To Burnout or Not to Burnout?: An examination of  burnout prevention strategies with Australian ministers.
ABSTRACT

A lack of empirical research on factors within a minister’s control that can guard against burnout prompted the current study.  Using survey data from 312 Australian ministers from predominantly Anglican, Baptist and Uniting denominations, hierarchical univariate regression analyses were carried out to explore the relationship between a number of individual coping strategies and burnout measures of emotional exhaustion, depersonalisation and personal accomplishment.  Having a sense of passion and purpose, limiting the amount of work-family interference, and having strong social support structures were a few of many variables found to predict lower burnout levels, over and above the influence of both demographic and job variables.  The need to make proactive choices to guard against burnout is highlighted, particularly when one is powerless to change the system in which they work.

INTRODUCTION 

To the outsider, a parish minister may be viewed as someone who gives a weekly sermon, and provides guidance on morality and spiritual matters.  For members of a congregation the minister is often expected to be all things to all people, and is placed on a pedestal (Whetham & Whetham, 2000).  Add to this the need to motivate and educate others, manage leaders and teams (both paid and volunteer), organise community events, provide brief counselling and referral, conduct weddings and funerals and provide critical incident debriefing, and we see that the minister needs to balance a great variety of roles and expectations.  Nevertheless, despite the challenges innate to such a diverse, multi-faceted and often open-ended role, most ministers report a strong sense of ‘calling’ to the job (Kaldor &Bullpitt, 2001) and report being happy in their chosen field (Evers & Tomic, 2003).
Whilst the unique and varied role of a minister may bring many joys and accomplishments, it also places demands on one’s time, energy and emotional resources, which left unchecked can lead to burnout.  Maslach and Jackson (1986) describe burnout as “a syndrome of emotional exhaustion, depersonalisation and reduced personal accomplishment that can occur among individuals who work with people in some capacity” (p.4).  They describe Emotional Exhaustion as a depletion of emotional resources, to a point where workers feel they are unable to give of themselves at a psychological level.  Depersonalisation is related to Emotional Exhaustion, and is characterised by having negative and cynical attitudes and feelings about one’s clients.  Reduced Personal Accomplishment is marked by a tendency to negatively evaluate oneself and one’s achievements on the job.

Burnout amongst clergy is a well recognised phenomenon in Australia, with the 1996 National Church Life Survey reporting 23% of Protestant and Anglican senior ministers experiencing burnout. A further 56% were classified as ‘borderline to burnout’ and deemed potential candidates for burnout if current issues were not resolved (Kaldor & Bullpitt, 2001).   

Whilst ministers based outside the church may not have the complications of living on the parish property or being accountable to an entire parish, they often have similar struggles to the parish minister with regard to being placed on a pedestal, having limited resources and support, being overloaded, and having unclear job roles.   The current study expands the role of a minister to include all those who are employed to ‘minister’ to others.  Ministry may take place in a church or home, hospital or school, in an office or at the local pub.  Not all ministers in this study are ordained, but all are in a paid position of Christian ministry.

Research suggests that the causes of burnout are wide and varied.  The work environment is believed to have the greatest impact on an individual’s experience of burnout (Leiter & Maslach, 1988; Maslach & Golberg, 1998; Maslach, Schaufeli & Leiter, 2001).  If implicit values within organisational processes and structures violate basic assumptions of fairness and reciprocity, and if one is left out of important decisions and given little control over one’s work, the risk of burnout is greatly increased (Maslach & Golberg; Maslach et al. 2001).  It is not uncommon for ministers to work in systems that are conducive to burnout, for example high workloads, minimal support, expectations to be on-call, a lack of commitment from volunteer leaders, unhelpful denominational structures and excessive bureaucracy (Grosch & Olsen, 2000; Kaldor & Bullpitt, 2001).  The secularisation of society also poses unique challenges for ministers (Brain, 2006; Miner, Sterland & Dowson, 2006). 

Along with work systems, job characteristics may also impact one’s vulnerability to burnout.  The emotional stressors of working with people in and of itself have been found to be predictive of burnout (Cordes & Dougherty, 1993; Maslach et al., 2001).  An increase in direct service hours, higher caseloads and a low degree of peer support (Leiter & Maslach, 1988), along with a lack of supervisor support (Burke, Greenglass, & Schwarzer, 1996) and lack of positive feedback about one’s work (Russell, Altmaier, & van Velzen, 1987) have all been associated with higher levels of burnout.  Similarly, role conflict, role overload and role ambiguity have been associated with job burnout (Dignam, Barrera, & West, 1986; Cordes & Dougherty, 1993; Evers & Tomic, 2003).  As many of these factors are commonly experienced by ministers, one may deduce that such a role may increase one’s vulnerability to burnout.  Fewer years in the job and in the ministry have also been associated with higher levels of burnout for clergy (Randall, 2004; Stanton-Rich & Iso-Ahola, 1998). 

In regard to individual variables, those that are younger, have less work experience, are unmarried, have no children and higher levels of education report higher levels of burnout (Maslach & Jackson, 1985; Maslach et al., 2001).  General life stressors, marital problems and lack of social support at home have also been linked with higher rates of burnout (Etzion, 1984; Spickard, Gabbe, & Christensen, 2002), as has type A behaviour, narcissism, neuroticism, psychoticism and perfectionism (Francis, Louden, & Rutledge, 2004; Hills, Francis, & Rutledge, 2004; Grosch & Olsen, 2000).  Unrealistic expectations about one’s work achievements have also been linked to burnout (Cordes & Dougherty, 1993; Friedman, 2000).

Osborn (2004) encourages a research focus on building stamina, shifting the focus away from stress and burnout, and focusing instead on building resources that keep one’s work fresh and rewarding. She highlights the importance of conservation of time, talent and energy in fulfilling professional duties, along with clear boundaries and realistic goals, being open to learning and having a sense of purposefulness.  Whilst there is much research on factors associated with burnout, there is relatively less to date on employee well-being and burnout prevention.  Some studies have found Cognitive Behavioural Therapy training to have a preventative effect on burnout (e.g. Kushnir & Milauer, 1994; van Dierendonck, Schaufeli, & Buunk, 1998), and personal reflection (Rabow & McPhee 2001), spirituality (Golden, Piedmont, Ciarrocchi, & Rodgerson, 2004) and positive thinking (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000; Taylor, Kemeny, Bower, Gruenewald, & Reed, 2000) have been associated with well-being.  The organisational psychology literature informs us that work-life balance will also decrease stress and improve well-being (Allen, Herst, Bruck, & Sutton, 2000; Fox & Dwyer, 1999; Parkes & Langford, 2008).  

It is not surprising that the focus in clergy research has also been primarily on burnout and its associated factors, often focussing on demographic and job variables over which an individual usually has little control.  An exception to this is the work of Meek et al. (2003) who, on the basis of open-ended survey questions and clergy interviews, discovered that clergy resiliency was maintained by being intentional about work-life balance, developing healthy relationships and having a vital spiritual life (emphasizing a sense of calling, spiritual disciplines and an ongoing awareness of God’s grace).  A follow-up study by McMinn et al. (2005) added that clergy tend to rely heavily on interpersonal methods of coping (such as exercise, time off, prayer and hobbies), along with support from a spouse.

The National Church Life Survey concluded that leaders who were least at risk of burnout were growing in their faith, had an active devotional life and felt close to God, had good health, and positive relationships with family and friends (Kaldor & Bullpitt, 2001).  Similarly, Hay, Lim, Blocher, Ketelaar, & Hay (2007) emphasize the importance of ‘calling’, work-life balance, personal care, training and a healthy spiritual life in their research with missionaries.  Miner et al. (2006) emphasize the importance of having an internal orientation to the demands of ministry and Stanton-Rich and Iso-Ahola (1998) have found leisure behaviour and leisure satisfaction to be associated with lower levels of burnout.

The lack of empirical research on burnout prevention with ministers, and lack of research with Australian ministers in particular has prompted the current study.  Whilst we cannot always change the systems in which we work, it appears that there may be a number of factors that we can control that may buffer the effects of burnout.  The aim of the current study is to find empirical support for factors within one’s control that are associated with lower levels of burnout.  The hope is that this will not only add to our understanding of burnout prevention, but also empower those in ministry to be proactive in making choices that will help to protect against the experience of burnout.

METHOD 

Participants and procedure

Those employed in a paid ministry position in a parish, school/university, or as a chaplain (in any setting), were invited to complete an on-line questionnaire about burnout and ministry.  The snowball sampling technique (Goodman, 1961) was used to email a link to the questionnaire to potential participants, who in turn were encouraged to pass it on to other potential participants and so forth.  Whilst this technique makes it difficult to describe the entire sample that were invited to participate, the networks that the researcher is aware the questionnaire was passed through included: Student Life (university ministry), The Baptist Union of NSW and ACT, the Uniting Church Synod of NSW & ACT, four regions of the Sydney Anglican Diocese, and various chaplaincy agencies.

Of the 330 people who accessed the questionnaire, only the 312 participants who completed all the questions were included in the analysis.  Respondents were coded according to the following roles: Team Leader/Senior Pastor, Sole Pastor, Team Member/ Associate Pastor, University and Schools Ministry, Chaplain, and Other.  The ‘Other’ category consisted of those that described themselves as having a denominational role, one that had responsibilities over and above that of a team leader or senior pastor (e.g. CEO of school or chaplaincy ministry), or one that supported a minister (e.g. pastoral care assistant or student minister).

Measures
Burnout

The Maslach Burnout Inventory is “recognised as the leading measure of burnout” (Maslach & Jackson, 1986, p.1) and is the most widely used burnout measure for research purposes (Lee & Ashforth, 1996).  Developed by Maslach and Jackson (1986), the Maslach Burnout Inventory-Human Services Survey (MBI-HSS) was chosen over the more recently developed General Survey (Schaufeli, Leiter, Maslach, & Jackson, 1996) as it is designed specifically for those working in human services. The MBI-HSS is a self-report measure consisting of 22- items, divided across three subscales.  Each item is rated on the extent to which the participant feels a certain way, on a 7-point scale ranging from Never to Every day.  

The Emotional Exhaustion subscale consists of 9 items that assess feelings of being emotionally overextended and exhausted by one’s work (e.g. “I feel like I’m at the end of my rope”).  The Depersonalisation subscale consists of 5 items that measure an unfeeling and impersonal response towards recipients of one’s service, care, treatment or instruction (e.g. “I feel I treat some recipients as if they were impersonal objects”).  The 8 items on the Personal Accomplishment subscale assesses feelings of competence and successful achievement in one’s work with people (e.g. “I feel I’m positively influencing other people’s lives through my work”).  Cronbach’s alpha co-efficients reported for the subscales were .90 for Emotional Exhaustion, .79 for Depersonalisation and .71 for Personal Accomplishment.  Scores are added separately for each of the subscales, with a high degree of burnout being reflected by high scores on the Emotional Exhaustion and Depersonalisation subscales and low scores on the Personal Accomplishment subscale (Maslach & Jackson, 1986). 

Job variables

Six factors considered to be important job variables were included in the analysis.  Years in ministry and years in current job were recorded in 5 year increments (e.g. 1-5yrs, 6-10yrs, 11-15yrs etc.), and hours worked (per week) was recorded in 5 hour increments beginning at 15hrs (e.g. 15-20hrs, 21-25hrs, 26-30hrs etc.).  Respondents’ primary ministry role and the denomination by which they were employed were also included as job variables.

Responsibility in one’s role was assessed using the ‘responsibility’ subscale of the Occupational Stress Inventory – Revised edition (Osipow, 1998). This consisted of 10 questions that assessed one’s responsibility for work activities and subordinates, dealing with others’ problems, worrying about others’ performance and being sought out for leadership. 

Individual variables 
Whilst information was collected on a number of individual variables, only those with a significant bivariate relationship (p < .05) to each of the dependent variables was included in the analysis.  Unless otherwise stated questions for each variable were rated on a 5-point Likert scale with responses ranging from Strongly disagree to Strongly agree. Further information on the variables or scales chosen can be attained by contacting the researcher (see Appendix A).  

Recreation and self-care were assessed using corresponding 10-item subscales of the Occupational Stress Inventory- Revised Edition (Osipow, 1998).  The Recreation subscale measured the extent to which respondents may take advantage of recreation/leisure time available, engage in a variety of activities they find relaxing/satisfying and do things they enjoy most in their spare time.  The Self-care subscale included such things as engaging in regular exercise, sleeping 8 hrs, being careful about diet, practising relaxation and avoiding harmful substances. Small modifications were made to one question in each subscale to increase relevance to the current sample (see Appendix A).  Statements were rated on a 5-point scale ranging from Rarely or never true to True most of the time.  

Social support was assessed using the Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support (Zimet, Dahlem, Zimet, & Farley, 1988).  The 12-item scale is designed to assess perceptions of social support adequacy from three specific sources: family, friend and significant other.  The scale has good internal consistency with Cronbach’s co-efficient alphas of .91, .87 and .85 for other, family and friends subscales respectively.  The reliability of the total scale was .88.  Items were rated on an amended 7-point Likert scale ranging from Strongly agree to Strongly disagree.

Work-family interference assessed the degree to which work responsibilities interfered with one’s family life and family-work interference assessed the degree to which one’s family life interfered with one’s work life.  Strengths/weaknesses assessed one’s insight into personal strengths and weaknesses and ability to utilise these in the work environment.  

Passion/purpose was assessed by the questions “I have a strong sense of purpose in my current role” and “I am passionate about my work”.  Personal/spiritual reflection was assessed on a 4 point frequency scale with the questions “During the last week I took time out for personal reflection” and “During the last week I spent time alone with God”. 

High expectations was assessed by the questions: “I have high expectations of others” and “I have high expectations of myself”.  Problem focus was assessed by the question: “I tend to focus on what’s not working well rather than what is working well”, and stress management skills was assessed by the question “I am good at managing stress”.

Demographic variables

Age, gender, marital status, and number of children were included as demographic variables.

RESULTS 

Participants

The median age bracket for the sample was 46-50yrs, with ages ranging from 18-25yrs to 70+ yrs.  In regards to gender, males accounted for 78% of the sample and females 22%.  The majority of respondents were married (83%), with 14% having never been married and 3% either divorced or widowed. Whilst 13% of respondents were not employed by a particular denomination, the sample consisted of 37% Baptist, 34% Anglican, 20% Uniting, and 6% ‘other’ denominations (including Churches of Christ, Lutheran and Catholic among others). 

Senior clergy made up 29% of the sample, sole pastors 24%, and pastors that work in a team were 19% of those surveyed.  A further 12% were employed to minister in universities or schools, 10% were chaplains (in a variety of settings), and 6% were coded as having ‘other’ roles.  The average percentage of time devoted to common activities was as follows: 26% preaching, 27% pastoral care, 25% administration, 9% community/schools activities beyond one's place of employment, 7% denominational activities and 6% other activities.  Other activities included such things as chaplaincy, attending meetings, leadership, training/mentoring, study and evangelism.  On average, participants worked 46-50hrs per week in their ministry role, with 20% working 40hrs a week or less, and 11% working 60hrs+ per week. 

Burnout Variables
Table 1 displays the mean and standard deviation for each of the burnout components.   Using the manual as a guide for score cut-offs, 33.3% of participants scored in the high range for Emotional Exhaustion, 13.5% in the high range for Depersonalisation and 43.3% in the low range for Personal Accomplishment.

Bivariate Relationships

Burnout/outcome variables

Correlations between the dependant variables are shown in Table 2.  While correlations are small to moderate, it was decided to carry out three univariate analyses instead of a multivariate analysis in order to see clearly which variables were related to each of the outcome variables.

In order to examine the relationships between the independent variables, and between the independent variables and the outcome variables, Spearman’s rank correlation was used for ordinal variables and chi-squared tests of independence based on exact tests (Mehta & Patel, 1996) was used for categorical variables.  Bivariate statistics and p-values are shown in the regression tables for variables that remained in the final analysis. 

Relationship between Independent Variables and Burnout variables

Demographics – Age and marital status were significantly correlated with all components of burnout, with lower levels of burnout for older respondents and those who were married.  Number of children was significantly related to Emotional Exhaustion; respondents with no children or three children experiencing the highest level of Emotional Exhaustion.  Lower levels of Depersonalisation were experienced by females than males.

Job variables – Role was significantly related to all three components of burnout, with chaplains experiencing the lowest level of burnout.  Those with higher responsibility scores had higher scores on all three measures of burnout. Those that worked more hours had higher levels of Emotional Exhaustion and Depersonalisation.  Denomination also had a significant relationship with Depersonalisation, with Uniting and ‘Other’ denominations experiencing the lowest levels of Depersonalisation. Surprisingly, years in ministry and years in current job were not significantly related to any of the burnout measures.

Individual variables – all individual independent variables were significantly related with each of the burnout variables. 

Relationships between independent variables

There were a number of significant relationships between independent variables. All relationships were in the expected direction, for example positive relationships were found between years in job and years in ministry (rs  = .466, p < .0005), hours worked and work-family interference (rs = .35, p < .0005), and self-care and personal/spiritual reflection (r = .49, p < .0005). 

Regression analysis were carried out in order to examine to what extent it was possible to predict burnout measures with variables included in the study.  Due to intercorrelations between these variables, regression analyses were also necessary in order to determine which made unique contributions to predicting the burnout measures.

Regression Analyses
A hierarchical univariate regression analysis was carried out with each of the burnout measures as the dependent variable. Due to the large number of variables and the absence of hypotheses regarding interactions, only main effects were measured.  

The variables were entered in three sets, beginning with demographics (age, gender, marital status and number of children), followed by job variables (role, denomination, years in ministry, years in job, hours worked, and responsibility), and then individual variables (social support, recreation, self-care, work-family interference, family-work interference, strengths/weaknesses, expectations, passion/purpose, problem focus, stress management and personal/spiritual reflection).  When sets one and two were entered, variables from these sets that were not significant (at p > .2) were removed from the analysis.  After the third set was entered, variables from that set were reduced until only those significant (at p > .025) remained.   Further detail and rationale for the procedure is given in Appendix B.

The following tables display raw and standardised regression co-efficients and their significance. They also show the partial eta squared for each variable in the model and the r squared (or eta squared for categorical variables) for the bivariate relationship between each independent variable and dependent variable.  
Emotional Exhaustion

The final model (shown in Table 3) accounted for 55.8% of the total variance in Emotional Exhaustion.  When demographic variables were held constant, the other variables accounted for 45.6% of the total variance.  When demographic and job variables were held constant, the individual variables accounted for 36.1% of the total variance in Emotional Exhaustion.

Variables with the strongest relationships to Emotional Exhaustion (EE) as judged by the partial eta squared were as follows:  Passion/purpose had a negative relationship, followed by work-family interference, which was positively related to EE.  Thirdly, number of hours worked had a quadratic relationship with EE, the curve taking the shape of an inverted U, with burnout lower for the lower and upper ends of hours worked and higher for those in the middle range of hours worked.  Age and number of children were no longer significant (at p = .025) when other variables were entered into the analysis. 
Depersonalisation

The final model (shown in Table 4) accounted for 39.7% of the total variance in Depersonalisation. When demographics were held constant 27.9% of the variance was accounted for by the model, and when both demographics and job variables were held constant 17.2% of the total variance was explained.  

Responsibility and passion/purpose uniquely accounted for the greatest amount variance in Depersonalisation (a positive relationship for responsibility and negative for passion/purpose). This was followed by social support which had a negative relationship with Depersonalisation.  Supplementary analyses suggest that support from a significant other is more important than support from family or friends. 

Personal Accomplishment

The final model accounted for 49.2% of the total variance in Personal Accomplishment.  When demographics were held constant, the model explained 41.3% of the total variance and when both demographics and job variables were held constant, 33.9% of the total variance was accounted for.  Passion/purpose uniquely contributed 13.5% and had a positive relationship, whilst role uniquely contributed 6.6% of the variance.  As seen in Table 5, most roles, and particularly Chaplains, had greater Personal Accomplishment than Team Leaders.

DISCUSSION  
The results suggest that individual factors have a strong relationship to burnout outcomes, even when demographic and job variables are controlled for.  Whilst organisational factors may well have a strong influence on burnout levels as previous research has suggested (Maslach & Golberg, 1998; Maslach et al., 2001), the current results suggest that the contribution of individual variables cannot be overlooked. When demographic and job variables were held constant individual factors still contributed 36.1% of the total variance in Emotional Exhaustion, 17.2% of the total variance in Depersonalisation and 33.9% of the total variance in Personal Accomplishment.  This tells us that those who choose a vocation in Christian ministry can do many things to foster their well-being and potentially avoid high levels of burnout.

Individual factors

The strong association between passion and purpose and each of the burnout components suggests that this may be a crucial factor in preventing burnout.  Christian ministry usually involves a large commitment of faith, time and energy, a commitment that is difficult without a sense of purpose and passion for the vocation.  It is important for those noticing the signs of burnout to revisit the reasons for which they felt called to the ministry and how this might apply in the current role. 

Of the three burnout dimensions, Emotional Exhaustion scores were related to the greatest number of individual coping variables. Given that Emotional Exhaustion is regarded as the stress dimension of burnout (Maslach & Golberg, 1998), it is not surprising that ministers reporting good stress management skills also had lower burnout levels. Whilst the nature of such skills was not specifically examined, it is probable that some stress management skills could be explained by other variables. For example, engaging in recreational activities might be considered a stress-relieving activity, and this was related to decreased Emotional Exhaustion, supporting the findings of Stanton-Rich and Iso-Ahola (1998).  

The finding that those with a problem-focus had higher levels of Emotional Exhaustion provides support for the use of positive psychology principles in burnout research.  As the minister’s job is multi-faceted and often challenging, it could be easy to lose sight of the achievements made.  Results suggest that it is important not only to acknowledge what is working well, but also not to have inflated expectations of what can be achieved. Whilst high expectations could be a useful motivator, results suggest that setting them too high might result in many not being met, causing a drain on emotional resources.

As suggested by previous research (e.g. Etzion, 1984; Russell, Altmaier, & Van Velzen, 1987) social support was also found to buffer against emotional exhaustion, with the support of a significant other having the most influence.  Whilst spousal support was associated with lower burnout, work-family interference was associated with higher burnout.  The exploration of work-family interference in the current study was instigated by our knowledge of the negative effect ministry can have on one’s family (Brain, 2006; Kaldor & Bullpitt, 2001; McMinn et al., 2005), and the relative absence of this variable in empirical research with ministers.  Results suggest that work-family interference is indeed related to emotional exhaustion, and is worthy of consideration in future research.  This highlights the importance of the minister’s responsibility to ensure that work is left at work on one’s days/evenings off, and to ensure that work responsibilities impinge on family and friends as little as possible.

Conversely, family interference with work may also be important to monitor as this, along with the absence of social support (mainly from a significant other) contributed to higher levels of Depersonalisation.  The importance of support from a significant other supports McMinn et al.’s (2005) assertion that the marriage relationship has a special significance for clergy and their spouses. Whilst this may be the case, it would also be helpful for ministers to broaden their support base (Kaldor & Bullpitt, 2001). Whilst the impact of some life events are bound to spill-over from family to work-life (e.g. a death in the family, illness, or marital conflict), findings suggest that it is important to keep the boundaries between family and work life as clear as possible.  

Those with high levels of Personal Accomplishment, the positive component of burnout, reported greater engagement in self-care activities, and reported having more stress management skills, along with a greater frequency of personal and spiritual reflection.  This suggests that self-care is extremely important for ministers to have a sense of personal accomplishment in a role that is often unclear, where the work appears to be never-ending.  Having a sense of personal accomplishment may renew energy and restore depleted emotional resources, making this an important factor in burnout prevention.

The importance of personal and spiritual reflection to the Personal Accomplishment component of burnout, supports previous research on the importance of both spiritual practices (Golden et al., 2004) and personal reflection (Rabow & McPhee, 2001) in preventing burnout.  Regularly taking time to pray and reflect on one’s life, faith and ministry may not only help the minister to gain a broader perspective, but also make wise choices in their day-to-day work, bringing with it a sense of personal accomplishment. 

Results show that there are a number of avenues those in ministry may pursue to protect against the experience of burnout.  A positive change in one area, often aids the process of making further positive changes.  For example taking time for personal and spiritual reflection may increase clarity of thought, improve one’s ability to look at the positives, and aid a decision to re-engage in a much loved recreational activity, which if done with a friend, will serve to enhance social relationships.  As Brain (2004) suggests, self-care strategies built carefully into one’s daily lifestyle and ministry could make an enormous difference in minimising the harmful effects of burnout.  

Job variables 

Examining a broad range of job related factors was beyond the scope of this research, nevertheless those that were examined gave some interesting results.  Higher levels of responsibility in one’s role were associated with higher levels of burnout.  This makes intuitive sense if we consider that increased responsibility often brings with it increased potential for stress, and stress brings with it greater potential for burnout. 

In contrast to the findings by Stanton-Rich and Iso-Ahola (1998) and Randall (2004), the number of years in the ministry and years in one’s current job had little effect on burnout levels. This suggests that it is the acquisition of coping strategies associated with length of time in the job, and the ministry in general, that are linked to lower levels of burnout.  

The bivariate relationship that hours worked had with Emotional Exhaustion was different to the quadratic relationship that was significant in the final model. Supplementary analysis revealed that hours worked is an important predictor of burnout at the lower end of the scale, whereby those who work full-time have higher levels of burnout than those who work part-time.  However, the relationship between hours worked and burnout changes at the upper end of the scale as higher scores on Emotional Exhaustion are now accounted for by higher responsibility and work-family interference, rather than hours worked. 

Demographics

When job variables and individual variables were added to the analyses, marital status and age were no longer significantly related to burnout.  This study differs from much of the research (e.g. Randall, 2004; Stanton-Rich & Iso-Ahola, 1998) in the number of coping variables that were included, allowing us to qualify the relationship between demographics and burnout.  It appears that the relationship between demographics and burnout is largely due to coping skills that are acquired by those who are older and married.  It is encouraging for younger, non-married ministers to know that their age and marital status have little influence on burnout if they have good individual coping strategies.  

Summary and future directions

It is refreshing to know that burnout is not totally outside of one’s control.  This study has identified a number of individual factors that are significantly related to reduced levels of burnout, and provided statistical support for the findings.  Although with regression analysis we cannot be sure of the direction of relationships between variables, we do know that many individual variables made a unique contribution to predicting burnout levels, even when demographic and job variables are taken into account. 

Taking care of oneself by engaging in recreational activities, having strong boundaries between work and family, accepting support from others, caring for one’s physical health and engaging in personal and spiritual reflection may indeed have a substantial effect on burnout prevention.  Add to this some stress management skills, a focus on what’s going well (rather than what’s not), and lowered expectations of oneself and others and the risk of burnout may decrease even further.

Given the lack of empirical research on burnout prevention and ministry, particularly in Australia, it is hoped that the findings of the present study will open up possibilities for future research in this area.  In contrast to findings with Dutch Reformed ministers (Evers & Tomic, 2003), the Australian ministers had similar levels of burnout to other helping professions.  The unique nature of their role however suggests that effective coping strategies for ministers may differ to other professionals.  Exploring boundaries between work and family life, minister’s expectations and positive psychology principles, are all factors worthy of further empirical investigation, and suggestions for further research. 

We must encourage those engaged in the difficult role of Christian ministry to model sound principles of self-care, not only for their own well-being, but also for their family and their ministry.  It is hoped that the literature on burnout prevention and ministry will continue to grow and further empower ministers to make positive lifestyle changes to buffer against the effects of job burnout.
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Table 1

Means and Standard Deviations of MBI Subscales
	
	Mean
	Standard deviation

	Emotional Exhaustion
	21.21    (20.99)
	10.84   (10.75)

	Depersonalisation
	6.45      (8.73)
	5.25     (5.89)

	Personal Accomplishment
	36.56    (34.58)
	6.55     (7.11)


Note.  Norms are included in brackets

Table 2

Intercorrelations Between MBI Subscales
	
	Depersonalisation
	Personal Accomplishment

	Emotional Exhaustion
	.68       (.52)
	-.35       (-.22)

	Personal Accomplishment
	-.37      (-.26)
	


Note.  Norms are included in brackets
Table 3

Summary of Hierarchical Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Emotional Exhaustion (N = 312)
	Variable
	df
	Raw Reg. Coeffic.
	Beta (std.)
	F
	p
	Partial eta squared

(%)
	Bivariate r squared or eta squared
	Bivariate p

	Age 
	4
	
	
	  2.60
	.036
	 3.5
	.073***
	.000



	No. of children
	3
	
	
	  3.05
	.029
	 3
	.044**
	.003



	Hrs worked

Linear

Quadratic

Cubic


	5

1

1

1
	
	
	 3.28**
   .00

 6.51*
 2.90
	.007

.957

.011

.090
	 5.3

-

-

-


	.035

-

-

-
	.05

-

-

-

	Responsibility
	1
	 0.29
	 .17
	12.73***
	.000
	 4.2
	.097
	.000



	Recreation
	1
	-0.17
	-.11
	  5.42*
	.021
	 1.8
	.136***
	.000



	Social support
	1
	-1.37
	-.14
	  9.69**
	.002
	 3.2
	.119***
	.000



	Work-family interference
	1
	 0.85
	 .23
	20.17***
	.000
	 6.5
	.198***
	.000



	Passion/purpose
	1
	-2.13
	-.32
	50.06***
	.000
	14.7
	.181***
	.000



	Negative focus
	1
	 1.40
	 .13
	 7.89**
	.005
	 2.6
	.157***
	.000



	Stress management
	1
	-1.87
	-.15
	11.27***
	.001
	 3.7
	.140***
	.000



	High expectations
	1
	 0.85
	 .10
	 5.45*
	.020
	 1.8
	.157***
	.000




R2 = .558                                                                     F(20, 291) = 18.4, p < .0005

* p < .025, **  p < .01,  *** p< .001

Table 4

Summary of Hierarchical Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Depersonalisation 

(N = 312)
	Variable
	df
	Raw Reg. Coeffic.
	Beta (std.)
	F
	p
	Partial eta squared

(%)
	Bivariate r squared or eta squared
	Bivariate p

	Age 
	4
	
	
	  2.63
	.035
	3.4
	.085***
	.000



	Marital status
	2
	
	
	  1.56
	.213
	1.0
	.026*
	.016



	Gender
	1
	 0.46
	 .09
	  0.47
	.495
	0.2
	.013
	.042



	Role
	5
	
	
	  1.89
	.096
	3.1
	.080***
	.000



	Responsibility
	1
	 0.22
	 .26
	27.32***
	.000
	8.5
	.106***
	.000



	Social support
	1
	-1.18
	-.24
	22.34***
	.000
	7.0
	.100***
	.000



	Family-work interference
	1
	 0.35
	 .14
	  8.56**
	.004
	2.8
	.098***
	.000



	Passion/purpose
	1
	-0.85
	-.26
	27.31***
	.000
	8.5
	.118***
	.000




R2 = .397

F(16, 295) = 12.157, p < .0005

* p < .025, ** p < .01, *** p < .001
Table 5

 Summary of Hierarchical Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Personal Accomplishment (N = 312)
	Variable
	df
	Raw Reg. Coeffic.
	Beta (std.)
	F
	p
	Partial eta squared

(%)
	Bivariate r squared or eta squared
	Bivariate p

	Age 
	4
	
	
	  0.33
	.861
	0.4
	.053**
	.002



	Marital status
	2
	
	
	  2.15
	.118
	1.4
	.036**
	.003



	Gender
	1
	-0.11
	-.02
	  0.02
	.887
	0
	.000
	.981



	Role

Team Leader vs.:

Sole pastor

Team member

School/uni ministry

Chaplain

Other
	5

1

1

1

1

1
	 1.08

 1.88

 2.39

 4.13

-1.03
	
	  4.16***
  1.84

  4.49

  4.25

14.21***
  0.06
	.001

.176

.035

.040

.000

.448
	6.6

0.6

1.5

1.4

4.6

0.2
	.059**
-

-

-

-

-
	.002

-

-

-

-

-



	Responsibility
	1
	 0.17
	 .16
	11.52***
	.001
	3.8
	.014
	.039



	Self-care
	1
	 0.13
	 .14
	  6.84**
	.009
	2.3
	.129***
	.000



	Passion/purpose
	1
	 1.33
	 .33
	45.86***
	.000
	13.5
	.287***
	.000



	Negative focus
	1
	-1.08
	-.16
	11.40***
	.001
	3.7
	.143***
	.000



	Stress management skills
	1
	 1.27
	 .17
	12.73***
	.000
	4.2
	.179***
	.000



	Personal /Spiritual reflection
	1
	 0.44
	 .16
	10.37***
	.001
	3.4
	.148***
	.000



R2 = .492

                                              F(18, 293) = 15.773, p <.0005

* p < .025, **  p < .01, *** p < .001

APPENDIX A

Variables that were not included in the final analysis are shown in Table A1.
Table A1

Survey Questions Excluded from the Final Analysis
	Variable (scale range)
	Question / Statement

	Personal / Professional Support

(Yes / No )
	I currently have a mentor or coach

	
	I have seen a counsellor during my time in ministry for work issues

	
	I have seen a counsellor during my time in ministry for issues outside of work (family, relationship, personal)

	
	It is expected that I attend at least one weekend retreat/conference (as a participant) per year

	
	I attend at least one weekend retreat/conference per year (as a participant)

	(Strongly disagree – Strongly agree, N/A)
	I find my mentor/coach to be helpful

	
	At least one counsellor I have seen during my time in ministry has been helpful

	
	Most retreats/conferences I attend meet my spiritual needs

	
	Most retreats/conferences I attend meet my intellectual needs

	
	Most retreats/conferences I attend meet my social needs

	
	I feel supported by my denominational/organisational body

	
	I feel pressure from my denominational/organisational body

	
	If I need help at work there is someone I can approach

	
	I feel supported by my work colleagues (paid and volunteer)

	
	I receive support from others engaged in similar roles to myself

	
	I give support to others involved in similar roles to myself

	Training / skills

( Yes / No )
	I have received formal training in pastoral care/counselling (diploma minimum)

	
	I have formal theological qualifications (diploma minimum)

	
	I have formal training in administration skills (diploma minimum)

	
	I have formal training in managerial skills (diploma minimum)

	
	I have formal training in teaching children or youth (diploma minimum)

	
	I have formal training in adult education (diploma minimum)

	(Strongly disagree – Strongly agree)
	I have the skills to organise/support those who come under my authority

	
	I am good at managing stress

	
	I am good at managing my time

	
	I regularly spend time on self-development

	
	I believe that ongoing learning / training is important in my role

	
	I attend training regularly (relevant to my ministry)

	Attitudes and Expectations

(Strongly disagree – Strongly agree)
	It concerns me that I may not meet the expectations others have of me

	
	It is part of my role to keep everyone happy

	
	I am willing to try new things and fail

	
	I am passionate about my life outside of work

	
	I find it difficult to delegate tasks to others

	
	I find it easy to say no to others when I need to

	
	It is my responsibility to help anyone that asks for help

	
	I often neglect my admin work

	Goals

(Strongly disagree – Strongly agree)
	I have clearly defined goals that I work towards and regularly evaluate

	
	I evaluate success based on what I achieve in the progress of working towards my goals

	
	I evaluate success based on whether or not I reach the goals I set

	
	The goals I set for my ministry would be described as broad rather than specific

	Receiving from others

(Not at all – more than 3 times)
	During the last week I was in a position of learning rather than teaching…

	
	During the last week I asked for assistance from colleagues…

	
	During the last week I prayed with others that I would not consider to be recipients (e.g. I prayed with a spouse, friend, colleague)…


Due to the need to keep the number of variables at a manageable level, those that were redundant, had lower significance levels and were less important to the aim were excluded from the analysis.  
Modifications to recreation and self-care scales 

The following modifications were made with permission from the publisher:

Recreation:  “I spend a lot of my free time on hobbies (e.g., collections of various kinds)” was changed to “I spend a lot of my spare time on hobbies (e.g. collections of various kinds, srcapbooking, working on cars).” 

Self-care:  “I engage in meditation” was changed to “I take time to contemplate / reflect”

Amended Social Support Scale
Although the size of the scale remained the same, anchor points for the amended scale were not as strongly worded as the original scale.  Table A2 shows the original scale used and the amended scale.
Table A2
Comparison Between the Original and the Amended Scale for the Variable Social Support
	Original scale 
	Amended scale

	Very strongly disagree

Strongly disagree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly agree

Very strong agree
	Strongly disagree

Disagree

Slightly disagree

Neutral

Slightly agree

Agree

Strongly agree


Further detail for variables included in the analysis

Table A3 describes the statements used to assess the variables work-family interference, family-work interference and strengths / weaknesses.

Table A3 
Statements Used to Assess Independent Variables

	Variable
	Statements

	Work-family interference
	My work keeps me from family activities more than I would like

My family/friends dislike how much I am preoccupied with work when I am at home

My work interferes with my family responsibilities

	Family-work interference
	My family activities take up time that I would like to spend at work

My colleagues dislike how often I am preoccupied with family issues while at work

My family life often interferes with my responsibilities at work

	Strengths/weaknesses
	I have a fair amount of insight into my personal strengths

I have a fair amount of insight into my personal weaknesses

I have learnt how to maximise my personal strengths a work

I have learnt how to work around my personal weaknesses at work


APPENDIX B
Further information on regression analyses

The p value was set a liberal level of .2 for variables entered in the first (demographic) and second (job variable) set, so as not to exclude variables that may later become significant.

The reason for reducing the model at each stage was to maintain the number of independent variables in the model at a reasonable level given the number of subjects, and to facilitate interpretation.

Demographic variables that were included at the end of step 1 and job variables that were included at the end of step 2 were retained throughout the model regardless of their significance levels in proceeding steps.  Demographic and job variables were held constant when assessing the contribution of variables in the third set which were the main focus of investigation.
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