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Abstract

This article presents a critical literature review examining the influence of strategic leadership on
the organizational growth of megachurches in the United States. Strategic leadership is a pivotal force
in the success and expansion of organizations; yet, a significant research gap exists regarding its spe-
cific application within the unique context of large religious nonprofits. This study synthesizes and an-
alyzes existing scholarly works to explore the nuanced relationship between key strategic leadership
practices—strategic vision, objective setting, strategy crafting, implementation, and performance eval-
uation—and the multifaceted growth of megachurch organizations. Adopting a qualitative approach
guided by a hermeneutic research philosophy, this review employs a thematic analysis of academic
literature to identify core themes, theoretical underpinnings, and emerging patterns. The findings reveal
that megachurch growth is a complex phenomenon that extends beyond numerical increases to encom-
pass spiritual maturity, service expansion, and community impact. The leader's vision profoundly
shapes the adoption of business principles within a spiritual framework and the effective management
of unique resources. The study concludes that strategic leadership is a critical determinant of mega-
church vitality and sustainability, offering practical insights for leaders and identifying key areas for
future scholarly inquiry.
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Introduction these complex organizations to thrive is intri-
cately linked to the leadership provided by their
pastors and executive teams [6].

This research addresses a significant gap in
the academic literature regarding the specific
dynamics of strategic leadership within mega-
church settings [7, 8]. This gap is not just a void
in knowledge, but a crucial area that needs to be
filled to understand the unique strategies and
processes that successful leaders employ to fos-
ter organizational growth. The core components
of strategic leadership—encompassing the vi-
sion, decision-making, and management prac-
tices of top leaders—are acknowledged as crit-
ical; yet, the mechanisms of their influence on
growth remain under-theorized and under-ex-
amined in this specific context. Existing

Strategic leadership is widely recognized as
a crucial driver of success and expansion across
various organizational types [1, 2]. Within the
United States' religious landscape, mega-
churches—Protestant congregations with a reg-
ular weekly attendance of 2,000 or more—rep-
resent a significant and influential organiza-
tional phenomenon [3, 4]. These institutions
have not only demonstrated remarkable growth
in an era where many traditional denominations
face declining attendance, but they have also
become powerful influencers of public opinion
and societal views due to their vast resources
and sizable followings [3, 5]. The ability of
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knowledge provides a limited understanding of
how strategic principles, often developed in
corporate settings, are adapted and imple-
mented within these unique, value-driven envi-
ronments [9, 27]. This limitation hinders both
academic theory and the practical development
of effective leadership within one of the most
vital segments of contemporary American reli-
gion.

The primary objective of this study is to crit-
ically examine and elucidate the influence of
strategic leadership practices on the multifac-
eted dimensions of organizational growth
within the specific context of megachurches in
the United States, employing a critical literature
approach [12]. This is achieved by pursuing
several specific objectives: (1) to understand
the influence of strategic vision; (2) to ascertain
the role of setting specific objectives; (3) to de-
termine the impact of crafting a strategy; (4) to
understand the process of implementing strat-
egy; and (5) to ascertain the influence of evalu-
ating performance on the organizational growth
of megachurches [10]. The novelty of this work
lies in its synthesis of a fragmented body of lit-
erature through a robust theoretical framework,
integrating Strategic Leadership Theory, Upper
Echelons Theory, the Resource-Based View,
and others to create a holistic model [1, 6]. By
systematically analyzing and deconstructing
existing research, this article aims to contribute
to leadership studies and the sociology of reli-
gion, while offering valuable, evidence-based
insights for practitioners navigating the com-
plexities of leading large, nonprofit organiza-
tions [5, 11, 32].

Materials and Methods

This study employed a qualitative research
approach, specifically a critical literature re-
view, to conduct an in-depth examination of the
relationship between strategic leadership and
organizational growth in US megachurches
[13]. A qualitative methodology was deemed
most appropriate due to its strength in exploring
complex and nuanced phenomena, as well as

synthesizing diverse perspectives from existing
scholarly work to produce a rich and holistic
understanding [14, 15]. The research was
guided by a hermeneutic philosophy, a method
of interpretation that emphasizes the in-depth
interpretation of textual data to uncover under-
lying meanings, assumptions, and patterns. This
philosophy was chosen for its suitability in un-
derstanding and interpreting the complex and
nuanced data found in the literature on strategic
leadership in megachurches.

Research Design and Data Source

The primary research design employed a
critical literature review [12, 16]. This method
involves a systematic process of identifying,
evaluating, and  synthesizing  existing
knowledge on a topic. Still, it goes beyond mere
summary to actively engage with the literature,
question its assumptions, and identify power
dynamics or biases. The data for the study con-
sisted exclusively of secondary sources, includ-
ing peer-reviewed academic journal articles,
scholarly books, published dissertations, and
credible industry reports [17]. The subjects of
the study were the texts themselves—the argu-
ments, theories, and empirical findings pre-
sented by other researchers [18].

Data Collection and Processing

A systematic literature search was conducted
across major academic databases, including
Google Scholar, EBSCOhost, JSTOR, and
ProQuest [19]. Search terms included combina-
tions of "megachurch,” "strategic leadership,"”
"organizational growth," "church growth," and
"large congregations,” utilizing Boolean opera-
tors to refine the results [19]. Strict inclusion
and exclusion criteria governed the selection of
literature [16]. Inclusion criteria specified:
peer-reviewed scholarly publications, texts
published in English, and studies focusing on
megachurches within the USA that directly ad-
dressed the core constructs [4, 20]. Non-schol-
arly sources, non-English texts, and literature



focused on contexts outside the US were ex-
cluded [4]. A particular emphasis was placed on
literature from the last two decades to ensure
currency. To organize the collected data, a Lit-
erature Matrix was developed. This tool ena-
bled the systematic extraction and comparison
of key information across sources, including
theoretical frameworks, methodologies, find-
ings, and limitations. Throughout the process,
Concept Maps were used as a visual tool to il-
lustrate relationships between concepts and
identify emerging themes. Concept Maps are a
visual representation of the relationships be-
tween different concepts, allowing for a deeper
level of analysis and synthesis of the literature.

Data Analysis

The core analytical technique employed was
a comprehensive thematic analysis, guided by
the hermeneutic and critical lens of the research
design [12]. This iterative process involved sev-
eral stages: (1) Familiarization, through inten-
sive reading of the selected literature; (2) Gen-
erating Initial Codes, by systematically iden-
tifying patterns and features relevant to the re-
search questions; (3) Searching for Themes,
by collating codes into potential overarching
themes that captured significant patterns in the
data [22]; (4) Reviewing Themes, by refining
them against the dataset for coherence and dis-
tinctiveness [22]; (5) Defining and Naming
Themes, to articulate the essence of each
theme; and (6) Producing the Report, by syn-
thesizing the analysis into a coherent narrative
supported by compelling examples from the lit-
erature. This process involved not only summa-
rizing but also critically interpreting the find-
ings in the context of the study's theoretical
framework, identifying gaps, contradictions,
and dominant narratives within the existing
body of knowledge [12]. The analysis involved
extracting both qualitative insights and quanti-
tative statistical data reported in the reviewed
studies, such as descriptive statistics on mega-
church operations and demographics, to pro-
vide a comprehensive picture of the field.

Results

The thematic analysis of the literature re-
vealed several key themes regarding the influ-
ence of strategic leadership on the growth of
megachurches. These results integrate qualita-
tive insights with statistical data reported in the
source materials, providing a comprehensive
picture of the phenomenon.

Reported Statistical Context of U.S.
Megachurches

The literature provides a clear statistical
backdrop for understanding the scale and char-
acteristics of the organizations under review. A
megachurch is typically defined as a Protestant
congregation with a sustained weekly attend-
ance of 2,000 or more individuals [3, 4]. These
organizations operate on a significant scale; for
instance, the average budget of a megachurch in
2019 was reported to be $7 million [3]. Leader-
ship characteristics are also statistically docu-
mented: the average age of a lead pastor in a
U.S. megachurch is 53, with an average tenure
of 15 years in their position [3]. Furthermore,
demographic trends within these churches show
a notable increase in multiracial congregations,
reflecting an adaptation to broader societal
shifts [3]. These statistics underscore the com-
plexity and significant resource base that neces-
sitate strategic, rather than purely administra-
tive, leadership.

The Primacy of Strategic and Visionary
Leadership

A dominant theme across the literature is the
critical role of the senior leader in establishing
and communicating a compelling strategic vi-
sion. This extends beyond simple management,
requiring leaders to anticipate future trends,
maintain flexibility, and empower others to
achieve the organization's goals [1, 6, 25]. Vi-
sionary leadership is consistently highlighted as
pivotal for navigating dynamic environments
and driving growth [20, 26]. This vision often
creates a "dramatic web" that offers meaning
and purpose, resonating with the congregation



to attract newcomers and retain existing mem-
bers. The leader's ability to articulate this vision
is framed not just as a task, but as the central
mechanism through which strategic direction is
established and maintained [28].

The Multifaceted Nature of Organiza-
tional Growth

The analysis shows that organizational
growth in megachurches is understood as a
multidimensional concept. It extends far be-
yond numerical metrics, such as weekly attend-
ance and financial contributions [29]. The liter-
ature describes growth as also encompassing
the spiritual maturity of the congregation [20,
30], the expansion of services and ministries
(e.g., youth outreach, community service) [3,
30], the development of multisite campuses [4],
and an increase in overall community impact [3,
26]. Leaders are often evaluated, and evaluate
themselves, against a balanced scorecard of ob-
jectives that includes both quantitative and
gualitative measures [30, 31]. This result sug-
gests that effective strategic leadership in this
context should prioritize holistic development,
rather than merely numerical expansion.

Adaptation of Corporate Strategy in a
Spiritual Context

A significant pattern identified is the appli-
cation of principles from the corporate world to
the church's operational model [1, 27]. This in-
cludes formal processes for setting specific ob-
jectives, crafting detailed strategies, imple-
menting them systematically, and evaluating
performance [10]. Megachurch leaders are
found to leverage strategic tools and manage-
ment models to enhance organizational effec-
tiveness [9]. For example, the use of multisite
expansion is a common growth strategy bor-
rowed from business franchising models [4].
However, this adaptation is not a simple trans-
fer. The results show that successful leaders
must integrate these business principles with
the church's core spiritual mission and ethical
values in a sophisticated manner, a process that

requires navigating the tension between mis-
sional faithfulness and operational efficiency.

The Strategic Management of Culture
and Resources

The literature emphasizes that strategy is im-
plemented through organizational culture [21,
26, 30]. Strategic leaders play a crucial role in
intentionally shaping and maintaining a mis-
sion-aligned culture characterized by shared
norms, values, and beliefs. This becomes in-
creasingly complex and vital as the organiza-
tion scales. Concurrently, the results highlight
the importance of resource management. In line
with the Resource-Based View (RBV), mega-
churches are conceptualized as bundles of
unique resources, including the "human capital"
of a charismatic pastor, a large volunteer base,
significant financial assets, and strong commu-
nity networks. A key finding is that growth is
driven by the leader's ability to identify, culti-
vate, and leverage these valuable, rare, and in-
imitable resources to achieve a "competitive ad-
vantage" in the religious marketplace.

The Influence of Leadership Character-
istics and Context

The background and characteristics of the
senior leader and their top management team
are found to significantly influence strategic
choices and outcomes. Factors such as a leader's
tenure, education, and prior career experiences
shape their cognitive frameworks and values,
which in turn dictate their strategic direction
and risk tolerance. The findings also strongly
support a contingency perspective, indicating
that there is no one-size-fits-all approach to
leadership [2]. Effective leadership is contin-
gent upon the fit between the leader's style, the
organization's stage of development, and the
specific demands of the external environment.
Leaders must be adept at diagnosing their con-
text and adapting their strategies accordingly to
sustain growth.



Discussion

The results of this critical literature review
provide a multifaceted understanding of how
strategic leadership influences megachurch
growth, serving as a bridge between established
organizational theories and the realities of a
unique non-profit context [5, 12]. The discus-
sion here interprets the key findings by connect-
ing them to the theoretical framework that
guided the study [10].

The primacy of visionary leadership, identi-
fied as a core theme, aligns directly with Strate-
gic Leadership Theory (SLT) and Upper Eche-
lons Theory (UET) [1, 6]. SLT posits that a
leader's primary role is to set long-term direc-
tion and make consequential decisions, which is
embodied in the finding that a compelling vi-
sion is the central mechanism for growth [1, 6,
25]. UET further explains this by suggesting
that the content and delivery of this vision are
profoundly shaped by the leader's personal val-
ues, experiences, and cognitive base. The docu-
mented 15-year average tenure of lead pastors
[3] suggests a high degree of stability, which,
through a UET lens, could imply a prolonged
period during which a single leader's vision
shapes the organization. This long tenure might
foster deep cultural integration but could also
present challenges for adaptability and succes-
sion planning, a critical issue highlighted by Or-
ganizational Growth Theory (OGT).

The finding that megachurch growth is a
multifaceted phenomenon challenges simplis-
tic, purely numerical definitions and supports a
more holistic view, aligning with a balanced
scorecard approach [30]. This broad definition
of success, encompassing spiritual and commu-
nity impact alongside attendance figures, high-
lights the unique nature of these non-profit en-
tities [29]. The significant financial resources,
such as the average budget of $7 million [3],
create the capacity for this diverse impact, but
also intensify the need for sophisticated strate-
gic planning and performance evaluation, as
identified in the results [10]. The application of

corporate strategic processes—objective set-
ting, strategy crafting, implementation, and
evaluation—can be understood as a response to
this complexity. This finding is illuminated by
Institutional Theory, which suggests that organ-
izations adopt practices deemed legitimate and
effective within their environment to ensure
survival and growth. In the contemporary U.S.,
data-driven, strategic management has become
an institutionalized norm, and megachurches
appear to be mimicking these practices from the
corporate sector to manage their large-scale op-
erations effectively [9].

The results concerning the management of
culture and resources strongly support the Re-
source-Based View (RBV) of the firm. RBV
conceptualizes an organization as a unigue bun-
dle of resources and argues that sustained ad-
vantage comes from leveraging those that are
valuable, rare, inimitable, and non-substitutable
(VRIN). The finding that pastor quality, strong
community networks, and unique ministry ap-
proaches are key drivers of growth is a direct
reflection of RBV. Strategic leaders in this con-
text are not just spiritual guides but also stew-
ards and developers of these critical, often in-
tangible, assets. Their success depends on craft-
ing strategies that leverage these internal
strengths [6].

Finally, the influence of leadership charac-
teristics and context confirms the propositions
of Contingency Theory [2]. The finding that ef-
fectiveness depends on the fit between leader-
ship style and the situation refutes the notion of
a ""one best way" to lead a megachurch. A lead-
ership approach that works in a rapidly grow-
ing, entrepreneurial church at one stage of de-
velopment (per OGT) may fail in a more ma-
ture, established institution facing different
challenges. This underscores the necessity for
leaders to possess high adaptive competency
and the managerial discretion to adjust strate-
gies in response to both internal and external
changes, a key tenet of SLT [1, 6].



A crucial outcome of this discussion is the
identification of research gaps. While the liter-
ature confirms what is already known (i.e., that
strategic leadership matters), it is less clear on
how it achieves this. There is a need for more
granular research on the specific mechanisms of
leadership influence on growth, the develop-
ment of leadership competencies tailored to this
unique context, and the long-term impacts of
digital transformation on strategy and growth
[2, 32]. This review synthesizes what is known,
but its greater contribution may lie in highlight-
ing these clear paths for future inquiry [6].

Conclusion

This critical literature review confirms that
strategic leadership is a significant and multi-
faceted driver of organizational growth in U.S.
megachurches [2, 6]. The study systematically
synthesized a diverse body of literature to
demonstrate that the influence of leadership ex-
tends beyond charismatic personality to encom-
pass a deliberate and strategic process [1, 4, 6].
The key components of this process—formulat-
ing a compelling vision, setting clear objec-
tives, crafting and implementing adaptive strat-
egies, and evaluating performance—are inte-
gral to navigating the complexities of leading
large, value-driven organizations [10].

The findings demonstrate that successful
megachurch growth is not merely numerical,
but holistic, encompassing spiritual develop-
ment, ministry expansion, and community en-
gagement [3, 30]. This growth is contingent
upon leaders who can skillfully integrate estab-
lished business principles within a spiritual
framework, manage and leverage unique organ-
izational resources, and adapt their strategies to
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