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Confirmation Ministry 
which Cultivates 

Discipleship

Research 
Question

What is the state of confirmation 
and equivalent practices within  
five denominations that practice 

infant baptism?

Research 
Question

How does confirmation and 
equivalent practices contribute to 

youth discipleship? Five Denominations: 
African Methodist Episcopal, United Methodist Church, 
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, Presbyterian 

Church (USA), and Episcopal Church. 

Research Design

Quantitative: 
Survey

Population Sample

Email, Online
Leaders (3,569), 
Parents (1,121), and 
students (2,087)

Qualitative: 
Portraiture

Site visits: 18 
congregations and 6 
camps/conferences

Mixed Methods

Highly Religious Youth

11%

25%

30%

34%

All Teens (NSYR, 2003)

Lowest Minimal

2%

11%

28%59%

Confirmation Project

Moderate Highest
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Youth Motivation:

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

To get money or presents at the end.
My friends did so as well.

To celebrate with friends and family at the end.
I was told it is fun.

I felt obligated to take part.
To think about good/bad for me and my life.

I was baptized as a child.
To experience community.

To make an important step in growing up.
My family wanted me to.

To come to own decision about my faith in God.
I want to be confirmed.

To learn more about God and faith.
To be strengthened in my faith.

Strongly agree Somewhat agree

Episcopal ELCA PC (USA) UMC

0-3 Months 40% - 31% 42%

4-6 Months 27% 2% 28% 29%

7-12 Months 24% 9% 36% 22%

13-24 Months 7% 51% 4% 6%

> 2 Years 2% 38% - 1%

Median 
Duration

5 Months 24 Months 6 Months 4 Months

Denominational 
Differences

Typical ELCA Program
•  Begins at age 12

•  Lasts 2 years (38% last longer)

•  Includes multiple methods of instruction

•  Center of program is regular class attendance

•  Serves about 10 students

•  Involves 3 adult leaders (25% involve only 1)

•  Culminates in a public rite of confirmation

•  Incredible variation

# Students in ELCA Programs

11 to 20
25%

21 to 50
16%

more 
than 50

8%

5 or less
28%

6 to 10
23%

What is Confirmation?

Completion of baptism

Public validation of baptism

Affirmation of baptism

Welcome to communion table

Separate sacrament

Become a member of congregation

Fulfillment of parental responsibility

ELCA parents

76%

74%

90%

69%

46%

85%

72%

ELCA leaders

39%

61%

95%

30%

7%

63%

45%

Understanding of 
Confirmation

Maturing in faith or faith that connects knowledge, 
belief, and action into a confirmand’s identity is the most 
commonly expressed goal of confirmation. 

Starting with at least some familiarity with the Christian 
story, Christian practices, and the church’s theology, this 

maturation happened as young people engaged in 
learning activities within a community of faith and 

concluded with young people making a personal 
commitment and participating in a public rite. 
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Understanding of 
Confirmation

The theological understandings and practices of each 
denomination: 

-  Influenced the language used to describe this goal, 

-  Shaped their view of knowing (head, heart, hands), 

-  Prioritized their methods

-  Influenced how they assess maturity

Understanding of 
Confirmation

They all desired that young people internalize 
the faith confessed by their faith community, 
making it their own and incorporating it 

into their everyday life.

Understanding of Confirmation

Experience 
Community

Personal 
decision about 

faith.

Be 
strengthened 

in faith

Youth should 
be allowed to 
decide topics.

Should be fun. Should get to 
raise ?s RE: 

faith

Parent goals Leader goals Youth motivation
Strongly 
Agree

Strongly 
Disagree

Neither 
Agree nor 
Disagree

Somewhat 
Agree

Somewhat 
Disagree

1.  The appropriate time to ask questions 
about faith.

2.  Strengthen personal faith.

3.  Learn more about God and faith.

4.  Develop a personal view of faith.

Understanding of 
Confirmation

Leaders: Emphasize theology/doctrine

Parents: Emphasize completion

Students: Emphasize relevance

*Youth who indicated that confirmation was 
not enjoyable were likely to decrease in faith 
measurements.

Understanding of 
Confirmation

Practices of Confirmation

Mentors 12 of 18

Choice   9 of 18

Parents  9 of 18

Service   9 of 18

Camp 4 of 18

Retreats 9 of 18

Technology 2 of 18

Field Trips 2 of 18



1/22/17	

4	

Practices of Confirmation
Mentors 57% 

*PCUSA 64%

Service 40% required

Camp 8% required   
*ELCA: 20%

Retreats 34% required

Lecture 67%

Faith Statement 
32% req. (*PCUSA 83%)

Field Trips 42%

Games 60%         
*ELCA 70%, Epi. 40%

Tests/Quiz 28% 

Discussion 95%

Most Important Topics

The Bible God: Father, 
Son, and 

Holy Spirit

Baptism Worship 
Services

Death and 
Resurrection

Meaning of 
Life

Lord's 
Prayer

Parents Leaders Youth
Extremely 
Important

Somewhat 
Important

Not at all 
Important

Very 
Important

Not Very 
Important

Key Findings

✴  Custom-designed, life-impacting approaches

✴  Leadership matters

✴  One aspect of a larger Whole

✴  Relationships are a significant dimension of the 
curriculum

Key Findings

Custom-designed, life-impacting approaches

•  Believing faith matters (personally, communally and in the 
world) and willing to cultivate a relevant and meaningful 
learning environment – place to start.

•  Recognize God’s activity, appreciate church tradition, 
able to imagine new possibilities, and passion for 
discipleship youth – leaders custom-designed ministries 
for their particular congregation that drew on assets and 
addressed real challenges.

Key Findings
One Size DOES NOT Fit All!

✴  Incredibly diverse practices are evident: Confirmation is 
not one thing

✴  There are no clear effects of confirmation in general

✴  Looking at hundreds of youth, those who have completed all 
or nearly all of confirmation show no difference in faith 
measurements than those who just started

✴  Those completing both surveys showed very little overall 
growth during confirmation in belief or belonging, with only 
slight increases in behaving (religious practices)

Key Findings

Leadership matters

✴  Valuing confirmation as a ministry – vision and energy.

✴  Main person spearheading ministry AND

✴  Created shared leadership – empowering and equipping 
others to join in.
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Key Findings

Leadership matters

✴  26% of programs had a single leader: the minister

✴  36% of primary leaders had no special training in 
confirmation ministry (24% ELCA)

✴  70% of primary leaders knew all or almost all of the 
youth before confirmation started

Key Findings
One aspect of a larger Whole

✴  There is a relationship between confirmation  and the 
congregation. The congregation’s culture of discipleship 
impacts the vibrancy of confirmation (and vice versa).

✴  Nurturing one impacts the other

✴  Ultimately both need to be attended to and be the 
“radar” of leadership.

Key Findings
One aspect of a larger Whole

5 Factors had clear effects on the confirmation students’ overall 
faith in terms of believing, behaving, and belonging:

✴  Faith in the Home – far and away the strongest factor

✴  Youth Program/Youth Group attendance

✴  Vacation Bible School attendance

✴  Sunday worship attendance

✴  Camp attendance

Key Findings

Relationships are a significant dimension of the 
curriculum

•  What happens between and among youth and adults 
relationally is more important than any printed 
curriculum.

•  The web of relationship – among confirmands, among confirmands 

& adults, and among confirmands & the congregation – provides the 
necessary energy for making confirmation meaningful and 
having a long-term, lasting impact.

Key Findings
Relationships are a significant dimension of the 
curriculum

✴  Programs are designed to be relational

✴  Youth are generally not there for the relationships

✴  Relationships in the home remain the single greatest 
factor for youth faith formation

✴  Clear predictor of faith growth:

Under- 
standing Practices

Context Shared 
LeadershipWeb of 

Relationship

Culture of 
Discipleship
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www.theconfirmationproject.com


