
 

 

Methods for Measuring Denominations and Church Leaders 

Goals 

Track the quantity and content of messaging by influential Christian individuals and 
organizations regarding the Coronavirus pandemic of 2019-2020. 

Denominations 

For themes at the denomination level, we coded the content on the websites of 
major US Christian denominations, on the assumption that these sites are a common 
communication tool for large congregations and a “public face” that congregations 
show to visitors seeking to learn more about them. 

Sampling. Starting 14 May 2020, we sampled all US Christian denominations with 
more than 200,000 adherents according to the Association of Religion Data Archives 
(ARDA) as of 2010--the most recent year for which data are currently available. 
Collectively this gave us coverage of more than 88% of all Christian adherents in the 
country according to ARDA data. By default we present averages weighted by 
denomination rather than by adherents. 

For a smaller sub-sample of relatively large Protestant denominations we have data 
extending back to 16 April 2020. This sample includes mainline, evangelical, and 
black Protestant denominations listed here as well as Vineyard churches. 

Metrics. We code yes/no indicators for the following metrics: 

 
Variable  Definition 

Depth: CTA?  Y/N - is there a clear call to take some action in response to C19 

Depth: CTG? 
Y/N - is there a call to give specifically to efforts to help those affected by the 
crisis? (Implies CTA = YES) 

Scope: 
international? 

Y/N - if there is a call to act, does it clearly state that part of the goal is to help 
people in other countries? 

Depth: CTP?  Y/N - is there a clear call to pray for those affected by C19? 

Depth: pastoral 
msg?  Y/N - is there a pastoral message providing encouragement and counsel? 

Depth: EI? 
Y/N - does the church provide examples of ways in which its members are 
having an impact on those affected by C19? 

Depth: CTD? 
Y/N - is there a clear call to "distance" or otherwise act in ways that protect 
the community by reducing viral spread? 

Depth: OTH?  Y/N - is there a clear way for those who need help to connect with the church 
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to seek it? 

Scope: external? 
Y/N - if OTH is Y, does the offer to help clearly extend to those outside as well 
as inside the church? 

CER  Y/N - is there a statement on the current event justice issue? 

Protocol. We took measures of these metrics on Thursday of each week beginning on 
16 April 2020 (with one earlier round of data collection on 30 March 2020). For each 
website, coders visit the site and record values using the following protocol: 

1. Identify all COVID-19 related items including content modules on the page 
itself and links to other pages.  

2. For each item, determine if it is an instance of any of the content types we 
seek to identify. For example, for the content type “call to action,” determine 
whether the item is a clearly identifiable call to take action in response to 
COVID-19, whether by volunteering, donating, advocating, etc., and if so record 
a “yes.” 

3. If one of the links on the landing page is a link to a separate, consolidated 
page of COVID-19 related content (e.g., a link titled “COVID-19 resources for the 
church”), then we follow this link and repeat steps #2 and #3 above. 

4. After completing all steps above, record “no” for any content types not 
identified. 

Currently, one coder conducts this protocol. In the future and depending on capacity 
we may have two coders conduct the same protocol, identifying cases in which 
scoring requires further discussion and resolution. 

Church leaders 

Twitter is a frequent communication tool for some Christian leaders who desire to 
send short messages to a potentially large number of followers. 

Sample. To identify influential Christians, we consulted multiple online sources and 
generated a list of 230 mostly North American candidates. We then divided these 
into one of four groups: 

● Artist - individual Christian musicians and Christian bands and personalities 
appearing in Christian television programming. 

● Author - writers and speakers who address popular and/or scholarly 
audiences through non-fiction Christian works. 

● Nonprofit - faith-based leaders and non-profit or para-church organizations 
including humanitarian, news and journalism, evangelistic, and other 
organizations. 

● Pastor - currently-serving congregational or eccleastical leaders. 
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When an individual in our sample fit into two or more categories, we assigned them 
to what appeared to be their primary identity. We included two individuals (i.e., Pope 
Francis and N.T. Wright) who reside outside the US because they have a large US 
following. 

We selected the top thirty in each group according to their number of followers. If two 
or more members of the same household appeared in the same top twenty list (e.g., 
T. D. and Serita Jakes), we retained the one with the largest following. If a leader and 
her/his organization were both in a list (e.g., Franklin Graham and Samaritan’s Purse, 
Andy Crouch and Christianity Today, Jim Wallis and Sojourners), we retained both 
because there didn’t seem to be a dominant pattern of one retweeting the other. We 
omitted accounts that did not include personal postings (e.g., quote-citing 
accounts--Proverbs 31, for example) and accounts that were inactive during the 
study period (e.g., Kari Jobe, Brandon Heath). 

Protocol. For each sampled church leader and week, we did the following. We first 
used the advanced search function on Twitter to find all tweets (included re-tweets) 
by the church leader during the given week that include one or more of a list of 
keywords chosen to capture various ways in which Christians might respond to the 
pandemic (e.g. “help,” “distance,” “give,” “serve,” etc.).  We then manually examined 1

each matching tweet to determine whether it was clearly related to COVID-19 
specifically. If it was, we counted and recorded the total number of such tweets. We 
did not count a tweet as COVID-19-related unless it had an explicit connection. For 
example, we did not count Bible verses, general prayers, or general well wishes (e.g., 
“We hope you feel his peace”), and we do not include calls to attend virtual church 
services unless these encourage social distancing. 

Graphics. Charts show the percentage of the 120 accounts we followed that mention 
COVID-19 keywords. 

1 The full list of keywords is: Pray, Praying, Prayer, Community, Help, Helping, Distance, 
Distancing, Healthcare, Give, Giving, Donate, Donation, Donations, Contribute, Volunteer, Serve, 
Serving, Church, Churches, Pastors, Pastor, Helper, Assist, Concern, Poverty, Minister. 
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