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[B] Abstract 

The sustainability and prevention of dropout in workers serving in the human services 

industry is a challenge, particularly for pastors. This study presents research utilizing 

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) to unearth themes of sustainability and the 

prevention of dropout regarding pastors serving in church-based ministry within Australia. 

The results of this research show convergence and divergence in various features surrounding 

social support, emotionality, conflict, spiritual expression, and spousal relationships. After 

analysis of these themes, this study proposes that the key to sustainability and preventing 

dropout in pastors is the development of emotional intelligence (EI). The study concludes 

that people assisting pastors in this vocational area be attentive to developing EI. 
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[B] Introduction 

Imagine a society without individuals to serve the vulnerable in our communities, or a 

communal village where those who need support had minimal human contact. Conceptualize 

a place where there were lessened numbers of people to care, encourage, and celebrate with 

others in communal settings such as churches. If such a reality evolved then this would mean 

the demise and deconstruction of the human services industry, as we know it today. This 

scenario if left unchecked would put society on a trajectory towards greater dehumanization.  

Our civilization relies on the human services industry to deliver levels of support, 

care, and direction to people in our country; but it is anecdotally evidenced and generally 

accepted that these vocational areas incur high dropout rates. Workers in the human services 

industry—such as counselling, psychotherapy, social workers, teaching, medical profession, 

police force, emergency services, and religious practitioners—face stressors different to other 

vocations because of the relational factors with which they contend. The level of relational 

pressure from direct human contact is accentuated for the human services industry, which 

means that unique causes of dropout exist.  

 

[C] Australian Based Pastors 

Amongst the human service industry are Australian pastors, who face distinctive stressors 

comparative to other human service workers. This profession, as with other human service 

workers, faces the incurrence of dropout. Although overall numbers of pastors who have 

dropped out is mostly unsubstantiated, there are stories and some denominationally based 

statistics that indicate dropout is an issue in the profession. For instance, amongst the Baptist 



Association of pastors in New South Wales and the  Australian Capital Territory, 

substantiated figures revealed that between 1994 and 2013, 42 percent of pastors had dropped 

out from church-based ministry. Of this 42 percent who had dropped out: [BL 1–4] 

• 20 percent of Baptist pastors had moved to a non-church-based approved Baptist 

ministry and so were no longer pastoring. 

• 3 percent had moved to another denomination.  

• 5 percent had retired. 

• 14 percent were no longer serving in any Christian ministry. [/BL 1–4] 

This means a 39 percent dropout from the face of church-based ministry over a nineteen-year 

period. 

The loss of religious ministers in church-based ministry would have a profound effect 

on our society at both communal and government levels. Over the centuries, pastors have 

been at the forefront of societal transformation and government changes regarding aspects 

such as supporting: the unborn by ensuring abortion laws remain; the medically frail through 

development of palliative care; the emotionally disturbed and ensuring dignity in their care; 

the disenfranchised such as asylum seekers; the enslaved and release of sex slaves; and so on. 

The incurrence of dropout not only means a diminished influence of biblical ethics being 

initiated in our society but also means the incurrence of personal, familial, and financial cost 

to: [BL 1–4]  

• pastors. 

• their families.  

• the communities in which they have served. 

• Australian taxpayers who encounter higher social support costs. [/BL 1–4] 

In response to these significant societal impacts, my primary research question is this: 

What aspects in clergy experiences have been assisting clergy in their sustainability in 



church-based ministry, and what facets of pastoral experiences are causing dropout from 

church-based ministry?  

Besides the main question, are sub-questions surrounding: [BL 1–3] 

• training and formation of people for pastoral ministry and its efficacy.  

• the ongoing development processes of those in pastoral ministry. 

• ongoing developmental procedures that denominations have engaged. [/BL 1–3] 

Essentially, what would the person who has remained in longer-term ministry and those who 

have dropped out of church-based ministry want to say to: the newcomer into pastoral 

ministry; educators of pastors in training; and denominational leaders who liaise with and 

have oversight of church-based congregations?  

 

[C] Pastoral Context 

Most pastors generally face different stressors and experiences than other human service 

professions. Some of these more unique aspects surround areas such as: finances; time 

allocation; personal identity and image; expectations; role conflict and ambiguity; life 

boundaries; the first few years of ministry; social support; relocation; church tensions; 

secularization; unique church structures; and religious upbringing. A pastor, for instance, can 

feel that they are “on call” twenty-four hours a day and seven days a week, having conflicts 

with multiple people at the same time, and facing personal crisis in their own personal lives 

whilst feeling incredibly isolated. 

 

[C] Previous Studies on Pastoral Sustainability 

Previous studies conducted in the area of preventing dropout of pastors have tended to enfold 

an amalgamation of specific factors such as: [BL 1–7] 

• a particular country and its culture.  

• a specific or unspecified gender of clergy.  



• certain or combined denominations. 

• the utilization of a stipulated methodology, often quantitative.  

• extra-ecclesial research perspectives, conducted by those—usually psychologists—

who have not worked in the field of pastoral ministry.  

• focussed on burnout issues rather than explanations for dropout.  

• examination of a cohort of people still in ministry rather than those who have dropped 

out. [/BL 1–7] 

A review of these studies affirms that there are gaps in the research that allows the 

involvement of more specific cohorts of participants involving such factors as: country; 

denominational distinctiveness; gender; and culture of pastors. These studies also reveal gaps 

in literature that utilize other methodologies such as phenomenology, allowing for further 

research to be conducted by people more attuned to the field of research rather than non-

pastors; in turn, researchers may look at broader issues in pastors’ experiences rather than 

predefined assumptions of what has been causing dropout, such as burnout. 

 

[B] Reason for Conducting an Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) Study 

In response to the research questions, current literature, and pastoral context, this chapter 

discusses a qualitative study utilizing an Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) 

methodology amongst Baptist pastors in Australia. Epistemologically connected to the 

phenomenological stream in research, IPA differs from descriptive or pure phenomenology 

by claiming that:  

[EXT]every experience entails immediately and necessarily the position of both a subjective 

and an objective pole and phenomenology aims to study not the psychological rules of the 

relation between a specific consciousness and its particular objects, but instead the general 

and universal laws of this correlation, its different structures and its different 

properties.[/EXT] 



Phenomenology emanates from the Greek word phainomenon and is understood as 

something visible or that which arises in contrast to reality. By examining a person’s 

experience, phenomenologists aim to describe the lebenswalt (the lived experience of a 

person) acting on the assumption that there “exists an essential perceived reality with 

common features.” Discoveries found through phenomenology can often then be utilized in 

further research through other means such as other qualitative or quantitative studies. 

Pure or descriptive phenomenology has its critics because of its philosophical 

inception and appearance of bias and subjectivity. However, IPA is a methodology that aims 

to counteract subjective biases that can exist in pure or descriptive phenomenological 

research. It instead provides a response that gives a focus upon the researcher themselves in 

forming meaning from the phenomena expressed. As a result, data—when analysed—

provides attention to more than just a person’s narrative. In essence, IPA has attempted to 

operationalize phenomenology, and enable its engagement in a wide range of research areas, 

especially in psychology where quantitative studies tend to proliferate. 

An interpretative lens is utilized in IPA when working with participant stories and 

their lived experience. This process allows researchers to be more investigative and 

inquisitive than in pure or descriptive phenomenology. This process of interview technique 

enables findings and analysis to be richer. As Pringle and others highlight, “IPA stresses the 

interpretative and hermeneutic elements, seeking to capture examples of convergence and 

divergence, rather than focusing solely on commonalities.” 

IPA achieves the interpretative process in its unique method amongst 

phenomenology. In comparison to pure or descriptive phenomenology, its method differs in 

that it utilizes a three-fold process surrounding biases, to ensure an appropriate interpretative 

lens is enabled. IPA studies tend to be smaller in sample, and in its three-fold process engage 

in phenomenology, a double hermeneutic and idiography (which is the study of the specific). 



Hermeneutics is a familiar term in Christian-based studies as this is the exposition of text in 

its context. In phenomenological studies, a person’s story is exegeted through the contextual 

and cultural aspects of the person’s lebenswalt. This process is known as “lecture de texte, or 

textual exegesis.” The employment of a double hermeneutic, however, is the exposition of 

both text and the researcher who is actually interpreting the text. It is these features which 

makes IPA unique amongst the world of phenomenology and, thus, makes it more palatable 

to someone who might specify themselves as a “critical realist.” Critical realism is posited 

between realism and relativism ontologically and epistemologically. 

Besides being inductive, IPA looks for patterns procured through themes unearthed 

from a person’s lebenswalt.  Analysis of these themes aims to deconstruct and evaluate 

current theory whilst creating new understandings where necessary. It works from source 

data, moving from the particulars into conceptual and theoretical frameworks. 

 

[B] Method of this IPA Study 

In the IPA study in this chapter, I have considered two cohorts of Baptist pastors in Australia 

who were gathered and interviewed in a semi-structured approach, whilst maintaining 

anonymity and confidentiality. Recorded interviews were transcribed verbatim and analyzed, 

whilst themes that arose were examined for convergences and divergences between the two 

cohorts. The first cohort of Baptist pastors comprised three pastors still serving in church-

based ministry and who had served over ten years since being ordained, known as PIMs 

(Pastors in Ministry). The second cohort of three participants were people who had 

previously served in Baptist settings but had dropped out of church-based ministry prior to 

serving ten years after ordination, known as OPMs (Out of Pastoral Ministry). Considering 

ease of procurement, accessibility, and homogeneity of the sample, all participants were 

middle-aged male pastors or ex-pastors, who had studied at the same theological college, 

were married, and had served in Baptist churches in New South Wales, Australia. They 



differed in the number of children that they had, ministry roles they served in, level of 

theological qualification attained, and church settings encountered.  

 

[C] Results of this Study 

The main themes gathered through participant interviews presented categories around various 

aspects. [BL 1-8] 

• similar church-based experiences and pastoral training, excepting that OPMs had 

exposure to church planting contexts, whereby PIMs did not. All candidates initially 

experienced urban-based contexts prior to other settings like inner city, or semi-rural. 

• analogous positive expression around leadership experiences and the identification of 

the challenges of pastoral leadership. All participants expressed that their pastoral 

experience was both good, and challenging or bad. 

• the incurrence of conflict in ministry, with OPMs also raising issues of unresolved 

conflict in both their marital relationships and church contexts. All participants raised 

that conflict existed at various times. However, PIMs mentioned that they tended to 

face conflict even if they did not like it. OPMs tended towards conflict avoiding, and 

or blaming others. 

• the importance of the call of God, yet with variance amongst participants in both 

cohorts whether this was a predominant feature for them. This theme did not arise as a 

common aspect for all participants, and was mentioned by both cohorts. 

• the place of self-care, including spiritual expression.  Inconsistencies were identified 

between the two cohorts in the manner that self-care strategies were employed. PIMs 

were inclined to being more intentional in self-care than OPMs.  

• social supports of various kinds for both cohorts, but recognizing differences in 

manner of employment of these sources between OPMs and PIMs. There was 

variance as to the amount of internal and external support amongst all participants, 



but it was the engagement of emotionality with support services that stood out for 

PIMs compared to OPMs. 

• denominational support identified inversely between the two cohorts. PIMs saw 

denominational support positively and realistically, whereas OPMs tended to see 

support as insufficient and expected more. 

• family and spouse support being dissimilar between cohorts. PIMs spoke favourably 

of spouse support compared to OPMs who discussed challenges with their spouse. In 

fact all OPMs had either divorced or separated since dropping out of ministry, and 

mentioned animosity and relational strains throughout their years as a pastor. [/BL 1-

8] 

 

[B] Main Findings and Discussion from this Research 

Through analysis of the results the main finding in this IPA study was the impact that 

Emotional Intelligence (EI) played upon participants. EI is a recent theory in research 

instigated by Daniel Goleman and essentially examines one’s ability to discern events in life 

from an emotional perspective. Studies engaging with EI have expanded since Goleman’s 

first work and have created conjecture over how EI can be measured. It was Steven Stein who 

said that essentially all definitions and understandings basically claim that EI is:  

[EXT] [NL 1–3] 

  1. The ability to identify emotional information in oneself and in others. 

  2. The ability to manage emotional information in oneself and in others. 

  3. The ability to focus emotional energy on required behaviors to get things 

done. [/NL 1–3] [/EXT] 

The results from this study establish that the employment of EI in pastoral leadership 

was a predominant aspect of sustainability in pastors and preventing dropout. This was 

identified through a variety of factors. First, PIMs had near double the variety of emotional 



language expressed in the interviews as they discussed their experiences compared to the 

OPMs. These words were both positively and negatively charged, and varied in balance 

between each OPM and PIM.  The cohort of OPMs recorded a variety of forty emotional 

words compared to PIMs, with an average of fifty-seven. One OPM had been in high levels 

of therapy since dropping out of ministry, and so this may have caused a higher average for 

OPMs since his engagement in therapy, as therapies tend toward the processing of emotional 

well-being. 

Second, PIMs seemed to be more aware and able to identify emotional dynamics that 

were occurring, and were able to process emotion. They were cognizant of the deprecating 

effect of ministry events upon them compared to OPMs. For instance, all PIMs stated that 

they had been made aware of near burnout at some point in their ministry and were able to 

employ remedial actions to counteract burnout occurring. OPMs did not recognize near 

burnout and eventually dropped out from a range of unresolved ministry issues that they had 

incurred. 

Third, there was a greater ability by PIMs to recognize that there was a limitation on 

what the theological college, their spouse, friends, colleagues, and denominational sources 

could supply as support during ministry challenges. This brought a sense of realism to their 

experiences. For instance, one PIM stated that theological college training had done all it 

could to assist them in pastoral ministry. They recognised that college training could not 

prepare them for everything in church ministry. This PIM also stated that denominational 

leaders were there to help if needed. In contrast, the OPMs tended to blame the college, the 

denomination, the church, and even one’s spouse for what they incurred in their experiences. 

One OPM referenced the denominational leaders as not doing enough to assist them, and 

criticised the college for not preparing them for ministry like church planting It must be noted 



though that after college, this OPM was serving in a traditional-type church setting and that 

their church planting experience came a few years later.  

Fourth, OPMs did not seem to be able to remain in challenged and emotive 

circumstances over as long a time span compared to PIMs. PIMs learnt to be more accepting 

of the challenges that they faced and saw these exposures as the reality of pastoral ministry. 

In fact, when it was time to change church contexts from a senior role, PIMs were happy to 

move back to an associate role instead of remaining in a senior role. OPMs instead moved to 

a church plant where pressures were accentuated.  

Fifth, PIMs demonstrated intentionality in self-preservation by taking time out and/or 

changing their church context when required. They tended to have employed external support 

that was able to assist them to process emotional aspects. OPMs, instead, seemed to remain in 

the same state of emotionality until they dropped out. They did not have an intentional plan to 

engage in emotional processing with external sources. Some OPMs may have engaged in 

prayer counselling but this did not involve emotional processing. 

Some North American-based studies had expressed that EI had been a contributor to 

sustainability or preventing dropout, compared to Australian-based research where EI has not 

been mentioned. National Church Life Survey Research, and Maureen Miner and others 

indicated that the occurrence of low exhaustion and high job satisfaction were key to 

sustainability of clergy. This study supports these findings by claiming that the key to low 

exhaustion and increasing job satisfaction is by means of the development of a pastor’s EI. 

Research amongst other professions, by the likes of Ortin and Camgoz, and Jordan and 

others, support these results as well. These other studies argue that EI is conducive to lower 

stress and higher job satisfaction. In essence, lower stress could be conflated with lower 

emotional exhaustion. 



However, despite the importance that EI is in pastors to avoid leaving pastoral 

ministry, other aspects around sustainability and preventing dropout arose. These other 

factors seem to have affected the pastor’s development of their EI. Four pertinent factors 

were unearthed: [NL 1–4] 

[C] 1. Approach to conflict 

Amongst all OPMs it was identified that there tended to be a conflict avoidant style instigated 

in their ministry compared to PIMs. Despite the PIMs not necessarily enjoying conflict, they 

recognized that conflict was inevitable and were prepared to engage for the sake of 

leadership. Their emotional resolve seemed more developed than the OPMs. 

[C] 2. Type of social support engaged 

PIMs tended to engage with support people—such as denominational leaders, counsellors, 

and mentors—who were more highly skilled and attuned emotionally compared to OPMs. 

OPMs may have had support people, but these people were not identifiable as highly skilled 

in emotional processing. In fact, denominational support people were often rejected by OPMs 

who, in turn, formulated a more hostile relationship towards them. Having internal church 

support was helpful, but not always a reality for all participants at all times. Overall, it 

seemed that it was the type of social support which was important in sustainability for PIMs. 

[C] 3. Place of spousal support 

All OPMs were either divorced or in high–level marriage therapy since they dropped out of 

ministry. There was a level of blaming and unresolved marital issues that were voiced from 

OPMs regarding their spouse or previous spouse, compared to PIMs. PIMs spoke favourably 

of their spouse and indicated a positive level of support in their ministry. It could be 

conceived that the level of EI ability within OPMs translated itself similarly in relationship to 

their spouses, but this is conjecture at this stage, warranting further research. 

[C] 4. Manner in which spiritual practices were employed 



All participants spoke of some level of spiritual practice and a sense of call. However, the 

manner in which PIMs described these practices, and their sense of call, tended to be more 

emotively connected to God than the OPMs. This is an indicator that the manner in which 

pastors employ spiritual practices could benefit sustainability. In a sense, it indicates that 

emotional attachment to God was an important aspect in this regard. Attachment is a theory 

which postulates that healthily expressed emotionality with another person is developed 

through secure connection and bonding. [/NL 1–4] 

 

[B] Conclusion  

This study has promulgated that sustainability for pastors serving in the human service 

industry revolves around developing their own emotional intelligence, and implementing 

appropriate social and familial support. It postulated that the manner in which pastors deal 

with conflict and instigate spiritual practices should aim to improve emotional intelligence by 

processing emotional aspects, and focussing on emotional attachment to God. Consequently, 

in the procurement of pastors into pastoral ministry, in forming pastors in theological 

training, and in the provision of ongoing developmental aspects, attentiveness to emotional 

intelligence needs to predominate for the sake of sustainability and preventing dropout. 

 

[C] Recommendations  

As a result of findings this study presents an assortment of recommendations related to a 

range of people involved with pastors. First, for supervisors and counsellors, it recognizes the 

importance of developing emotive words and handling conflict in order to develop a greater 

level of EI in clergy. Therapists, therefore, need to provide attention to a pastor’s ability to 

differentiate themselves from their ministry context. 

For theological educators, this study proposes that for pastors there needs to be 

education and training that ensures EI development is included in pastoral formation. These 



formation processes need to engage in self-awareness, personal insight, and differentiating 

self in relational and ministry situations especially regarding conflict.  

Finally, for denominational leaders, this study urges attention is given to EI in 

procurement and on-going development of pastors.  These efforts need to check on-going EI 

and awareness within applicants for accreditation, and—prior to ordaining—communicate 

the essential nature of appropriate professional support and supervision, encourage and 

provide programs to develop spousal relationships, and provide updated conflict development 

services. 

  

[C] Further research  

Due to IPA’s idiographic nature, the findings in this research are restricted in its 

extrapolation. This means that that there is scope for further studies to include consideration 

of factors concerning such factors as ministry context, culture, gender, denomination, 

country, age, and theological education. This study engaged cohorts of serving pastors up to 

the ten-year mark, and so variation on years-of-service may also be another consideration in 

sample selection in future IPA studies.  

The results from this study identified possible correlation between spouse 

relationships and relational dynamics in ministry situations, thus further explorations in this 

area of individuals serving as pastors is also highly recommended.  
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