger 
families.

• Founding pastors get to set a clear vision and direction, staying with it over time. This stability in vision 
and direction contribute to long-term trust where attenders know what to expect and have chosen to 
participate based on the vision and direction.

• Successor pastors, and those that are in a long 
line of pastors who have led a church, must deal 
with the congregation’s history, leadership, direc-
tion, and programs that are not of their own direc-
tion and vision. 

While many of these directions and programs have 
positive impacts into today’s context, many also do 
not. Founders and younger pastors get a bit of grace 
from the congregation when choosing to move in new 
directions. Older successors are more likely to invite 
suspicion and mistrust. “They should know better,” 
says a long time lay leader in a church when change is 
announced.

“What Is Your Church’s or Campus’s Annual Growth Rate?” 
(We averaged the last 5 years, shorter if the church or campus hadn’t been around that long)

All Churches in Survey

 Portable Facility Permanent Factility Difference
 42% 30% 12% 

Limited to Churches or Campuses Started in the Last 5 Years:

© 2018 Leadership Network    Source: Leadership Network survey with 1,621 valid completes   leadnet.org/portable TABLE 3

 52% 60% (-12%) 

http://go.portablechurch.com/l/68042/2017-12-15/bxy1j7
http://leadnet.org/
http://leadnet.org/portable/
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In other words – change management and transitions are hard!

As you know, you can’t change the age of your pastor or whether that person is a founder or not. But it does 
help a leader understand why that other church in town appears to be growing faster.

And it also affirms that it’s a faulty assumption to decide “if we send people out, our growth rate will dip or 
even quit.”

Part Two: Dramatic Increase in Church Planting 

New churches reach unchurched people far better 
than older churches.

Suppose a great spiritual hunger arose, and the en-
tire U.S. population wanted to meet with a house of 
worship like yours. Even if every Protestant church 
had three services and was filled to capacity, over 100 
million people would still be left out, as Table 4 shows. 
This is just one of the many ways to demonstrate that 
the U.S. needs more churches (and more multisite 
campuses).

Historically, churches that have focused on verses like 
“seek and save the lost” (Lk 19:10) and “go into all the 
world and make disciples” (Mt 28:18-20) have been 
growing churches. They also tend to be churches that 
support the planting of other new churches both local-
ly and overseas. 

Sadly, church-planting churches have been the exception until recently. Across recent decades, church 
planting in North America had not even been keeping up with population growth. The “3% rule” of new 
church reality is that the typical denomination needs to plant at least 3% new churches each year just to stay 
even with the growth in the population. Thus, in a denomination or association of 100 churches, 3 will close 
annually so 3 new churches will be needed merely to replace them. That replacement rate was not happen-
ing for most denominations or associations, which were traditionally the primary launch points for most new 
churches.

The tide began to noticeably turn in the 1980s as the Church Growth Movement emphasized, through voices 
like leading missiologist C. Peter Wagner, “Planting new churches is the most effective evangelistic methodol-
ogy known under heaven.”7 Many others pointed out that church planting is the dominant method of evan-
gelism in the book of Acts.

In response, denominations, seminaries and leading churches took note 
and began putting more emphasis into the starting of new churches. 
Just as important, as the book Viral Churches documented, the locus 
of church planting shifted from a centralized place like a denomination 
or seminary down to the level of the local church or church network, as 
churches increasingly began to plant other churches. This included larg-
er, high-visibility churches that influenced other churches to do likewise.

Today the greatest 

increase in new churches 

is through networks that 

plant churches, which are 

increasing on a rapid level.8

http://go.portablechurch.com/l/68042/2017-12-15/bxy1j7
http://leadnet.org/


11Latest Multisite Trends

In 2000 Leadership Network began co-sponsoring an every-five-years national study of megachurches, 
defined as a congregation drawing 2,000 or more weekly worship attenders, adults and children, all physical 
campuses combined. The initial survey revealed something so surprising that we studied it more in depth in 
the 2005 survey: over a third of megachurches (37%) stated that they helped plant at least one new congre-
gation in the past 5 years, a number that inched upward between the 2010 and 2015 surveys.

More importantly, we compared the impact of multisite against church planting. 
One might guess that efforts to create multiple worship locations under the 
rubric of a single church’s identity would detract from the effort to plant new 
independent churches.

But in fact, just the opposite proved true: those churches with satellite campus-
es were even more likely to have planted a church; only 16% never did, com-
pared to 26% of those without satellite campuses who never planted another 
church. 

Part Three: The Explosion of Multisite 

Church planting (churches that birth new churches) and multisite (churches that birth new campuses) seem 
to fuel each other. Among churches that are multisite today, the vast majority planted a new church before 
they planted a new campus.17

However, as wonderful as the growth has been from new churches, especially growth from people entering 
a first-time faith relationship with Jesus Christ, multisite campuses have tended to grow faster and report 
more conversions.18

This news comes from a Leadership Network study highlighted in the Leadership Network / Generis Multisite 
Church Scorecard. We polled churches that sponsor both new campuses and new churches. We asked: 
“which has the greater numerical growth?” and 50% chose “our multisite campuses” while 14% said “our 
church plants” (and the remaining 18% said “about the same” with another 18% saying “hard to answer, don’t 
know”).

Multisite mega-
churches are more 
likely to plant other 
churches than are 
single-site 
megachurches.9

Not Enough Seating Capacity at U.S. Protestant Churches, 
Even If All Were Full

TABLE 7

 240 Average seating capacity per church

 x 310,000 Number of Protestant churches

 74,400,000 Total number of seats

 X3 Imagine three services per church

 223,000,000 Total seating capacity of milions (rounded)

 325,000,000 National population (rounded)

 -223,000,000  Minus seating capacity (at 3 services per church)

 102,000,000 =102 million people to be turned away

© 2018 Leadership Network     Source: Ed Stetzer and Warren Bird, Viral Churches16       leadnet.org/portable TABLE 4

http://go.portablechurch.com/l/68042/2017-12-15/bxy1j7
http://leadnet.org/
http://leadnet.org/portable/
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Likewise multisite campuses have a greater evangelistic impact than church plants, according to that same 
study. When asked, “Which has the greater evangelistic impact?” the larger response by far was 42% say-
ing “our multisite campuses” compared to 11% saying “our church plants.” (Among the remainder, 28% said 
“about the same” and 19% said “hard to answer, don’t know.”)

No matter how you scorecard it, the movement known as multisite has taken off with no signs of slowing 
down. On the next page are a few measures: 

Amount of new churches that become self-sufficient 
in year one (40% in the second year, 54% in year 
three, 62% in year four, and 70% in year five)14 

 

2006
Approximate year when the number of new U.S. 
churches planted annually overtook the number 
being closed annually10

of church plants that exist 
at the four-year mark13 

68%

3  in 10

Average attendance in a new church’s fourth year11

84

>100

32

The majority (75%) of fast-growing churches had 
over 100 people in attendance at their first service12

                    Number of months a denominationally 
supported new church typically receives denomina-
tional funding, which is one third to one half of the 
funding needed.15 

75%

1  Year

2  Years

3  Years

4 Years

INSIGHTS   from  Viral  ChurCH 

Ed Stetzer and Warren Bird, Viral Churches: Helping Church Planters Become Movement Makers, Jossey-Bass, 2010, 
published in the Leadership Network series.

http://go.portablechurch.com/l/68042/2017-12-15/bxy1j7
http://leadnet.org/
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• New Churches Are More Likely to Be Multisite

Among larger Protestant churches founded in the last 
20 years in the U.S. and Canada,19 almost half (49%) are 
multisite. By contrast, among larger churches founded 
more than 20 years ago, only a third (33%) are mul-
tisite.20

Looked at another way, the average age of a single-site 
larger church21 is 66 years (thus founded in 1952). That 
same number for larger multisite churches is 51 years 
(thus founded in 1967). That’s a jump of 15 years.

• Younger Pastors Are More Likely to Lead Multisite Churches 

Among pastors age 45 and younger who are leading larger churches, 22% are likely to be multisite, but 
among larger-church pastors over age 45, only 17% are likely to be multisite.22

• More Than 5 Million People Attended a Multisite Church in North America Last Weekend

Leadership Network estimates that on a typical weekend today, more than 5 million people attend a multisite 
church in the U.S. or Canada. 

At Leadership Network, we most closely track those multisite churches in North America23 with attendances 
of 1,000 and higher (we are monitoring 1,061 of them at the moment). The combined weekend worship at-
tendance for those churches is a documented 4.1 million adults and children. Our estimate of the attendance 
at all other North American multisite churches, which we suspect all to be under 1,000 in attendance, is at 
least an additional one million. Together those numbers add up to well over 5 million.

• Multisite Church Attendance Is as Big as the Continent’s Largest Denomination

If multisite churches were a Protestant denomination, they’d rank first in terms of weekly worship attendance. 
Southern Baptists, the largest Protestant group in the U.S. or Canada, draw a weekly worship attendance of 
5.2 million.24 Next in size are United Methodists with weekly worship attendance of 2.7 million.25 By contrast, 
the weekly worship attendance at multisite churches is higher than either of those denominations (and of 
course multisites include Southern Baptists, United Methodists and a host of other denominations). In addi-
tion,  roughly 1 in 5 churches today is not part of any formal denomination,26 and multisites are well repre-
sented in their numbers as well.

• The Movement Has Grown from 50 Multisite Churches to Thousands in Just 20 Years

Twenty years ago, fewer than 50 churches in the U.S. and Canada described themselves as “one church in 
two or more different locations.”27

Today there are two answers to the question of “how many multisite churches are there currently in the U.S. 
and Canada?” We affirm our earlier news release28 of 5,000 “true multisite” – meaning the widely used defini-
tion of one church in two or more different geographic locations. We also affirm the National Congregations 
Study analysis29 that says there are 8,000 by the broadest definition—which includes “multivenue” (such as the 
chapel and sanctuary of the same church campus). 

• The Larger the Church, the More Likely to Be Multisite

The breakdown in Table 5 is based on Leadership Network’s extensive database of US and Canadian larger churches:

http://go.portablechurch.com/l/68042/2017-12-15/bxy1j7
http://leadnet.org/
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• More Than 4 in 5 of Today’s Largest and Fastest-Growing Churches Are Multisite

Among the 20 top-attendance churches in North America, 18 (or 90%) are multisite.30 Among the 20 fast-
est-growing churches listed by Outreach magazine, 16 (or 80%) are multisite.31

• The Growing Emphasis on Church Planting Expands the Number of Multisite Campuses

It’s natural to wonder if multisite and the growing emphasis on starting new churches32 are in competition 
with each other. Actually the opposite is true, according to previous Leadership Network research. If a church 
is into church planting, it’s more likely to be multisite. Likewise, as mentioned above, if a church is multisite, 
it’s more likely to be into church planting.

• The Increase in Portability Specialists Is Supporting the Multisite Movement

An entire industry has grown up to support the sizable segment of the church-planting movement that meets 
in rented spaces. They offer expertise in dealing with the complexity and minutia of equipment, setup/tear-
down, transportation, storage, and the desire to avoid volunteer burnout. As the multisite movement took off, 
with many campuses meeting in portable facilities, the industry became a ready-made asset.

For example, Portable Churches Industries (the sponsor of this report) was founded just over 20 years ago 
to help church plants—and later multisite campuses as well—to launch strong and thrive with operational 
efficiency and care for their volunteers. Today it has grown to around 50 full-time employees with dedicated 
facilities for design, manufacturing, warehousing and integration.

• 47% of Multisite Campuses Are Rural or Small Town

Almost half (47%) of multisite churches have a campus in a small town or rural area. A Montana church 
opened its first multisite location in a rural location instead of in a larger city. A Texas congregation is reach-
ing into multiple small towns, because there aren’t any large cities within a three-hour drive. A North Carolina 
multisite leader notes: “We are reaching people in smaller markets and rural areas outside large cities.”

• 37% of Church Mergers Become a Multisite Campus, Further Fueling the Movement

Our first survey of mergers identified that 1 in 3 multisite campuses are a result of a merger. A later survey 
found the number was actually a bit higher: 37% of mergers become a multisite campus.33

 

The Larger the Church, the More Likely to Be Multisite
 Weekend Worship Attendance                                    Multisite 

TABLE 7

© 2018 Leadership Network   Source: Leadership Network survey with 1,621 valid complete  leadnet.org/portable TABLE 5

 25,000-and-up 91%
 20,000-24,999 100%
 15,000-19,999 94%
 10,000-14,999 74%
 5,000-9,999 38%
 1,000-4,999 19%

http://go.portablechurch.com/l/68042/2017-12-15/bxy1j7
http://leadnet.org/
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For some churches this idea of Better Together34 (taken from the title of a book on healthy mergers) is the 
trigger that causes a church to become multisite. For others, this simply accelerates the rate of their multisite 
growth.

Liquid Church, for instance, has a vision to saturate New Jersey with at least one campus in each of its 21 
counties. Founded in 2007, it grew rapidly to an attendance of more than 2,000 across three rented campus-
es, each based in a hotel using a “portable church” approach. 

Then the pastor’s phone rang with an unexpected message from a 191-year old neighboring church in de-
cline: “We love what Liquid Church is doing. Our ministry is no longer reaching young people and we have 
only 27 attending on Sundays, all seniors.  We’d like to discuss becoming a campus of Liquid so we can reach 
the next generation for Christ.” 

Incredibly, the congregation of 27 selfless seniors voted for a “ministry merger” and donated their entire facili-
ty to Liquid to become a new campus of the younger church. 

The facility was updated and launched with over 1,000 people in attendance—including the majority of the 
senior saints who stayed to be part of the resurrected ministry!

In the next town over, a declining church in similar straits heard about the success of that merger, and voted 
to donate their facility too. Soon it too became another packed-out campus of Liquid Church. 
The impact of these two mergers had a profound impact on Liquid Church. In 3 years, the young, portable 
church went from owning zero property to having two debt-free parcels.  Liquid Church used the equity to 
purchase and renovate a 165,000-square-foot commercial property, transforming it into a new Broadcast 
Campus that will serve as the hub for future campuses—whether mergers or fresh starts.

Part Four: What’s the Best Advice About Optimal Launch Size? 

“What’s the ideal size for us to be before starting a new 
campus or church?” or more specifically “What is the 
minimum attendance we need to be before launching 
a new multisite campus or planting a new church?”

That question has been asked thousands of times, not 
just by church leaders but by everyone from consul-
tants to denominational officials. Who better to offer 
insight on the answer than by those who have recently 
themselves started a new campus or church? 

Here’s what we learned:

• Most people recommend a launch size bigger than their current size. Whatever their current worship 
attendance, people envisioned that a larger launching size of the sending or birthing church would be better 
for someone else’s launch. Table 6 shows this for new churches and Table 7 for multisite campuses.

• Most people recommend roughly the same launch size whether it’s a new church or a new multisite 
campus. Between the two, the recommendation is to start slightly larger for a multisite campus.

• The typical planning interval seems to run 6-12 months. We asked this question: “What is the interval of 
time between the original decision to launch a new church or new multisite campus, and the actual launch 
date? (Please estimate in months.)” For 83% of churches, the interval of time between the original decision to 

http://go.portablechurch.com/l/68042/2017-12-15/bxy1j7
http://leadnet.org/
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  Their Current Attendance                          Minimum Size They Recommend Before...

Planting a New Church             Launching a Multisite 

 Under 100 197 233

 100-199 276 302

 200 and up (median is 510) 488 533

Launch Size Advice from New Multisite Campuses (5 Years Old or Younger)

launch a new church or new multisite campus, and the actual launch date was less than two years. For 64% 
it was less than one year. But for only 16% it was less than 6 months.

• Churches that have been part of mergers (in the last 7 years) land about the same place in their advice as 
churches that have not.

Conclusion: Tomorrow’s Church Leaders Will “Look Beyond”

The future church in North America will not look like today’s church because a new generation of pastors is 
shifting their understanding of church “location.” No longer is the primary dream to “fill the house.” No lon-
ger will leaders limit their definition of success to how well their church is reaching the people or serving the 
neighborhood around its facility. 

Instead, an increasing number of church leaders are believing that God has called them to a bigger vision. 
They are seeing their role as that of being a reproducer or even a multiplier of churches and campuses—and 
they are believing that their church can participate actively in that dream. And the younger the leader, the 
stronger that bias shows up.

As Jim Tomberlin of Multisite Solutions summarized this report, “Church leaders are beginning to move away 
from seeing church buildings as the end game and more of a means to the end game of making disciples.” 

Indeed, if the ultimate mission of the church is to make disciples who in turn make disciples until all the 
world hears the gospel (Mt 28:19-20, Acts 1:8), then even more church leaders will need to embrace this 
approach to church expansion and multiplication.

Launch Size Advice from New Churches (5 Years Old or Younger)

  Their Current Attendance                       Minimum Size They Recommend Before...

 Planting a New Church              Launching a Multisite 

 Under 100 162 199

 100-199 245 265

 200 and up (median is 300) 468 501

© 2018 Leadership Network   Source: Leadership Network survey with 1,621 valid complete  leadnet.org/portable TABLE 6

 2018 Leadership Network   Source: Leadership Network survey with 1,621 valid complete  leadnet.org/portable TABLE 7

http://go.portablechurch.com/l/68042/2017-12-15/bxy1j7
http://leadnet.org/
http://multisitesolutions.com/
http://leadnet.org/portable/
http://leadnet.org/portable/


4 MYTHS
About Portable Churches
...AND WHY THEY AREN'T TRUE

Take a look at these common myths about 

churches that meet in non-permanent 

spaces - portable churches! You might be 

surprised at the advantages of launching a 

portable ministry model in your community.

The experts at Portable Church Industries have been helping churches successfully 

move into all kinds of venues for the last few decades. Give us a call today at 

800.939.7722, and we’ll help you find the perfect venue for your church services, too!

portablechurch.com

Churches enjoy more freedom and 
flexibility with the portable church 
model than in a permanent building. 

Truth: The cost and time to 
construct and maintain a building 
for a new church or campus takes 
away funds for building teams, 
ministry and community.

MYTH #2 YOUR OWN BUILDING MEANS 
MORE FREEDOM

Systems designed by experts make 
setup and teardown efficient for 
volunteers. Being on a team can be 
fun, build relationships, and engage 
more men. 

Truth: Not with a volunteer-centric, 
custom Portable Church  System!

MYTH #4 SETTING UP AND TEARING 
DOWN IS HARD WORKMYTH #3

IT IS DIFFICULT TO LAUNCH IN A 
FACILITY THAT IS NOT DESIGNED 
TO BE A CHURCH

The advantages of the portable 
church model clearly outweigh any 
extra effort needed to transform a 
rented venue – such as a bowling 
alley or zoo!

Truth: With expert assistance and a 
custom system, most churches 
successfully launch and thrive in all 
kinds of normal and even bizarre 
portable venues!

According to Lifeway research, new 
churches that meet in public places 
experience 42-49% increased 
attendance than others.

Truth: Going to where the people 
are lowers the bar for new visitors 
to check you out—especially 
young families and millennials.

MYTH #1 CHURCHES WITHOUT BUILDINGS 
ATTRACT FEWER NEW PEOPLE

http://go.portablechurch.com/l/68042/2017-12-15/bxy1j7
http://go.portablechurch.com/l/68042/2017-12-15/bxy1j7


how to

tell your friends.

church. in a box. is a division of portable church industries
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CHOOSING THE RIGHT 
FACILITY FOR YOUR PORTABLE 
CHURCH

NEW 
RELEASE

SET-UP PROCESS & TEAM 
STRUCTURES

I N D U S T R I E S

CREATIVE. INTELLIGENT. EFFECTIVE. PORTABLE CHURCH SOLUTIONS.
WE FOCUS ON THE DETAILS SO YOU CAN FOCUS ON THE PEOPLE.

Download these free resources at

go.portablechurch.com/leadnetbundle

TOP DOWNLOADS

 800.939.7722  |  PORTABLECHURCH.COM  |  @PORTABLECHURCH
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For more on multisite, see Warren Bird’s online report “Leadership Network/Generis Multisite Church  
Scorecard,” a free download. For material on new churches see the Leadership Network sponsored book  
by Ed Stetzer and Warren Bird, Viral Churches:Helping Church Planters Become Movement Makers.

For resources specifically related to large church salary and economics, go to leadnet.org/salary. See also 
large-church materials at leadnet.org/megachurch, leadnet.org/Canada and leadnet.org/world. 
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Project and communications management came from Stephanie Jackson, Publications Manager for 
Leadership Network (through May 2017), and Christy Ceparano, Research Assistant to Warren Bird. Statistical 
consulation from Marc Glassman Ph.D. Graphic design and tables by Michele Gerbrandt. Additional in-house 
support came from Dave Travis and Scott Papador. Special thanks to the many who suggested questions, 
critiqued a draft of the survey, publicized the survey, and or/reviewed a draft of this report.  
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