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Lutheran Campus Ministry Study: Student Survey Report
The Lutheran Campus Ministry Study is a multi-phase initiative seeking to identify and
explore the characteristics and practices of faithful, effective, and sustainable Lutheran
Campus and young adult ministry, given the real-life sensibilities of students, ongoing
changes in higher education, and current cultural realities. The initial phases of the study
included a literature search, followed by thirty-six semi-structured interviews at six
campus ministry sites across the United States.
Based on the findings from these initial phases, a survey instrument was constructed to
measure student perceptions of their lives and campus ministry. This instrument was
vetted by campus ministry practitioners and field tested with college-age people working
at two Lutheran summer camps in summer 2017.
The survey launched in October 2017 targeting the Student Faith Community, an
important element of Lutheran Campus Ministry (LCM). This report contains student
impressions focused primarily on the Student Faith Community, though this is one of many
elements of LCM ministries. These students were contacted through the Lutheran Campus
Ministry (LuMin) network, which included 240 campus ministry sites. Links to the online
survey were distributed to campus ministry leaders at these sites, along with the request
that they forward the link to the students connected to their ministries. Campus ministry
leaders were encouraged and reminded to participate in the project through e-mail
communication, newsletters, and phone communication over the course of five weeks.
The survey yielded 845 individual responses from 140 universities (58%). The completion
rate was 84%, and the typical time of survey completion was fifteen minutes.
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PART 1: Demographic Summary
The first section of the survey asked demographic questions. The questions included age, race,
gender, religious affiliation, geographic location, and distance from permanent home.
Analysis takeaways are followed by student response summaries.
Takeaways from Part 1:
•

Varying demographics at the 140 campus ministry sites across the country made
clear that contexts differed a great deal. Unique contextual realities impacted not
only demographics, but also findings related to nearly every part of this report.

•

The sample was heavily female (70%), raising the question of whether this large
gender gap accurately represented campus ministry participation.

•

87% Identified as white; 13% identified as Asian, Latino, African American,
Native American and mixed race; this cohort is more diverse than ELCA
Lutherans as a whole

•

71% Identified as Lutheran; 63% identified as ELCA

•

48% of respondents attended universities in the Midwest, a figure that closely
mirrored the national distribution of Lutherans.

•

71% of the students surveyed lived 51 or more miles from their permanent
home.

Figure 1: Respondent Age
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Figure 2: Respondent Academic Status
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Observations:
•

Average respondent age was 20, and 82% of respondents were 18-22.

•

Respondents had a nearly even distribution of academic status, including 13% who
were graduate students. 94% were enrolled as full-time students.

•

Respondents were predominantly female (70%). Only 28% identified as male, while
1% identified as transgender, and another 1% as non-conforming or gender diverse.

•

Over 87% of respondents identified as white, making this cohort more diverse than
American Lutherans as a whole.

Figure 3: Respondent Race
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Figure 4: Geographical Distribution of Survey Respondents

The 845 student responses represented 140 colleges/universities in 36 states. The
Midwest region was the most represented, with nearly half (48%) of respondents. Fully a
quarter (25%) of respondents attended universities in Wisconsin or Minnesota. This
distribution closely mirrored the demographic distribution of all Lutherans in the United
States, with the exception that the South Atlantic was over-represented. This overrepresentation in the South Atlantic was due to high response rates at two campus ministry
sites: University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill and Clemson University.
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Figure 5: Distance of College/University from Permanent Home
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Figure 6: Denominational Identification
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While most students were affiliated with the ELCA, some were affiliated with ecumenical
partners, namely the Episcopal Church, Presbyterian Church (USA), United Methodist
Church, and Roman Catholic Church. A number of Lutheran students identified with the
Lutheran Church – Missouri Synod. A summary of affiliation appears in Figure 7 below.
Figure 7: Summary of Religious Identification
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PART 2: Lifestyle and Living Situation
Part 2 summarizes the responses from a series of questions related to student lifestyle and
current living situation. It is divided into 5 sub-sections: living situation, finances and work,
extracurricular activities, cell phone and electronics usage, and behaviors/self-perceptions.
Taken together, these data offer a complex picture of the student experience and highlight the
complexity of student life.
These students were facing an array of life transitions and cross-pressures. Most were living
away from home and balancing the social aspects of living with roommates. Almost all
respondents were full-time students, and most were also working part-time, while also
involved in multiple extracurricular activities and still managing to maintain their online
presence by using a mobile electronic device over 3 hours per day. Some were involved in risky
behaviors like binge drinking, and many had experiences of severe trauma in their lives.
Almost half reported feeling overwhelming anxiety at least monthly, and a quarter felt
overextended without good balance in their lives.
Takeaways from Part 2:
•

Positive student outlook; 83% saw themselves important to the world and the
church

•

As a whole, these students appeared more privileged than the typical American
college student. Most had low levels of debt (55% owed $5,000 or less), and
62% worked no more than 10 hours per week or not at all.

•

76% were heavily involved in Campus Ministry; 31% were in leadership; 72%
were involved in other campus organizations or activities

•

Electronics usage was ubiquitous, especially social media; 55% were on their
devices 3-4 hours or more per day; major differences existed between women
(using more social apps) and men (doing more browsing)

•

These students faced tremendous pressures from multiple sectors of life:
academic, social, familial, professional, and spiritual. Some felt overwhelmed or
overextended, while others maintained a sense of balance. Their tentative
equilibrium was easily upset if a student deviated from established norms or
experienced unexpected challenges or crises (e.g. death in the family).

•

10% of women had been raped; 42% of transgender students had been raped;
29% of students had been treated for anxiety/ depression; 23% of students had
considered suicide; 45% had experienced a crisis or trauma themselves or in
their families

•

Significant gender differences: overwhelming anxiety: 53% female – 35%
male; treated for depression/anxiety: 32% female – 17% male; experienced
abuse: 30% female – 15% male
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2A: Living Situation
•

Over half of students (56%) attended school more than 100 miles from their
permanent home, while only 5% lived with their parents or other family member.

•

The vast majority of respondents (90%) were living away from their permanent
home in what might be considered a typical college experience. They were full-time
students living on or near campus, usually with roommates.

Figure 8: Respondent Living Situation, Summarized
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2B: Finances and Work
•

Survey respondents had little long-term financial debt. More than half (55%) had
less than $5000 in long-term debt. This held true even for seniors and graduate
students (51%). Only 6% of all respondents had long-term debt of more than
$50,000. Considering only seniors and graduate students (n=294), 21% had longterm debt of more than $30,000.

•

Work schedules reflected the low level of debt. A third of respondents (34%) did not
work at all, whether at a paid job, work-study, or paid internship. Another 28%
worked between one and ten hours per week, and only 15% worked more than
twenty hours per week.

•

A small number of respondents (n=28) indicated that they were not currently
enrolled. These respondents had much higher levels of long-term debt and most
(78%) were working more than 20 hours per week, suggesting that they were
taking time off from school to earn money.

Figure 9: Long-term Financial Debt, by Academic Status
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2C: Extra-Curricular Activities
•

Most respondents were heavily involved with the LCM Student Faith Community,
including nearly a third of respondents (31%) involved in leadership. Another 46%
were involved in LCM activities weekly or almost weekly.

•

Aside from LCM, respondents were involved in numerous other extra-curricular
activities. About three-quarters (72%) indicated involvement in an activity besides
LCM, and a third (32%) served on leadership of a campus club other than LCM.
Examples of other extra-curricular activities included intramural athletics (16%),
collegiate music groups (14%), Evangelical Christian groups (12%), sororities or
fraternities (12%), and a wide variety of academic or social outreach clubs.

2D: Cell Phone and Electronics Usage
Figure 10: Number of Hours Spent Each Day on Mobile Electronic Devices, Excluding School Work
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Figure 11: Percentage of Students Using Selected Apps 30+ Minutes per Day
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•

Mobile electronic usage was ubiquitous among these students. Age was not
correlated with increased device usage. Students over 25 spent the same amount of
time on mobile devices, on average, as students under 21.

•

Social media apps were, by far, the most frequently utilized among these students.

•

Presumably, most of these mobile devices were cell phones. Only a quarter of
respondents used these devices to talk on the phone for at least 30 minutes per day.

•

There were differences in app usage between males and females. Females were
more likely to use social media apps (88%, compared with 71%). Males were more
likely to use their devices for Internet browsing (63%, compared with 47%), video
streaming (51%, 40%), mobile gaming (19%, 10%), and sports apps (13%, 2%).
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2E: Behaviors and Self-Perceptions
Figure 12: Student Self-Perceptions
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Figure 13: Summary of Student Feelings of Life Balance

Feeling BALANCED, not overextended

Mixed: Some of both

41%

Feeling OVEREXTENDED, not balanced

35%

24%

•

While two-thirds of students agreed that they were currently finding good balance
in their lives, only 17% agreed strongly with that statement (Figure 12). Half of
students agreed that they were feeling overextended. Interestingly, a quarter of all
respondents agreed with both of these statements, though the remaining students
were more consistent. Figure 13 summarizes: over a third felt good balance and not
overextended while a quarter of respondents felt overextended and not good
balance. The remaining 35% indicated feeling the paradoxical sense of both.

•

The vast majority of students indicated strong feelings of self-worth, with 83%
agreeing that they had important things to offer the church and the world.

•

One in ten female respondents (10%) indicated that they had been raped, and
almost half (42%) of transgender or gender non-conforming students indicated
being raped (note that only 12 individuals who indicated that they identified as
transgender or gender non-conforming answered this question).

•

Almost a third (29%) of respondents indicated that they had been treated for
clinical depression or anxiety, and nearly a quarter (23%) indicated that they had
seriously considered suicide.

Figure 14: Students Reporting (in past year) Selected Behaviors/Thoughts at Least Monthly
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Figure 15: Experiences of Trauma
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Figure 16: Reported Experiencing Rape, Physical/Emotional Abuse, Death in Immediate Family, and/or
Attempted Suicide

In PAST YEAR
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Female (cis)
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17%
13%
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32%

21%

•

Males were slightly more likely than females to report frequent binge drinking, use
of tobacco products, and use of illegal drugs. Females were slightly more likely to
indicate frequent thoughts of self-harm.

•

Females were much more likely to report frequently feeling overwhelming anxiety
(53% reported monthly or more, compared with 35% of males). Feelings of
overwhelming anxiety were even more frequent for those identifying as
transgender, gender non-conforming, or gender diverse.

•

Females were twice as likely as males to report being diagnosed or treated for
clinical depression or anxiety (32%, compared with 17%) and twice as likely to
report experiencing physical or emotional abuse (30%, compared with 15%).

•

Considering the survey items indicating the most severe trauma (death in the
immediate family, rape, physical or emotional abuse, and attempted suicide), 45% of
all respondents had experienced one or more of these. This included a third of males
(34%), half of females (49%), and all but one of those identifying as transgender,
non-conforming, or gender diverse (Figure 15).
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PART 3: Faith Life Before College
Part 3 summarizes a section of the survey devoted to the faith lives of students before they
came to college. These data demonstrated that campus ministry served as part of a much
larger ecology of faith formation. For the majority of students, engagement in campus
ministry was a continuation of religious involvement dating back to early childhood.
The first subsection (3A) details the student responses to their religious practices and
experiences prior to college. Part 3B takes these data a step further by dividing the students
into four broad categories that will be used through the remainder of this report. The final
subsection (3C) centers on the largest category of faith experiences: students who grew up as
religiously active in the ELCA.
Takeaways from Part 3:
•

As a whole, these students were highly religious before coming to college. At
least 82% (55% ELCA and 27% other denominations) of respondents were
consistently active in church activities and religious practices throughout
elementary, junior, and senior high school.

•

Not all participants were highly active in religion before attending college.
There were those (13%) who were sporadically involved or inconsistently
involved throughout grade school.

•

There was a small group (6%) that was religiously inactive before college.

•

Distribution of these groups differed according to regions: More of the
highly religious in the Southeast and Midwest; less on the coasts

•

Survey respondents who were highly religious teenagers had a wide variety of
religious experiences common among Mainline Protestant youth:
confirmation, summer camp, vacation Bible school, and family prayers.
Religious experiences were many and varied.

•

Four categories of students emerged in the analysis: Active ELCA; Active NonELCA; Sporadic or Inconsistent; and Religiously Inactive

•

Active ELCA students were significantly less likely to have experienced
trauma: clinical depression; rape; considered/attempted suicide;
physical/emotional abuse
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3A: Religious practices and experiences
Figures 17-19 show percentages of survey respondents who participated in various
religious activities prior to college. Most were clearly very active religiously throughout
grade school. 88% attended Sunday school monthly or more during their elementary
school years, 83% were confirmed, and 87% attended regular worship services monthly or
more during high school.
Figure 17: Church Participation Prior to College
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Figure 18: Frequency of Religious Practices in Home Prior to College
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Figure 19: Frequency Attending Special Church Functions Prior to College
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3B: Four Faith Background Types
Figure 20: Summary of Faith Life Prior to College

Active ELCA Lutheran

55%
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27%

Sporadic/inconsistent OTHER

7%

Religiously inactive

6%

Sporadic/inconsistent ELCA
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Survey respondents had a range of faith experiences and frequency of faith practices in
their homes growing up. Considering multiple variables (especially the consistency of faith
practices through their elementary, junior, and senior high years), respondents were
divided into four broad categories:
I. Active ELCA: 55% of survey respondents grew up with strong connections to the
ELCA and remained active in church activities throughout elementary school.
II. Active Non-ELCA: 27% of respondents grew up highly active in a religious
denomination other than the ELCA.
III. Sporadic or Inconsistent: 13% of students grew up only sporadically involved
with religion during elementary school or became more heavily involved in high
school. Of these, just under half (6% of all respondents) grew up with connections to
the ELCA, while the remainder (7% of the total) grew up with connections to
another denomination but were not highly active. Involvement in church
throughout elementary school generally took one of three trajectories:
a.

Consistent, sporadic involvement (27%): This subgroup never attended
worship or church activities with any regularity (always less than monthly).

b.

Drop-outs (52%): This subgroup had a period of involvement (usually in
elementary school) followed by a period of non-involvement. The drop-off
usually occurred in high school, perhaps after confirmation. Participation in
campus ministry represented a re-engagement in a faith community.

c.

High school engagement (21%): This subgroup was mostly uninvolved in
elementary and middle school but became involved in church during their
high school years.

IV. Religiously Inactive: 6% of respondents were religiously inactive for most or all of
their elementary school years.
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3C: A Closer Look at Active ELCA Respondents
More than half of all survey respondents (55%) grew up actively involved in church
activities and faith practices of ELCA congregations. Large percentages of this group
participated in virtually all church-related activities included in the survey.
In campus ministries located in the Northeast and the West, Active ELCA students made up
less than half of survey respondents. Campus ministries in the South had the highest
proportion (67%) of Active ELCA students, while the Midwest had the nationwide average
of 55%.
The Active ELCA Lutherans were more white (94%) and more economically privileged than
the other groups. On average, they had less debt, worked fewer hours, and had experienced
less trauma than other groups. Only a third of this group worked more than ten hours per
week, and only 40% had more than $5000 in long-term debt. Active ELCA Lutherans were
significantly less likely to have been diagnosed with clinical depression/anxiety, raped,
considered suicide, attempted suicide, experienced the death of a close family member, and
experienced emotional or physical abuse.
Many of these Active ELCA Lutherans came to campus looking for a specifically Lutheran
ministry to be involved with. They were highly active in church activities throughout
elementary, middle, and high school, so it is plausible that they saw LCM as a continuation
of these activities. Almost all of these respondents were confirmed (98%), attended church
multiple times per month or weekly in middle school (99%) and high school (94%), and
participated in Vacation Bible School (94%). A large majority also attended church youth
group at least monthly in high school (78%), attended overnight Christian summer camp
(76%), and attended at least one church retreat or lock-in (84%). Almost half (48%)
attended the ELCA national youth gathering at least once.
Figure 21: Frequency of Four Faith Types

Religiously
Inactive
6%
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Inconsistent
12%

Active OTHER
denomination
27%

Active ELCA
55%
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PART 4: Campus Ministry Involvement and Motivation
Part 4 examines the elements of involvement in campus ministry, including the students’
motivations for becoming involved and staying involved.
This part analyzes the factors contributing to greater involvement and considers what aids
retention of students once they have become involved. It also considers the different
motivation factors associated with each of the four religious types detailed in Part 3.
Key Takeaways from Part 4:
•

The core of LCM Student Faith Communities across the country were composed of
students who grew up Lutheran, remained active through high school, and came to
campus intending to continue active involvement in Lutheran church activities.
Lutheran identity seemed important to many of those who were involved.

•

The clearest characteristic of student involvement was participation in worship.
For many survey respondents, worship participation was equated with involvement.

•

The two clearest motivating factors for involvement in LCM were: experience
community and grow in faith.

•

Factors contributing to greater involvement in LCM Student Faith Communities:
1. The student was involved in youth group and attended worship in high school
2. The student grew up as an active ELCA Lutheran
3. The student had at least one extended, experiential church-related
experience in middle or high school (youth gathering, camp, retreat, or mission
trip)
4. The student had gone on a LCM mission/service trip
5. The student agreed with LCM’s political and social views, particularly related
to LGBTQ+ persons
6. The student had been accompanied by LCM through a difficult life situation
7. The student felt more connected to God through communal activities than
individual practices
8. The student was attending school 100 miles or farther from home

•

Student retention was driven by experience not perception. Feeling welcome, a
desire to experience community, and interest in the organization’s message got
students in the door. Students needed meaningful experiences to stay or become
more deeply involved. The two primary retention factors were: participation in
leadership and LCM assistance with a difficult situation or crisis.
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4A: Characteristics of Involvement in LCM Student Faith Communities
•

Worship: The primary characteristic of regular involvement in LCM Student Faith
Communities was worship attendance. The vast majority (91%) of those who
considered themselves at least regularly involved attended worship (either led by
LCM or at a local congregation) several times per month or more. For many survey
participants, involvement=worship attendance.

•

Meals: After worship attendance, participation in LCM-sponsored meals was the
next marker of involvement, with 80% of those regularly involved attending these
meals more than monthly. Only 26% of those not consistently involved attended
meals more than monthly.

•

Service: Nearly half (46%) of all respondents indicated that being involved with
service work was a very or extremely important motivating factor. Those regularly
involved with LCM had a much higher rate of going on service or mission trips
(44%, compared with 30% of those not consistently involved). This appeared to be
a factor for increased involvement for many students.

•

Leadership: Fully 87% of respondents agreed that students had important roles in
the leadership of LCM, and almost a third indicated that they were currently on a
leadership team. Opportunities for student leadership were clearly important to the
LCM Student Faith Communities.

•

Small Groups: A majority (55%) of those regularly involved attended Bible study or
religious small group at least monthly (compared with 20% of those not consistently
involved), making this a far less significant marker of regular involvement.

•

Advocacy: Advocacy work did not appear to be a significant motivating factor for
most participants, though most appreciated that advocacy was part of LCM’s
identity (especially welcoming LGBTQ+ persons to the LCM student community). It
was unclear whether advocacy went beyond being welcoming for most participants.
About a third indicated that advocacy work was an important involvement factor.

Two Major Levels of Involvement
Based on responses to a question regarding their current involvement and their frequency
of involvement in LCM activities, students were divided into two major categories,
indicated in Figure 22. Those categorized above the double line were considered regularly
involved (78%), while the others were considered not consistently involved (22%).
Figure 22: Current Involvement in LCM

Level
Leadership team, heavily involved
Heavily involved (more than weekly)
Regularly involved (almost every week)

Freq.
265
107
277

Percent
31%
13%
33%

Occasionally involved (when able)
Infrequently involved (few times a year
Not involved (almost never participate)

109
48
37

13%
6%
4%
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Evidence for Differences of Levels of Involvement
Those who were REGULARLY involved were statistically more likely to agree with the
following statements than those who were NOT regularly involved.
•

LCM provides a welcoming, inclusive, and safe space (t=3.360, p<.01)

•

LCM has had a significant impact on my life (t=10.708, p<.001)

•

Students have important roles in the leadership of LCM (t=4.583, p<.001)

•

LCM has helped me, personally, through a difficult time in my life (t=8.244, p<.001)

•

The political and social views of LCM align with my own (t=3.295, p<.01)

Those who were REGULARLY involved placed statistically more importance on the
following items than those who were NOT regularly involved.
•

Offering discussions about important cultural topics and current events (t=2.701,
p<.01)

•

Offering regular worship services (t=4.656, p<.001)

•

Offering Bible studies and Christian education (t=3.474, p<.01)

•

Supporting and advocating for the LGBTQ+ community (t=2.434, p<.05)

•

It is notable that there was no statistical difference in the level of importance
assigned to other items, most notably: “Community service projects” and
“Partnering with inter-faith groups.” These appeared less important for
involvement.

4B: Motivating Factors
Figure 23: Motivating Factors to Become Involved and Stay Involved with LCM

Extremely important

Very important

Experiencing community

40%

37%

Growing in my faith

41%

35%

Having conversations about interesting topics/ideas

34%

Learning more about God and Christianity

34%

I wanted to participate in a Lutheran ministry
The campus pastor or ministry leader
Being involved with service work

37%

37%

34%

25%
16%

Advocacy work about topics/issues important to me

13%

A friend invited me

14%

Traveling or going on trips 6% 13%
My parents/family wanted me to get involved

42%

4 10%

My home pastor encouraged me to get involved 3 10%

35%
30%
23%
18%
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Figure 24: Student Perceptions of LCM

Agree strongly
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83%
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50%
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49%
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37%
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35%

43%
37%
47%
46%

34%

LCM has helped me through a difficult time in my life
LCM is mostly for students who grew up Lutheran

35%

22%

LCM is effective at reaching out to the campus community
LCM is ideologically opposed to Ev. Xtian campus groups

37%

25%

Most students on campus DO NOT know LCM exists

10%
4

14%

27%

21%

18%

Figure 25: Perceived Importance of LCM Offering Selected Activities

Extremely important
Offering regular worship services

46%

Supporting and advocating for the LGBTQ+ community

46%

Community service projects

35%

Offering discussions on important cultural topics

33%

Offering Bible studies and Christian education

29%

Partnering with inter-faith groups

30%

Partnering with other Christian groups
Service or cultural immersion trips

24%
21%

Very important
37%
28%
45%
40%
41%
36%
35%

30%

Welcome: The hallmark of Lutheran Campus Ministry was that it provided a welcoming,
inclusive, and safe space. An overwhelming 97% of survey respondents agreed with this
statement, which was derived from student interviews about campus ministry. These
feelings of welcome and inclusion were clearly motivation factors for involvement.
“Experiencing community” was the number one motivating factor identified in the survey.
Faith: A large majority also indicated that they were motivated for faith reasons. Most
participants indicated a desire to grow in faith and learn more about God. Overall, regular
worship services were deemed the most important activities of LCM.
Divergence: These commonalities were important and should be emphasized. However,
there were also key motivating factors prevalent among different groups of students. Of the
four faith types described in Part 3, only those religiously inactive before college rated
“experience community” as the most important motivating factor. None of the other three
placed the most importance on either experiencing community or growing in faith.
1) Active ELCA: This group of students, which comprised 55% of all respondents,
placed the highest level of overall importance on, “I wanted to participate in a Lutheran
ministry.” Fully 86% considered this “very” or “extremely important,” compared with
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53% of others. “Experiencing community” and “growing in my faith” came in at 82%
and 80%, respectively, for Active ELCA students. It appeared that many of these
students came to campus looking for a Lutheran ministry.
In general, we can say that the major differences in motivation were that Active ELCA
students were more likely to become involved because they wanted a specifically
Lutheran ministry (#1 motivator) and less likely to have been invited by a friend. They
were also more likely to say that their pastor or parents wanted them to be involved.
However, only 18% said that encouragement from their home pastor was very or
extremely important, while 58% said “not very” or “not important at all.”
2) Active non-ELCA: “Having conversations about interesting topics/ideas” was the
number one motivating factor for the non-ELCA active Christians. Next were
“experiencing community” and “growing in my faith.” Many more in this group became
involved, at least in part, because a friend invited them (39%). Most did not come
searching for a specifically Lutheran ministry, like the Active ELCA group. Worship was
an important involvement characteristic; 91% attended monthly or more.
3) Sporadic or Inconsistent before College: In general, this group of students showed
less overall motivation to be involved with LCM than either of the groups that grew up
active in a church community. This was especially true for motivating factors related to
faith. They also assigned less importance, in general, to LCM offering regular worship
services and Bible studies/Christian education.
There were, however, two patterns evident among this group. First, they assigned more
importance, on average, to LCM supporting and advocating for the LGBTQ+ community.
Second, this group was more likely to engage in risky behaviors (including thoughts of
self-harm, binge drinking, and thoughts of suicide), and they reported high frequencies
of severe trauma. Almost a third of this group (29%) experienced severe trauma
(attempted suicide, rape, abuse, or death in the immediate family) in the past year, and
another third experienced one or more of these previous to the past year. These two
patterns seem to represent major points of connection for this group, and they suggest
two different involvement trajectories. (1) Students encountering significant life
challenges sought support in a faith community, something they were familiar with and
had counted on being there because of their childhood experiences of the church. (2)
Students who were only occasionally engaged in church activities discovered in LCM a
Christian expression that was welcoming and affirming of LGBTQ+ persons (possibly
contradicting their expectations).
4) Religiously Inactive before College: This was the smallest group, so it was difficult
to draw general conclusions. Notably, they shared many motivation characteristics with
the sporadic/inconsistent group. They assigned a high level of importance, on average,
to LCM supporting and advocating for the LGBTQ+ community, and they were even
more likely than those of sporadic involvement to engage in risky behaviors or
experience trauma.
It is important to note that 74% agreed that LCM had helped them through a difficult
time in life, more than any of the other groups. In addition, two-thirds (67%) said that
“the campus pastor or ministry leader” was a very important or extremely important
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motivating factor for involvement. This group was also the most likely to be motivated
by the factor “a friend invited me.” Evidently, many of these students became active
because a member of LCM (usually the campus pastor) helped them personally through
a difficult life situation. It is also plausible that some were interested in exploring a
Christian organization that was welcoming and affirming to the LGBTQ+ community.
4C: Student Retention
There was a clear pattern of involvement evident in the data set. Almost two-thirds of
freshmen and sophomores who were involved in the LCM Student Faith Community grew
up active in an ELCA congregation. The same was true for only half of juniors and seniors.
There was a drop-off in participation during the sophomore year among the Active ELCA
group. The survey captured participants in the fall of their sophomore year, before the
participation drop-off.
The level of involvement for the Active ELCA group seemed to peek among sophomores
and juniors, who were the most likely to be serving on a leadership team. Involving
students in leadership was evidently a common way to keep them engaged.
Figure 26: Comparing Student Faith Backgrounds According to Academic Status

Active ELCA

Active OTHER

Sporadic

Inactive

70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
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Grad Students
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Figure 27: Comparison of Participant Agreement/Experience by Involvement Level

Not consistently involved (n=160)
LCM has helped me through a difficult time in life
LCM has had a significant impact on my life
Participant has experienced significant trauma
LCM provides meaningful service to people in need
LCM provides a welcoming, inclusive, safe space

Regularly involved (n=610)
37%

67%

54%

91%

50%
44%
82%
79%
93%
98%

Key Finding: Retention was driven by experience more than need or perception.
Perception: Even students who were infrequently involved overwhelmingly agreed that
LCM was welcoming and served people in need. Few of these students had poor
perceptions of LCM. Positive perception may have helped drive initial engagement, but it
did not seem to affect student retention and involvement.
Experience: The survey items that were clearly correlated with increased involvement
were experience-driven. They asked about the students’ personal experiences with LCM,
rather than general perception questions. The clearest of these were: “LCM has had a
significant impact on my life” and “LCM has helped me personally through a difficult time in
my life.” Those who agreed that LCM had a significant impact on their lives were more than
9 times more likely to be regularly involved than those who did not agree. Those who
agreed that LCM had helped them through a difficult time in life were more than 3 times
more likely to be regularly involved than those who did not agree.
Summary:
There were many reasons that students engaged in LCM. Some went searching for the
Lutheran ministry on campus. Others came hoping for support through difficult life
circumstances. Some were motivated to participate in service opportunities. A few came
because a friend invited them. Retention of these students was driven by two main factors:
engagement in leadership or personal experiences of impact and meaning.
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PART 5: Impacts of LCM Student Faith Communities
This part of the report focuses on the experienced and perceived impacts of Lutheran Campus
Ministry, with the primary focus on Student Faith Communities. The student survey was
administered in October, meaning freshmen had very little time to experience some of the
potential impacts of involvement (in some cases, less than a month). Therefore, freshmen were
excluded from the analysis in parts 5A-5C, which asked participants directly about impacts.
Part 5D contains more in-depth analysis on campus ministry’s impact on faith. Freshmen were
included in many of these analyses because of the strong evidence that LCM served as an
environment for faith continuity from the pre-college years for most survey participants.
Takeaways from Part 5:
•

The vast majority (88%) of students found involvement in campus ministry
very meaningful and in some way impactful to their lives.

•

The clearest indicator of what students considered significant impact was
campus ministry’s help through challenging or difficult times. It was evident
that campus ministry served as a balm and faithful presence for the often
overwhelming circumstances of college life evident in Part 2 of this report.

•

Students recognized the impacts of campus ministry’s service to others.

•

Some students found campus ministry helpful in their life direction and
career. This was especially true for those contemplating church careers.

•

Campus ministry’s impacts on faith were identifiable mostly in terms of
maintaining continuity of faith practices and faith community through the
college years.

5A: What do students interpret as a significant impact?
A large majority of survey respondents (88%) agreed that LCM had a significant impact on
their lives. This item was highly correlated with increased involvement (r=.538, p<.001),
indicating that those with a higher level of involvement agreed much more strongly that
LCM had impacted their lives.
Figure 28: Student Perceptions of the Impacts of LCM, Excluding Freshmen (n=614)

Agree strongly

Agree somewhat
53%

LCM has had a significant impact on my life
LCM provides meaningful service to people in need

36%

LCM has helped me through a difficult time in my life

38%

LCM is effective at reaching out to the campus community
LCM has helped me determine my life direction/career 6%

22%
25%

35%
44%
27%
45%
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Help in times of need: A large portion of these experienced and perceived impacts related
to support through difficult times. Almost three-quarters (73%) of students who agreed
that LCM had a significant impact on their lives also agreed that LCM had helped them
through a difficult time in their lives.
It was evident that LCM faith communities had been helpful through a wide variety of
traumatic experiences. Every item from Figure 15 was higher for the group reporting that
LCM had helped them through a difficult time in life. Especially noteworthy were the
instances among this group of experiencing trauma in the past year: clinical
depression/anxiety (21%), considered suicide (10%), diagnosed with an eating disorder
(10%), experienced emotional or physical abuse (9%), and raped (3%).
5B: Service to Others
Four out of five respondents (excluding freshmen) agreed that LCM provided meaningful
service to people in need. Those who agreed that LCM had a significant impact on their
lives were much more likely to report going on a mission/service trip (47%, compared
with 33% not agreeing about impact), indicating that these experiences contributed to the
perceived impact on their own lives. Almost half (45%) said that being involved with
service work was a very or extremely important motivating factor to their involvement in
LCM. Four out of five (79%) said that community service projects were very or extremely
important for LCM.
5C: Career and Life Direction
The survey addressed vocational discernment indirectly. A significant minority of students
indicated that LCM helped them determine their life direction and career. Considering only
the upperclassmen and graduate students in the study (n=418), a third (33%) agreed that
LCM helped them determine their life direction and career.
Figure 29: Student Plans for the Future, Excluding Freshmen

Agree strongly
I am unsure what I want to do for a career after
graduation

8%

22%

LCM has helped me determine my life direction/career 6%

25%

During college or after, I plan to take a break year

9% 12%

Plan to serve in LVC, YAGM, Peace Corps, or other
service org

7% 12%

I plan to attend seminary

5 4

Plan to work full-time in congregation or church-based
org

4 5

Agree somewhat

More than one in twelve campus ministry participants was planning to attend seminary or
work full-time in a church, and three-quarters (77%) of this sub-group of students agreed
that LCM had helped them determine their life direction/career. It was unclear if most
campus ministries provided formal vocational counseling or discernment opportunities,
but the ministries had clearly affected the vocational plans of many students.
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5D: Faith
Campus ministry served as the primary faith community for many of the survey
respondents. First and foremost, LCM provided worship opportunities. Offering regular
worship services was the ministry practice considered most important of the survey
options, with 83% saying this was very or extremely important. Not all campus ministries
offered worship services for college students; others encouraged worship attendance with
an inter-generational congregation, though it was clear that specialized LCM worship
services were more common. A large majority of respondents (84%) attended worship
services several times per month or more, and many attended multiple times per week,
attending both church services and special LCM worship.
Figure 30: Frequency of Religious Practices (n=700)

Weekly or more

2-3 times per month

Attend worship services led by LCM
Attend worship services at a Christian church

About monthly

57%
32%

16%
73%

Worship attendance COMBINED (LCM or Church)
Group Bible study or religious small group

14% 7%

28%

11% 5

12% 9%

Read the Bible by yourself

19%

12%

Pray with one or more close friends

20%

11% 9%

Pray by yourself

14%

14%

62%

13% 9%

For most participants, faith experiences at LCM served as a continuation of their faith
journey from childhood and adolescence into early adulthood. It was difficult with a crosssectional survey approach to measure a deepening, maturity, or intensification of faith. We
can, however, claim that LCM offered continuity of faith experiences and practices,
particularly for those who were active in faith communities during high school.
Faith practices measured in the survey (prayer, Bible study, worship attendance) showed
no pattern of growth or decline from the pre-college years to college. The norm was
continuity of faith practices, as shown in Figure 31. Overall, there was a slight pattern of
increase in worship attendance and a slight pattern of decrease in Bible reading (discussed
in Part 6), though personal prayer showed no pattern for change. A small number of
individuals went from very infrequent faith practices (a few times per year or never) to a
high frequency of these practices in college (weekly or more), but there were also
individuals showing a similar decline in these faith practices. Well over half of those who
indicated praying alone (61%) or reading the Bible alone (77%) less than monthly in the
years prior to college said the same was true currently, in spite of their involvement in
LCM. This meant that a small percentage increased in these faith practices, perhaps
because of their involvement in LCM. Similarly, the majority of those who indicated praying
alone (83%) or reading the Bible alone (56%) weekly or more prior to college indicated the
same was true currently.
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Figure 31: % of Individuals Showing Change in Faith Practices pre-College to College Years

Decline
Worship attendance
Personal Bible reading
Personal prayer

No Change

19%

Increase

56%

30%

25%
51%

17%

19%

71%

12%

Beliefs in faith statements showed similar indications of general continuity (Figure 32). As
noted in Part 3 above, a large majority of respondents grew up religiously active, so it was
not surprising to see widespread agreement about faith statements like “God created the
world” (87%) and “I believe that Jesus rose from the dead” (87%). One of the clearest
indicators of continuity was that 71% of respondents agreed that their religious beliefs
were the same as one or both of their parents. Few respondents agreed with, “I consider
myself spiritual but not religious” (17%). It was clear that these students valued religious
practice and church structures. At least 89% intended to be active in a church or
congregation after graduation.
Figure 32: Student Agreement with Selected Faith Questions (n=701)

Agree strongly

Agree somewhat

The Holy Spirit is active in the world

75%

I believe that Jesus rose from the dead

71%

God created the world
48%

The Bible is the word of God

47%

My beliefs are the same as one or both parents

Specific theology not as important as general spirituality

20%

62%

I have important things to offer the church and world

I have a good understanding of Lutheran theology

16%

67%

After graduation, I plan to be active in a church

Most religions are similar, give knowledge of same God

17%

27%
35%
29%

40%

31%

24%

44%

20%
15%

44%
33%

I consider myself spiritual but not religious 6% 11%

Theologically liberal ideas coexisted with traditional belief statements. For example, twothirds (68%) agreed, “Most world religions are similar and give knowledge of the same
God.” Though three-quarters of respondents agreed that the Bible is the word of God
(76%), the agreement level with this particular statement was considerably less than the
other belief statements in the survey, suggesting hesitation to a statement that had become
strongly associated with conservative Christianity. It is notable that there was no clarifying
statement or other option related to biblical theology, so it is possible that some
respondents equated the statement with biblical literalism, while others did not.
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There was no evidence that campus ministry was changing the overall belief structure of
these students on a broad scale or that students were losing an orthodox understanding of
Christianity, as demonstrated by their widespread agreement with statements as specific
as “Jesus rose from the dead.” Once again, there was strong evidence for continuity from
freshmen through seniors. We tested this by comparing the agreement levels of
lowerclassmen (freshmen and sophomores) with those of upperclassmen (juniors and
seniors). If there were a general relaxing of orthodoxy (what some might consider a
liberalizing tendency) through college, the upperclassmen agreement levels would be
different from the underclassmen on the various belief statements in Figure 32. There was
no statistical difference in agreement on any of these belief statements between
upperclassmen and lowerclassmen. We could confidently reject the hypothesis that LCM
made students more theologically liberal.
The only two items from Figure 32 that showed any significant change from lowerclassmen
to upperclassmen were, “My religious beliefs are the same as one or both of my parents”
and “I have a good understanding of Lutheran theology.” In both cases, upperclassmen had
less overall agreement. Both of these differences could be explained considering the
changing makeup of LCM groups illustrated in Figure 26 above. Between sophomore and
junior years, there was a drop-off in participation evident among students who grew up
Active ELCA. A smaller percentage of upperclassmen grew up Lutheran, so it was no
surprise that they felt less confident in their understanding of Lutheran theology. Also
notice that a much higher percentage of upperclassmen grew up religiously inactive. A
large majority of these students (74%) did not agree that their religious beliefs were the
same as their parents. The same was true, to a slightly lesser extent, for those who grew up
as religiously sporadic (50% did not agree). Therefore, the evidence that LCM participants
were drifting away from the beliefs of their parents could be almost entirely explained by a
significant minority of participants who had become more religious than their parents.
These numbers did not tell a story of faith attrition but rather of retention and occasional
acquisition. They suggested a highly contextual and individualized picture of faith
formation in LCM.
5E: The Counter-Cultural Story of Faith Continuity
The literature is clear and consistent in portraying emerging adults as the least religious
segment of society. Studies use terms such as lost and hemorrhaging to characterize the
faith attrition evident in those raised Christian as they progress through emerging
adulthood. David Kinnamon notes “a 43% drop-off between the teen and early adult years
in terms of church engagement” (Kinnamon, You Lost Me, p. 22). Christian Smith, using data
from the National Study of Youth and Religion (NSYR), notes, “The overall story is clearly
one of general religious decline among youth transitioning from the teenage years into
emerging adulthood” (Smith, Souls in Transition, p. 118). The young people responding to
the campus ministry survey, however, demonstrated a degree of continuity that appears
remarkable in light of the literature. Figures 33 and 34 compare LCM survey respondents
to nationally representative samples of emerging adults who were raised in Mainline
Protestant traditions. The results illustrate why the faith continuity seen in the LCM study
should be considered a significant outcome of LCM student faith communities.
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Figure 33: LCM Study Responses in Comparison to Pew Research 2014 Religious Landscape Study Responses

LCM Study participants

76%

Pew Research 2014 (18-24 YO, raised Mainline Protestant)

73%
62%
47%

42%
22%

Agree: "The Bible is the Attend worship services
word of God."
weekly or more

19%

Pray weekly or more

16%

Read the Bible weekly or
more

Figure 34: LCM Study Responses in Comparison to National Study of Youth and Religion, Wave 3 Responses

LCM Study participants
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NSYR 2008 (18-23 YO, raised Mainline Protestant)
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61%

59%

48%
17%

Believe God created the
world

Believe Jesus rose from Considers self "spiritual
the dead
but not religious"

Plans to be active in a
church (LCM)/attend
religious services (NSYR)
in future
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PART 6: Critiques and Areas for Improvement
The student survey included items inviting critique of LCM or suggestions for improvement.
These items, detailed in 6A, emerged from the interview phase of the project before being
included in the survey.
Aside from the quantifiable critiques, researchers identified two areas that emerged from the
survey data as possibilities for improvement: Bible reading (6B) and openness to those with
conservative viewpoints (6C).
It is notable that researchers provided ample opportunities for critique in this survey and
found very few. The student perceptions of their campus ministries were extraordinarily
positive. These critiques and areas for improvement should be considered only within the
context of very positive overall reviews.
Takeaways from Part 6:
•

Critiques to campus ministry were few in these survey data. The responses
were mostly very positive.

•

The most common critiques evident in the survey data were:
1) LCM needed work on its outreach (most common critique)
2) LCM was not welcoming to those with conservative viewpoints (less
common than concerns of outreach)

•

Taken together, these critiques offered a rough snapshot of LCM participants:
liberal-leaning religious traditionalists

•

The general absence of critique brings up an important question about the
welcoming nature of LCM: Are these campus groups welcoming to those who
disagree?

•

Bible reading and claiming the Bible as God’s Word declined from students
early to latter years on campus and in campus ministry. The research does not
give any clues as to causation. These declines might be worth more study.
Other Christian practices (worship, prayer, service) and beliefs continued or
grew.

•

Two-thirds of the students found LCM to be theological substantive and
engaging

•

There was a disparity of perception and attitude concerning LCM’s view of
and relationship with Evangelicals.
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6A: Student Perceptions
Figure 35: Student Perceptions and Critiques of LCM (n=769)

Agree strongly

Agree somewhat

Neither agree nor disagree
25%

Most students on campus DO NOT know LCM exists
LCM makes effective use of the Internet and social
media
LCM is effective at reaching out to the campus
community
LCM is ideologically opposed to Ev. Xtian campus
groups (n=542)
LCM is mostly for students who grew up Lutheran

4

20%

46%
21%

18%

5 12%

18%

41%

22%

LCM usually does not go deep enough on religious
3 10%
topics/theology
LCM is too traditional, overuses church language

47%

23%

10%

Disagree

19%

29%

16%
13%

40%

22%
21%

10%

56%
66%
82%

Not all of the items in Figure 35 were outright critiques. However, they all addressed
common critiques from the interview phase of the research project.
•

Too Traditional? The critique that seemed most unfounded to the survey
participants was that LCM was usually too traditional and overused church
language. Participants overwhelmingly disagreed with this statement (including
44% that “strongly disagreed” and over 37% that “somewhat disagreed”). This does
not mean that LCM ministries were avoiding church language and traditional
worship models. Rather, it means that the vast majority of students appreciated the
extent to which their particular campus ministry used church language. In the openended section of the survey, however, five respondents noted that they wished LCM
worship services included more contemporary music, making this one of the most
frequently mentioned critiques (see Part 9F).

•

Theologically Shallow? Another critique of campus ministry emerging from the
interview phase was that it might be theologically shallow and not sufficiently
challenge participants to explore their faith and the mysteries of God. Two-thirds of
respondents disagreed with this notion as it was presented in the survey, and only
13% agreed. The idea that LCM was theologically shallow was clearly a minority
opinion among participants. The few who agreed with this statement had the same
level of involvement as those who disagreed, so their opinion did not mean
inactivity. These participants reported a higher frequency of religious practices (e.g.
Bible reading) and higher level of agreement with belief statements. This indicated
that many of them were mature Christians wishing for more theological depth. Only
one respondent indicated in the open-ended section wishing for greater theological
discussion and learning.

•

For Lutherans? Many LCM ministries were ecumenical or interfaith partnerships,
and even the ones that were overtly Lutheran saw themselves as welcoming to
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those of other denominations. In spite of this ecumenical intention, there was a
fairly common perception that LCM was mostly for students who grew up Lutheran
(22% agreed). Still, a majority (56%) disagreed with this notion. Those who were
most likely to agree with this statement were those who grew up Active ELCA,
indicating this was less of a critique as it was an acknowledgement of reality.
•

Anti-Evangelical? Responses were mixed to the item, “LCM is ideologically opposed
to Evangelical Christian groups on campus.” Over a quarter of respondents (29%)
skipped this item entirely or indicated that they were “unsure,” more than any other
survey item. Of those that answered (n=542), almost a third (31%) agreed, while
40% disagreed. Some students viewed the relationship as overtly hostile, while
others saw little or no conflict, and many were completely indifferent or unsure.
This confirmed the findings from the interview phase, in which some participants
described the relationship with Evangelical groups (especially Cru) in terms of
conflict, while others did not observe this conflict. Several open-ended comments
referred to a perceived struggle with Evangelical groups, with one putting it
territorially: LCM was “losing ground to Cru.” Given these feelings of opposition, it
was unsurprising to discover very little crossover between involvement with LCM
and Evangelical groups on campus. Only 14% of survey respondents indicated
participating in worship or other activities sponsored by Evangelical campus groups
monthly or more, and only 7% participated weekly.

•

Outreach? One key struggle that emerged from the interview data was the difficulty
of communicating with the student body at the large universities where campus
ministries were active. Many interviewees bemoaned the small size of campus
ministry groups in the Student Faith Community. In the open-ended portion of the
survey, four respondents critiqued the outreach methods. For the survey items that
asked directly about student outreach, results were perplexing at first glance. On the
one hand, almost three-quarters of respondents (72%) agreed that most students
on campus did not know that LCM existed. On the other hand, almost as many
(68%) agreed that LCM was effective at reaching out to the campus community.
Cross tabulating these responses revealed how complex the picture was. Half of
respondents were consistent in their appraisal. A little less than a quarter (23%)
considered LCM’s outreach effective and did not agree that most students were
unaware of LCM. On the other side, a little more than a quarter (27%) did not agree
that LCM’s outreach was effective and agreed that most students did not know of
LCM’s existence. A small number of respondents (5%) seemed unsure, agreeing with
neither survey item. The remainder (45%) agreed with both statements. This
appraisal of LCM’s outreach was termed “good enough” (Figure 36).

Figure 36: Student Summary Appraisal of LCM Campus Outreach (n=699)

Effective, 23%

Good Enough, 45%

Ineffective, 27%

5%
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6B: Bible reading
We noted above in Part 5 that faith formation in LCM was highly contextual, showing
general trends for neither growth nor decline. The norm was continuity and maintaining
faith through the college years. The highly individualized picture of faith formation meant
that there were some individuals in the data set who became more religious during their
college years and others who were evidently in a period of religious skepticism or
questioning at the time they completed the survey. One general trend that emerged was a
decline in the religious practice of reading the Bible.
There were two key pieces of evidence that flagged this particular practice as noteworthy.
•

Decline in frequency: Bible reading was the only religious practice measured in the
survey that showed a significant decline in overall frequency from before college to
the college years. Almost a third of respondents (30%) declined in their frequency
of personal Bible reading, while only 19% increased in frequency (Figure 31).

•

Bible as Word of God: Of the four belief statements included in the survey (Figure
32), “The Bible is the Word of God” had the lowest level of agreement, significantly
lower than the other three. Freshmen were the most likely to agree with this
statement. This indicated that regard for the Bible as God’s word waned during the
college years.

It is possible that these declines in Bible reading and agreement that the Bible is the word
of God were symptomatic of an intentional distancing from Evangelical viewpoints.
6C: Did LCM Welcome Conservatives?
One of the most common critiques in the open-ended section of the survey was that LCM
favored people who were liberal or progressive. Four respondents commented that LCM
was pushing political viewpoints, and one stated outright, “Liberals count. Conservatives
don’t” (see Part 9).
As noted above, many students viewed the relationship of LCM with Evangelical Christian
groups as overtly hostile or at least as ideologically opposed, and very few LCM
participants were engaged with these groups. It seemed clear that LCM was viewed on
most campuses as an alternative to Evangelical Christianity, which in 2017 was
increasingly associated with conservative political viewpoints.
The clearest marker of LCM’s difference was its welcoming stance to those who felt
excluded by Evangelical Christian groups. First and foremost, this meant supporting and
advocating for LGBTQ+ persons. Three-quarters of respondents felt this was a very or
extremely important part of LCM’s ministry. Only 7% of respondents said this was not very
important or not important at all, indicating that those who had different viewpoints were
simply not engaged in LCM. Notice that the survey item did not ask about being welcoming
to LGBTQ+ persons. It specifically asked about supporting and advocating. These students
were not considering their opinion on the topic. They were decided. They were pushing for
change, presumably to such policies as the ELCA’s stance on human sexuality, which as of
fall 2017 allowed congregations and clergy members to refuse to conduct a marriage for
LGBTQ+ persons and not to call an openly gay clergy member. The lack of a diversity of
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opinions on this particular topic begged the question of whether dissenters or those unsure
of their stance felt welcome.
Further evidence that conservatives may not have felt welcome in LCM gatherings was the
response to the survey item, “The political and social views of LCM align with my own.”
Almost three-quarters (72%) agreed with this statement, while only 8% disagreed, and the
remaining 20% marked “neither agree nor disagree.”
It is important to note that those who disagreed that the political and social views of LCM
aligned with their own still overwhelmingly agreed that LCM provided a welcoming,
inclusive, and safe space. The ones who were engaged felt that LCM was welcoming, but the
survey did not include responses from those who were not engaged with LCM, leaving the
question of whether or not conservatives felt welcome a difficult one to answer.
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PART 7: Cultivating Faith in Emerging Adults
Part 7 explores the religious beliefs and practices of survey respondents by considering the
factors influencing a deeper faith commitment. Part 7A considers the spiritual practices that
respondents indicated most connect them with God. Part 7B considers the role of advocacy
work, noting that the connections between advocacy and faith appeared tenuous among
survey respondents. Part 7C examines the importance of faith in the home on the ongoing
faith trajectories of young people. Part 7D considers how certain life experiences impacted the
faith of survey participants.
Takeaways from Part 7:
•

The most significant impact on emerging adult faith was their faith at home
growing up. Nothing else came close to correlating their faith commitment.

•

Among a cohort of students that grew up religiously devoted, the childhood faith
practices that most set them apart from their peers in terms of faith commitment
were personal prayer and faith conversations with their families.

•

Patterns of spiritual practices had a strong relationship to religious beliefs.

•

Most students preferred traditional spiritual practices (worship, prayer,
service, Bible study) though there appeared to be a liberalizing or progressive
tendency as they progressed through college.

•

Life experiences during college that had impacts on faith practices and
engagement included mission trips and working at summer camp.

7A: Spiritual Practices
Figure 37: Practices that Most Connect Students with God (Each Selected 5), n=705

Worship services
72%
Personal prayer
58%
Time in nature
57%
Service projects
46%
Sing/play instrument
39%
Shared meals
35%
Group prayer/Bible
30%
Sacred conversations
22%
Meditation/mindfulness
20%
Personal Bible reading
19%
Run, bike, exercise
14%
Journaling 13%
Advocacy work 12%
Yoga, Tai-Chi, bodily meditation 7%
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Many students showed patterns in the spiritual practices that connected them most with
God. Just over half (52%) were most connected to God through what might be considered
traditional spiritual practices (worship, prayer, Bible study, meditation, and service). A
small number of students (11%) were most connected to God through non-traditional
spiritual practices (time in nature, meals, exercise, journaling, and bodily meditation like
Yoga). Another 8% of students were most connected to God through service and outreach
(with a clear emphasis on service projects and advocacy work). The remaining 29% of
students had mixed responses, showing no clear pattern or preference in what most
connected them with God.
•

There were no clear spiritual preferences based on religious upbringing. That is,
those who grew up as sporadic or religiously inactive were just as likely to connect
with God through traditional practices or service/outreach as those who grew up
religiously active.

•

There were only slight differences in spiritual practices based on region of the
country. Students in the Midwest and South were only slightly more likely than
those in the Northeast and West to prefer traditional spiritual practices.

•

Freshmen were the most likely to feel connected to God through traditional spiritual
practices (60%), while seniors and graduate students were the least likely (40%). It
is important to note that academic status did not significantly affect agreement with
belief statements, with the exception that Freshmen were the most likely to agree
with “The Bible is the word of God” (see Part 7B). As they progressed through
college, students became less traditional in the faith practices that most connected
them with God, but their beliefs remained orthodox. There was no difference based
on academic status in the frequency of traditional faith practices (worship
attendance, Bible study, or prayer). The difference was in their reports of what most
connected them with God.

•

The patterns of spiritual practices had strong relationships with religious beliefs.
Those with a preference for traditional spiritual practices were significantly more
likely than all three other groups to agree with “God created the world” and “The
Bible is the word of God.” They were also more likely than both the non-traditional
and service/outreach groups to agree with “The Holy Spirit is active in the world”
and “I believe that Jesus rose from the dead.” On these two latter items, the
traditional group was not significantly different from the mixed practices group.
Researchers used Anova analysis to test these differences, and in each case here
reported, p<.001.

•

As expected, those who felt most connected to God through traditional faith
practices reported higher frequencies of Bible reading and prayer than the other
groups. Similarly, those who felt most connected through service/outreach reported
higher frequencies of participating in advocacy work. However, those in the
service/outreach group had not gone on more mission/service trips than others.
This particular practice seemed less related to preferences of spiritual practices.
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7B: Advocacy Work
In the interview phase, advocacy work was an important theme related to the work of LCM.
In this survey almost two-thirds (63%) of students, excluding freshmen, indicated
participating in advocacy work for a cause or group that mattered to them at least once
since they started college (Figure 38). Only a third (34%) indicated doing so three or more
times.
Those who had participated in advocacy work were not very likely to include this as one of
the five spiritual practices that most connected them with God. Of those who had
participated in advocacy work more than once since starting college, only 20% indicated
that advocacy work was one of the listed practices that most connected them with God.
A large majority of participants (74%) considered it very or extremely important for LCM
to advocate for and support members of the LGBTQ+ community (Figure 25). These
students were more likely than their classmates to have participated in advocacy work
during their college years (70%, compared with 50%). Passion for this particular group
motivated activism. However, there was little evidence that this advocacy was explicitly
connected to faith.
7C: Faith in the Home
Faith in the home (before college) was a reliable predictor of religious belief and faith
practices in college. This was true for all age groups involved in the study, including
graduate students. As noted above, the overall story was one of faith continuity.
The two most significant predictors of faith in college were frequency of personal prayer
growing up and frequency of faith conversations with the family. In both cases, as
frequency increased, so did agreement with belief statements and frequency of religious
practices in college. In various regression models, these two variables were consistently
significant (for faith conversations, p<.05; for personal prayer, p<.001). Frequency of
worship attendance in high school was significant in some models but not others. These
were reliable faith predictors for freshmen and sophomores. As students advanced in
college, faith in the home became less important predictors of belief and faith practices,
though personal prayer remained significant.
These findings highlight the ongoing importance of faith in the home. If faith was important
to young people growing up, it was much more likely to remain important through the
college years. Participation in campus ministry was part of a much larger ecology of faith
formation. Remember that a large majority of survey respondents attended church
throughout childhood and engaged in a variety of faith practices. These elements did not
show up as particularly influential in our analysis. Among these religiously devoted young
people, the practices that stood out as most influential to ongoing faith were praying and
having conversations with their families about God and faith.
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7D: Significant Experiences
Figure 38: Significant Experiences During College, Excluding Freshmen (n=566)

Never

Once

Twice

Participated in advocacy work for a cause that
Gone on a mission/service trip to US or abroad
Gone on a cultural immersion trip (USA or abroad)
Worked at a Christian summer camp
Taken an extended break from school

Three or more times
36%

16%
55%

14%
18%

66%

34%
17%
22%

75%
88%

10%
6% 6%

10% 8% 7%
9% 2

Figure 38 shows the percentages of students who indicated taking part in selected life
experiences during their college years. Freshmen are excluded, since at the time of the
survey most had been at college for less than a semester.
A large percentage of students had participated in advocacy work. The survey did not
specify the type of advocacy or duration of the work, but the higher percentage offered a
strong indication that many of these students were highly involved. It can be concluded
that these students had passions and ambitions that translated into action. It was unclear
how much of the advocacy work was done as part of LCM activities, but it was clear that
involvement in worthy causes was important to these students who were also involved in
LCM Student Faith Communities.
Almost half of students (45%) had participated in a mission/service trip that included at
least two overnights. It was noted in Part 4A that participation in these service trips
correlated with greater involvement in LCM, and it can be concluded that these trips
provided meaningful ways for the students to put their passions into action. Those who had
been on a mission/service trip at least once were more involved in LCM than those who
had not. They also agreed more that LCM had a significant impact on their lives, that they
had important things to offer the church and the world, that they planned to be active in a
congregation after graduation, and that they had a good understanding of Lutheran
theology. They were 2 ½ times more likely to agree that they planned to attend seminary.
A quarter of participants had worked at summer camp. These students represented a
substantial portion of those involved in LCM Student Faith Communities. The students who
had worked at summer camp were not significantly more involved in LCM than those who
had never worked at camp. They did, however, engage in religious practices significantly
more frequently than those who had never worked at camp. This was especially true for
Bible reading, both individually and in small groups. Additionally, those who worked at
camp had a higher level of agreement that they had a good understanding of Lutheran
theology, had important things to offer the church and the world, planned to attend
seminary, and planned to work full-time in a congregation. Those who worked at camp
were over 2 ½ times more likely to agree that they planned to attend seminary than those
who had never worked at camp.
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Part 8: In Their Own Words
Students were invited to describe Lutheran Campus Ministry in three words. 543 students
made 1690 responses. 228 different words were used, which were factored into 10 themes:
•

Valued, Strong, & Dependable

•

Faith and Spirituality

•

Community: Welcoming

•

Knowledge and Understanding

•

Community: Supportive

•

Perspective

•

Community: Connecting

•

Campus Ministry Atmosphere

•

Impact & Personal Transformation

•

Negatives and Critiques

The number of times each individual word was used is indicated below, and the total number
for each theme is also indicated, giving a sense of the nuance and valence of each descriptor
and theme. The descriptors were overwhelmingly positive, making clear what the first theme
indicates: these students placed a high value on campus ministry. The single element of
campus ministry that they most valued was community. More than two-thirds of all
descriptors that the students used were directly related to the theme of community. There
were three broad qualities of community that these descriptors highlighted, and these are
enumerated in sections 8B-8D. The other themes were much less frequent, though they still
emerged as significant elements of the ministry.
Takeaways from Part 8:
•

More often than any other characteristic, students described Lutheran Campus
Ministry as a robust, generative community. They utilized 49 different words in
1091 responses to say that the ministry welcomes, supports and connects.

•

The students surveyed were very positive about their experience of LCM
Student Faith Communities. Some words were generically positive, though most
identified specific elements of the ministry that students valued.

•

Students described the “atmosphere” of LCM Student Faith Communities as both
calming/relaxing and energizing/motivating.

•

Lutheran Campus Ministry was a place where students could address their
questions, explore their curiosity, reflect critically and learn more about
faith and life in interesting and challenging fashion.

•

Student descriptors of Lutheran Campus Ministry’s working their lives of faith
strongly reflected the ministry’s Lutheran perspective.

•

A small group of student respondents indicated Lutheran Campus Ministry has
significantly impacted their lives. They used 16 different words to convey that the
ministry has influenced their thinking, touched their hearts, tended their
spirits, rooted their existence and changed their lives.

•

Students offered little critique. The 20 words in 25 responses focused around
small and struggling and lack of strategic organization.
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Figure 39: Word Cloud Showing Relative Frequency of LCM Descriptors

8A: Community: Welcoming - 22 different words; 503 total responses (30% of total)
The first and most prominent subtheme of community was that LCM was expansively
welcoming and inclusive. The following descriptors captured this theme.
Words:
Welcoming
Inclusive
Inviting
Kind
Diverse
Belonging
Non-judgmental
Embracing
Accessible
Accommodating
Place for You

# Responses:
210
50
35
18
10
5
5
2
1
1
1

Words:

# Responses:

Open
Accepting
Caring
Compassionate
Generous
Hospitable
Affirming
Respectful
New Boundaries
Big Hearted
Unity

66
46
23
10
6
5
4
2
1
1
1
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8B: Community: Supportive – 16 different words, 370 total responses (22% of total)
The second major quality of community was that it was supportive in a familial way. Students
described LCM in terms of qualities associated with home: support, comfort, and safety. These
words suggested that the LCM community served as a surrogate family for many students.
Words:

# Responses:

Loving
Supportive
Safe
Helpful
Encouraging
Hearth
Sheltering
There

91
43
31
24
10
2
1
1

Words:

# Responses:

Family-like
Home-like
Warm
Comforting
Nurturing
Close-knit
Intimate
Reaffirming

75
34
26
23
5
2
1
1

8C: Community: Connecting – 11 different words, 218 total responses (13% of total)
The third major quality of community that students described had to do with the basics of
being together, of connecting with other people. It was clear that these students found in
campus ministry a place for in-person interaction, a place to meet peers and build friendships.
Words:

# Responses:

Community
Fellowship
Social
Companionship
Sharing
Good People

115
14
4
1
1
1

Words:

# Responses:

Friendship
Connecting
Conversation
Mutual Positivity
Togetherness

70
7
3
1
1

8D: LCM is Valued, Strong, and Dependable - 52 different words; 110 responses (6.5%)
Students placed a high value on campus ministries. Many words were generic positives (e.g.
amazing, wonderful, cool). There were also several clusters of words describing campus
ministry as valued (e.g. important, valuable, crucial), strong (e.g. thriving, dedicated,
established), and dependable (e.g. organized, regular, continual). A few words (food, music,
retreats) referred to specific elements of the ministry.
Words:
Food
Positive
Important
Wonderful
Strong
Enjoyable
Organized
Intentional
Valuable
Consistent

# Responses:
13
8
7
4
3
2
2
2
1
1

Words:

# Responses:

Amazing
Nice
Awesome
Authentic
Retrospective
Present
Cool
Best Thing
Sweet
Neat

9
7
7
3
2
2
2
1
1
1
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Down to Earth
Music
Thriving
Tenacious
Wholesome
Needed
Useful
Growth
Potential
Legitimate
Well-Meaning
Retrospective
Relevant
Structured
Dedicated
Integrated

1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

Regular
True
Retreats
Established
Encompassing
Crucial
Enriching
Organic
Continual
Necessary
Heart Warming
Bold
Resourceful
Focused
Young
Ambitious

1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

8E: Campus Ministry Atmosphere – 35 different words; 218 total responses (13%)
The atmosphere and outcomes of campus ministry were described in two very different ways
that apparently coexisted. The left-hand column below has descriptors characterizing campus
ministry as energizing, fun, and motivating (n=146). The right-hand column has words
characterizing campus ministry in the exact opposite way: as calming and relaxing (n=72).
Words:
Fun
Joyous
Engaging
Energetic
Exciting
Active
Inspiring
Uplifting
Alive
Enthusiastic
Powerful
Passionate
Entertaining
Youthful
Laughter
Immersive
Interactive
Stimulating
Participatory

# Responses:
61
15
14
7
6
6
5
5
4
4
3
3
3
3
2
2
1
1
1

Words:

# Responses:

Peaceful
Refreshing
Relaxing
Calming
Casual
Stress Free
Flexible
Humble
Patient
Informal
Escape
Quiet
Unobtrusive
Pleasant
Low Stress
Soothing

22
13
12
9
3
2
2
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
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8F: Impact & Personal Transformation - 16 different words; 25 total responses (1.4%)
Students used sixteen words in twenty-five responses to express the impact Lutheran Campus
Ministry had on different aspects of their lives. The words mostly named significant lifeenhancing outcomes. This theme was small in terms of overall frequency.
Words:

# Responses:

Fulfilling
Life-giving
Eye-Opening
Grounding
Mind-blowing
Cleansing
Providing
Leadership Opp.

4
3
2
1
1
1
1
1

Words:

# Responses:

Healing
Contemplative
Rewarding
Life-Changing
Cathartic
Transformative
Saving
Restorative

3
2
1
1
1
1
1
1

8G: Faith and Spirituality – 18 different words; 99 total responses (6% of total)
Students used eighteen words in ninety-nine responses to indicate their experience of
Lutheran Campus Ministry’s work with faith, its understandings and its practice. Many of
these words reflected the Lutheran perspective of the ministry.
Words:

# Responses:

Faith
Spiritual
Grace
Lutheran
Sacramental
Christian
Sacred
Devotion
Worship

23
12
10
4
3
2
2
1
1

Words:

# Responses:

God/Christ
Service
Sanctuary
Hope
Religious
Holy
Prayerful
Liturgical
Agape

13
12
4
4
3
2
1
1
1

8H: Perspective – 14 different words; 31 total responses (2% of total)
Students used fourteen words that express the values and commitments they saw at work in
the identity, discourse and activities of Lutheran Campus Ministry. Most of these word
reflected a progressive political outlook.
Words:

# Responses:

Justice
Progressive
Political
Liberal
Contemporary
Idealistic
Counter-Cultural

5
4
3
2
1
1
1

Words:

# Responses:

Traditional
Advocacy
Modern
Real World
Radical
Liberation
Resistance

4
3
2
2
1
1
1
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8I: Knowledge and Understanding – 24 different words; 91 total responses (5%)
Students indicated campus ministry provides information, expands their understanding and
addresses their curiosity. Some of their words expressed the character and practices of
teaching and learning at work in Lutheran Campus Ministry; all of the words point to
Lutheran Campus Ministries intellectual substance and critical thinking.
Words:
Understanding
Meaningful
Learning
Interesting
Intellectual
Enlightening
Mindful
Discussion
Guiding
Grounding
Intriguing
Self-Aware

# Responses:
12
9
6
4
3
2
2
1
1
1
1
1

Words:

# Responses:

Thoughtful
Educational
Challenging
Informational
Questioning
Curious
Reflection
Resourceful
Insightful
Feeding
Profound
Captivating

10
7
5
4
3
2
2
1
1
1
1
1

8J: Negatives and Critiques – 20 different words; 25 total responses (1.4% of total)
Students offered very few negative descriptors of campus ministry. Two coherent critiques
could be discerned in this sparse list of descriptors: 1) the perception that campus ministry
was too small and struggling and 2) the perception that campus ministries needed better
strategic organization.
Words:
Struggling
Unorganized
Isolated
Irrelevant
Inefficient
Ineffective
Shrinking
Non-Strategic
Distressed
Quirky

# Responses:
3
2
2
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

Words:

# Responses:

Small
Over-reaching
Hardly Noticeable
Under Funded
Tepid
Wasteful
Old
Overlooked
Disorganized
Work in Progress

2
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
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Part 9: Student Survey Open-ended Comments
In the last section of the Lutheran Campus Ministry student survey, students were invited to
make comments regarding Lutheran Campus Ministry. 164 students made twelve pages of
comments. 314 discrete items were identified in these twelve pages of student comments.
What follows is an identification of those items gathered into fifty-five factors which in turn
cluster into six themes. These themes are:
Quality Relationships, Hospitality and Connections;
Personal Growth, Transformation and Appreciation;
Faith and Formation;
Qualities of Leadership;
Valued Ministry Activities; and
Critique, Recommendations and Future Development.

•
•
•
•
•
•

The number of items listed indicates the number of times an item occurred; thus one can get a
sense of the valence of that factor and a theme from among the comments. Each theme is
introduced with a descriptive paragraph followed by the factors and their clusters of items
reported as the students spoke them.
Takeaways from Part 9:
•

Community with its related elements and dynamics appeared more often than
any other dimension of student’s comments regarding Lutheran Campus
Ministry. These student comments provided a rich, thick description of the
attitudes, values, activities and relationships that constituted these quality
connections.

•

Many students recognized that Lutheran Campus Ministry contributed greatly
and expansively to their lives. Students were appreciative and grateful.

•

Leadership mattered greatly; both that of professional staff and student peer
ministers. Embodiment of the gospel message and trustworthy relationships
were the primary ingredients.

•

A spiritual home and safe place to ask questions stood out as two primary,
important faith provisions of Lutheran Campus Ministry.

•

Lutheran Campus Ministry’s strong commitments and reputation as a
progressive, liberal faith community was a complex strength and limitation
that some students saw as problematic.

•

Low numbers of participants and outreach to more students were recognized,
but unsolved issues on many campuses.
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9A: Quality Relationships, Hospitality and Connections: 75 items
There were seventy-five items relating to particular generative qualities of inter-personal and
group attitudes, commitments and activities. Students spoke over and over again of Lutheran
Campus Ministry as open, welcoming, safe and highly connected communities.
Community: 30 items: surrounded me with a good community; great community;
offers comfort; caring participants; unapologetic about caring for self and others;
active caring community; accepted me as a part of the community; thanks for the
community; provided a community where I can unapologetically be myself; many
connections with amazing people; support group; lifelong friendships; a great
community I can confide in and feel myself; community of believers with whom I
can be honest and reflect on God’s will with; a good community that helps me grow;
it's the community I needed; I have made great friendships; happy to have found
this community; faith is now about forming community and sharing the word of
God; I love this community; this community is stable and safe; this community is
safe and welcoming; I don’t know what I would do without this community;
fellowship time with fellow believers; constantly reminding me of God’s love;
fellowship; the people are the most influential; they care about you; great friends;
friendships
Welcome: 22 items: welcomed me with open arms; created space for relationships;
LGBTQ community welcome; accepted me; welcome bi- sexual; welcomed and
included; amazing group; many connections to amazing people; support; first thing I
found on campus…welcomed me; awesome people who really care; happy and
welcoming; happy to have found this place; welcome and support; meet new people;
a place where I can fully be me; openness has been welcoming… I’m queer girl who
had given up on Christianity; I’m a queer Christian who feels accepted here;
appreciate the efforts to learn about and support students…especially the
marginalized, under-represented; they have welcomed me along the way; invited as
a freshman to a free lunch; as an atheist I do not feel uncomfortable…I am welcomed
and encourage to serve others; incredibly open; this community is welcoming
Home/Family: 20 items: home away from home (over and over); can draw on when
so much of life is uncertain; home and family now; home when I needed it; a home in
my college church community; gives us a family; support team to substitute for one I
left at home; connection made here through my “family” landed me a job; “my
family;” provided me with a home; become my second home; become more like a
family to me
Ecumenical orientation and interfaith openness: 2 items I’m Episcopal and am
enjoying our partnership
Gathering place: 1 item
Love in action that matters: 1 item
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Connects me with an intergenerational church: 1 item
Area congregation connected me to LCM: 1 item

9B: Personal Growth, Transformation and Appreciation: 60 items
Lutheran Campus Ministry is making an expansive, constructive difference in students’ lives;
students are aware that it does and they appreciate its positive influence. While the nature of
this impact varies in character and degree, it most often occurs along a continuum of
human and spiritual development with smaller elements of personal growth on one
end of the continuum and major transformation of life on the other. The following sixtysix items provide a thick description of multiple dimensions of students’ lives being
significantly, constructively enriched…and not just a little.
Impact on my life: 26 items; couldn’t imagine college life without this; helped me
grow; Affirmed me; loved me; changed me; changed what I wanted to do with my
life; changed me…to a different way of living; without it I would struggle to make it
at school; made a big difference in my life; I’ve become more confident; got me
through my first year; gotten me through college; I’m inspired by the work you do;
love it; changed my life and my faith; loved it, all that its given me; I’ve grown in my
faith and some best friends; I miss it when I’m not present twice a week,
disappointed when I can’t come; I don’t know what I’d do without this community; I
couldn’t have gotten through college without LCM; there is a void that LCM fills;
wouldn’t be alive today without LCM [Name of School]; affected my life more than I
can even explain; I don’t know what I’d do without the friends I made here; huge
part of my college and graduate experience…friends…religion and science
discussions; found a job through my contacts in LCM; Tree House changed my life;
picked me off the bottom and positively influenced my life; given me new direction:
I’m a bi-sexual, appreciate the affirmation; helped me…would recommend to anyone
else; helped me grow as a person
Best thing that’s happened: 10 items; highlight of my church and faith life; place to
expand faith; amazing; best decision I made in college; have brothers and sisters in
Christ; life-long friendships; connecting with God; college wouldn’t be the same;
biggest blessing in my life; kept me grounded during difficult times; helped me find
housing, provided support, food, resources; supported me when I went through
surgery
Thanks: 10 items; thank you; I’m grateful; appreciate it and want to help it grow;
thanks; thank you for being here
Happy I’m coming: 5 items; enjoying my time here; love Lutheran Campus
Ministry; place to go for a good time
I’m considering seminary: 3 items I’m going to seminary; pointed me to seminary
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Extremely important: 2 items as we grow and change; campus ministry matters
what denomination or organization doesn’t matter
Necessary: 1 item
Gives me faith in the church: 1 item
Motivated me to publish my book: 1 item
LCM here was a factor in choosing this school: 1 item

9C: Faith and Formation: 19 items
Students spoke specifically about what and how Lutheran Campus Ministry had influenced
their faith, its practice and impact of faith in their lives. Their responses narrated a more
reflected, deepened faith that was transformative in their relationship with God,
themselves and the world.
I’m growing in faith: 16 items staying on track with my faith; changed my way of
looking at religion; it has changed my life; change my outlook on faith and theology
and vocation; the intellectual discussions have helped me grow in my faith and
understanding of God; grown stronger in my faith; changed the way I live my life
with God; expanded my faith; A great religious connection at school; finding God
helps me to find peace and be less anxious; huge impact on my life…changed the
way I live my life with God; made a world of difference to me…grown stronger in my
faith…been like a spiritual home
Jesus moves in different ways: 1 item Lutheran Campus Ministry is open…helps
one find how Jesus is at work in the world…in one’s life
Greatly value the conversations regarding faith, religion and their application
to the world: 1 item
Touchstone for staying involved with faith: 1 item

9D: Qualities of Leadership: 18 items
Leadership teams in Lutheran Campus Ministry mattered to these students - and in particular
ways. Students valued developing trusted relationships with their campus pastors and peer
ministers, relationships in which they felt heard and understood. Leaders who accompanied
them in asking and pursuing their questions were important. Student appreciated the
opportunities afforded them to lead and develop as leaders. Students noticed when
Lutheran Campus Ministry leaders “embodied” the gospel, the Christian faith.
Leadership: 18 items great; amazing person; leader is a great man; pastor is great;
peer ministry opportunities are important; place to develop my leadership skills;
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pastor is loved; pastor is trusted; pastor is full of the love of God and wise; pastor is
someone who listens, asks and invites questions, spends time with us; pastor is a
good friend; didn’t feel supported by the leadership; supportive pastor and
ministers; shout out to campus pastor and interns; most energetic, encouraging and
prayerful person I’ve ever met; I enjoy my LCM crew very much; pastor is
awesome…open and caring and makes bible study interesting and fun; chaplain
supported me and accompanied me in my sinfulness…brought me to baptism

9E: Valued Ministry Activities: 11 items
Students spoke of several specific ministry activities or practices that were particularly
meaningful and effective for them. Even though they provided some specificity in their
reporting, compared to the entirety of the large student response, there was relatively little
mention of ministry activities themselves.
Singing; 6 items like to sing; need more contemporary music
Mission trips: 2 items
Retreats: 1 item
Weekly dinner: 1item
Like the worship: 1 item

9F: Critique, Recommendation and Future Development: 41 items
Students commented on the limitations of Lutheran Campus Ministry, and in so doing
frequently also offered recommendations for change and future development. While the views
varied, the primary critique voiced a certain awareness of Lutheran Campus Ministry’s
perceived ideological leanings and lack of engagement with and openness to certain other
religious and social points of view. Recommendations for development were also varied but
converged around refurbishing of ministry (particularly worship),
outreach/accessibility, and greater support from the larger church.

Critiques
Platform to push political agendas: 4 items; hold an ideology that not everyone
shares; don’t believe in social statements; Lutheran Campus Ministry’s platform to
push a particular political ideology; not everyone holds the same political views
Divisive: 1 item; liberals count; conservatives don’t
Low participation: 2 items; concern for the future; very bad at getting new
members
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Most people don’t know we are here: 2 items need to be available to more
people who need a welcoming place
Not available: 1 item doors have been locked when I’ve come
Know many people who don’t connect: 1 item; Evangelical groups more accessible
and provide more opportunities to facilitate relationships; students are looking for
space to build community and explore spirituality in a postmodern, “post-church”
world
Losing ground to CRU: 1 item
Lutheran Campus Ministry leader considering becoming Sikh: 1 item; Lutheran
Campus Ministry talks about being inclusive, but doesn’t walk the talk
Notions of church are evolving: 1 item: need more of a focus on moving forward
the ideals of the Lutheran faith…fails to engage students where they are…I’ve gone
elsewhere
Loved Lutheran Campus Ministry first two years in college…lost safe feeling
after those first two years: 1 item
Often unorganized: 1 item
Chaplain expects too much with our time constraints: 1 item

Recommendations and Development
Wish had more contemporary music in worship: 5 items; praise band; more
contemporary music; have some contemporary music; important
More outreach to students: 4 items grad students; international students; try
harder
Has potential: 2 items; could engage students in their beliefs and spiritual lives;
could bring people of differing views together…doesn’t do either
Need more innovation: 2 items; needs to be more creative
Need younger pastors: 1 item
Striving to improve the ministry: 1 item
Authenticity: 1 item: means is as important as the message
Listen to students: 1 item; find out who we are and what we are thinking
Want more theological discussion and learning: 1 item
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More challenges/challenging would have helped me: 1 item
Gay woman who felt judged; working to improve the “culture:” 1 item
More high school ministry is needed: 1 items college is too late; need a feeder; I
wish my church had better senior high ministry
Want evening services; 1 item
A lot of people of been hurt in the name of religion…talking about that and
changing that legacy is very important: 1 item
Financial struggle: 1 item: “If these ministries are not protected and preserved,
congregations will lose the young members that only stayed in the church because a
campus ministry was available to them”
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Conclusion
This report has detailed the findings of a nationwide survey of Lutheran Campus Ministry
(LCM) participants involved in Student Faith Communities. It represents the largest known
study of Lutheran young adults. It is important to note that this sample was drawn from
students connected with LCM Student Faith Communities. There was no control group. This
means that respondents had chosen to engage in LCM and were willing to invest time in
offering feedback. Their responses provide a broad, nationwide portrait of LCM from
participating students’ vantage point. Because of this, they do not take into account LCM’s
ministries to campus staff, interfaith councils, advocacy groups, and much more. These data
should be considered alongside the other three streams of data from the Lutheran Campus
Ministry Study.
Those involved with LCM Student Faith Communities found the experience valuable and
worthwhile. The survey responses were overwhelmingly positive, even though many
questions invited critique. The LCM study’s literature search and the findings detailed in
Part 2 of this report indicate that these students had many other options for occupying
their time. They chose to be involved with LCM. Over three-quarters of respondents were
regularly involved, participating in worship or other activities at least multiple times per
month. Very few infrequent attendees responded to the survey. This portrait of campus
ministry is provided by those who valued this ministry the most and knew it most
intimately (in October 2017).
The literature study found that young adults have a particularly strong desire to belong.
The strongest theme in this survey data (and also from the study’s site visit phase) was that
campus ministry provided a place of community and welcome. This particular group of
students found a place of belonging in the unique blend of elements present in LCM faith
communities. They fit and were supported here. LCM was something worthy of a
substantial amount of their time and emotional energy in the context of the incredibly
stressful environment of college life. Three elements combined to provide the unique place
of belonging and support these students valued:
1. Expansively welcoming – the community was intentionally welcoming and
supportive of students, including those who were excluded by other segments of
society; the litmus test for this element in October 2017 was outspoken inclusion of
LGBTQ+ persons
2. Grounded in Christian faith – the LCM community identity centered in a
thoughtful, progressive understanding of the Christian faith and teachings that
connected with many students’ childhood faith, especially those who were raised
Lutheran
3. Reaching out to others – the community did something for other people and
provided students opportunities to make a difference
Students gathered around these three priorities and found in these communities something
that was personally impactful and dependable, especially in times of need. These were
places of faith formation and outreach, especially as they served as continuations of
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students’ faith journeys. Their primary function, however, was as places of belonging for
this group of students. These were niche communities on campuses of many thousands of
students. The uniqueness of LCM may be that these three elements exist in combination
nowhere else on college campuses.
While these three elements were present at LCM sites across the country, they took unique
expression in widely varied contexts that greatly influenced the details of the ministries.
The bulk of this report considers the data as a whole, without accounting for the diversity
of the 140 sites and 845 students represented. This is one of the great limitations of
quantitative data and the reason why contextual realities were considered so strongly in
other phases of this research project.
However, even the broad scope of this quantitative data set illuminated the importance of
contextual realities. Seven different campus ministry sites had 20 or more student
responses, and comparing their data demonstrated the complexity of adapting the above
three elements in different contexts. Motivation for involvement varied among these seven
sites, and there were large differences in the makeup of participants (e.g. gender balance
and percentage that grew up Active ELCA). At one site, the ministry clearly centered on
service to the local community, which was heavily impoverished. At another site, students
had increased agency in comparison with the other sites, an element directly related to the
high-achieving nature of the particular university and the leadership style of the campus
minister. As with other ministries, campus ministry is highly contextual.
This study mostly offers valuable details about the faith trajectories of young adults who
grew up active in the ELCA. Further research is needed to examine in greater detail other
cohorts of young adults at these universities and elsewhere.
This study offers a detailed picture of LCM Student Faith Communities from the inside; it
leaves open questions about those who were not engaged in the ministry. There could be at
least two important areas of inquiry. First, students may have chosen not to engage in LCM
because they did not value one or more of the above three elements. How might these
students be engaged in ministry? Second, some students who would find a strong sense of
belonging in these communities were not engaged. Were they unaware of LCM’s existence
(marketing)? Were they unaware of the three key priorities (messaging)? What were the
other reasons for their lack of involvement, and how might they be engaged in ministry?
There is much more to learn about current university students and campus ministry; this
study has provided an important exploration of a particular segment of emerging adults in
the church. At a time when emerging adults are the least religious segment of society and
much of emerging adult literature details the faith attrition of this age cohort, this study
offers a compelling counter-narrative that illuminates the factors contributing to faith
continuity through the college years.

