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PLANS OF HOPE
HOUMA-THIBODAUX PARISH PLANNING

DIOCESAN PLANNING PRIORITY NO. 2: ADULT FORMATION

CHAPTER 11
SECTION 4

WHAT? 
Not all adults are the same: understanding generational preferences

Not all adults are the same. Let us begin with an analogy. There are 56 active priests within the Diocese 
of Houma-Thibodaux. Are we “one” presbyterate? Yes, of course. Are we all the same? No. We are “one” in 
that we all share the Sacrament of Holy Orders. We are all one in that we all are brothers in the Priesthood 
of Jesus Christ. However, we are different ages and from different cultures. Each of us naturally looks at life 
through our own particular lens. To treat all 56 priests the same would deny the reality of diversity within 
the presbyterate. The diversity is a gift. We each have different gifts. We each respond with different interests. 

While each parish is canonically one community, we are actually a community of communities. For 
example, those who attend daily Mass form their own unique community. So too does the Vigil Mass, the 
Knights of Columbus, and those who count the collection on Monday morning. In most parishes we have 
seniors who founded the parish who long for the next generation to take over. In those same parishes 
we have younger families who feel stretched by life and are too busy to get involved the way the previous 
generations did. It is unrealistic to expect the vast array of diverse parishioners to all think the same.

Each parish is one community in that all of us are focused on one thing: Jesus Christ. However, we are a 
community of communities in that we each have different needs. We respond to different initiatives. Each 
generation is at a different season in life. That’s okay; that’s who we are.  

The diocesan strategic plan is focusing parishes in the discipline of forming disciples. We form disciples 
in age appropriate ways. Thus, even the Plans of Hope strategic plan differentiates youth formation from 
adult formation. Within adult formation we should caution ourselves from underestimating the natural 
preferences within each generation of adults. Not all adult parishioners desire the same intellectual 
formation. They respond to different degrees of technology. They respond to different methods of 
promotion and communication. Even the topics of study vary from generation to generation. 

Failure to appreciate the diversity within adults is one of the most influential reasons parish 
struggle with adult formation. Parishes should not be surprised when “the same people” show up for adult 
formation. Many more may be interested. Understanding more about who they are will help us understand 
what they want.
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SENIORS
• BORN 1945 AND EARLIER
• IN 2018, AGES 73 AND ABOVE
• COMPRISE 26% OF CHARITABLE GIVING
• 51% VOLUNTEER IN THEIR PARISH
• PREFER THE BULLETIN OR A WRITTEN LETTER FOR COMMUNICATION

Their season in life. It’s the practical things in life that have an influence. Many seniors will respond to the 
same opportunities as other generations. However, some prefer days over nights such that some may not 
participate in adult formation in the tradition evening format. If you host something at night, try hosting a 
second session during the day. You’ll be surprised how many may respond.
Don’t underestimate. Our image of God has a lot to do with how we experience God. Adult formation for 
those born before 1945 impressed upon Catholics a certain image of God that still has an influence.
Consider this: Most seniors are retired. They have more time than any of the generations. Many are looking 
for their place in the Church. Many would respond to more formation, they have the time.
How they think. Seniors are most likely to be involved in traditional ministries and historical parish structures. 
The vocabulary of “making disciples” or small groups may need some translation if they are going to feel 
comfortable engaging.
What pastors need to know. While they can be perceived as the least likely to embrace change, they’ll 
“follow” the pastor’s lead more than others. Their great respect for the Office of the priesthood is a gift. 
Communicate well and give them time to adjust and they’ll follow you.

BABY BOOMERS
• BORN 1946 THRU 1964
• IN 2018, AGES 54-72
• COMPRISE 43% OF CHARITABLE GIVING
• 48% VOLUNTEER IN THEIR PARISH
• PREFER FACE TO FACE OR TELEPHONE COMMUNICATION

Their season in life. Baby boomers may be retired or in the busiest time of their professional life. Their ages 
span 54-72. However, research indicates that they are both thinking about their future, as well as looking 
back on their life. The “second half of life” has taught them a few things. The “building” and “proving” of the 
first half of life has been confronted with all that one faces in the second half of life. They are more in touch 
with their need for God than any other generation.
What are they interested in? They are the first generation raised during the theological crisis immediately 
following the Second Vatican Council. They’ll say, “We never learned this.” They respond well to apologetics 
and spiritual formation.
They are most likely to: Attend adult formation, on campus, at night. They also respond well to gatherings on 
weekdays before work.
They respond well to: Traditional forms of parish-based adult formation
Don’t mistake them. Contrary to popular opinion, baby boomers are tech savvy. Facebook is by far their 
favorite online platform. They check it and will respond to uploads and posts. They, like Generation X 
behind them, are likely to listen to homilies posted on Facebook, 3:00-9:00 p Sundays.
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Their season in life. They are in the thick of their professional life. They comprise the largest percentage of any 
generation in the work force. They work hard, but they want to enjoy it at the same time. They have boats 
and camps and illustrate the greatest migration on the weekend. They’ll spend the weekend at the camp or 
traveling with their kids for baseball. 
What’s on their heart. They want to find God in the midst of “real life”. They are searching for balance between 
work, marriage, family, etc.
What are they interested in? Human formation issues: anxiety, balance, stress, etc.
What you need to know: They are searching for a relevant message. This age group, just as much as millennials, 
will “search” for a good message. They’ll leave parish for another, just because of preaching. 
What do they respond well to? The have the highest response than any generation to things such as daily 
podcasts. They also like homily uploads on Facebook or other social media apps.
What does all this mean for adult formation? They want to be connected to the parish, but they want to be 
fed. They do not have the same interest as senior or baby boomers in “getting involved” in the parish. They 
probably won’t show up for the “Tuesday night Bible study”, but they will join a small group.

GENERATION X
• BORN 1965 THRU 1980
• IN 2018, AGES 38-53
• COMPRISE 20% OF CHARITABLE GIVING
• 30% VOLUNTEER IN THEIR PARISH
• PREFER COMMUNICATION VIA TEXT MESSAGE OR EMAIL

 Topics they are most 
 likely to want to 
 learn more about

 Preferred venue for
 adult formation

 Will also respond to

 How can you follow up

 How do you get them 
 to participate?

  

Apologetics

During the day

Early evening, especially
during the summer

Bulletin inserts

Announcements,
bulletin

Apologetics

After work, at night

Small groups, 
online audio or video

Email, podcasts

Pastor himself pushes it
Email, Facebook posts

Human formation:
stress, anxiety, fear, etc.

Small groups

Daily podcasts,
series preaching, teaching

Email, smart phone apps

It has to be relevant.
Respond to the pastor
personally, also respond to 
personal invitation from 
trusted friends

INITIAL
INSIGHTS
WHAT DO WE SEE
WHEN WE COMPARE
THESE THREE 
TO EACH OTHER?
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MILLENNIAL COUPLES
• BORN 1981 THRU 1996
• IN 2018, AGES 22-37
• COMPRISE 11% OF CHARITABLE GIVING
• LESS THAN 15% VOLUNTEER IN THEIR PARISH
• PREFER TEXT MESSAGES OR SOCIAL MEDIA FOR COMMUNICATION

What you need to know. We must reach them. Millennials comprise the largest generation in the United States 
of America, 76 million strong and now 25% of the nation’s population.
Their season in life. Millennial couples are dealing with some of the same issues as are those older than them. 
They too are working hard, and they too want to enjoy it at the same time. Of any generation they live 
extended over their means and this adds stress to their life. They are raising young children and trying to 
figure out what it means to be married. 
What’s on their heart. While other generations are specifically searching God, millennials articulate their 
desires with different language. They want to be happy. They are searching for meaning and direction.
What are they interested in? Human formation issues: anxiety, balance, stress, etc.
They are least likely to: Attend Mass consistently, much less adult formation, on campus, at night. 
Really want them there? Provide childcare, free childcare. Don’t get mad at them for not showing up when 
they are raising the kids that the Catholic Church encouraged them to have.
They respond well to: Small groups. Their generation grew up feeling connected. Social media has formed 
them. They want to be connected to people. The crave authentic relationships.

MILLENNIAL SINGLES
• BORN 1981 THRU 1996
• IN 2018, AGES 22-37
• COMPRISE 11% OF CHARITABLE GIVING
• LESS THAN 15% VOLUNTEER IN THEIR PARISH
• PREFER TEXT MESSAGES OR SOCIAL MEDIA FOR COMMUNICATION

What you need to know. Many of them don’t take the Catholic Church, or any institution for that matter, 
seriously. They don’t “see” the Gospel in the lives of the people preaching it or listening to it. They have a 
great hunger and tremendous potential.
How they think. They grew up in a world of tolerance, inclusivity, and cutting edge technology. They are used 
to being written off by a society that struggles to understand them. 
If we want to reach them: We have understand the way the think and why they think that way. The only way 
they’ll hear the Gospel is if we present it a way they can understand.
They, more than anyone, will determine our future. Many of you still reading this may be saying, “Why am I 
reading this, none of these people are in church.” Correct, that’s why you’re reading this. We must adapt. 
They respond well to: Service. If we want to reach them with formation a great place to start is with service. 
Millennials respond to action.
They crave relationship. They will respond to small groups, especially if those small groups are comprised of 
other millennials and with content that is relevant to them.
They crave relationship. They will respond to mentoring more than any other generation.
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UNDERSTANDING THE DIFFERENT FACES OF ADULT FORMATION

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
FIND OUT WHO’S IN THE PEW. Don’t assume ParishSoft accurately reflects who’s really in the pew. Identify a 
favorable weekend on your parish calendar. Before Mass, stack index cards and golf pencils on both edges 
of each pew. Before Mass the pastor should explain his desire to learn how to best serve the parishioners by 
learning more about them. Ask each parishioner who is at Mass to take 60 seconds and simply write how old 
they are on the index card. Instruct them not to write their name or any other information; all we need is 
their age. Have the ushers up the index cards before Mass starts and place them in the office. Once the office 
opens on Monday morning, have a volunteer tally up the results within the different generations.  

DIVERSIFY YOUR ADULT FORMATION. Baby boomers are interested in apologetics and spiritual formation. They 
are most likely to be the ones who tell you they want to learn more about the Bible and the Church. They 
will respond to a class on prayer. Your 40 year-olds are in a different space in life. They comprise the largest 
percentage of professionals of any age group. They are busy. They are stressed. They want to learn about 
life and how to live as a follower of Christ. Seniors and millennials also have their own desires. All four 
generations, while all adults, are all different. This is precisely why the small group setting is proving to be 
the most successful platform for adult formation.

Simply put, we must adapt. We must provide more than one “way” of providing adult formation.

WHY ARE SMALL GROUPS RECOMMENDED? The rationale behind our recommending small groups as the 
preferred platform for adult formation is partially because of the variety of preferences and interests within 
each generation. Adult formation in the past may have been traditionally structured on the availability of the 
priest to provide the actual teaching. With a small group structure formation can be tailored to the subject 
interests of various adults. Furthermore, none of the teaching is dependent upon the priest, as small groups 
utilize resources provided by the diocese or various publishers per the parish’s discretion. Small groups allow 
for greater versatility. They expand the number of topics that can be covered in adult formation. In the 
past, with only one opportunity for adult formation “in the parish hall on Tuesday night” the priest himself 
was responsible for doing the teaching. One group gathered for the teaching. One group was engaged with 
adult formation. With small groups, parishes can literally have dozens of different adult formation tracts 
moving parallel all at the same time. Each tract is tailored to the learning style and interest of the different 
generations.


