Key Findings from Clergy Health and Wellhess Report

How healthy are US clergy leaders? In light of our recent research about how more clergy are
seriously considering leaving their current congregation or the ministry altogether, we were curious
about the health and well-being of religious leaders overall. To dive into this topic, we explored our
nationally representative survey data collected in the fall of 2023 from about 1,700 clergy leaders.

In fall 2023, we ask these clergy for their self-rated 1) physical health, 2) mental health, 3) spiritual
health, 4) relational health, and 5) financial health and then to what extent the following statements
describe them: 6) overall, | am satisfied with life as a whole these day, 7) in general, | usually feel
happy, 8) overall, | feel the things | do in my life are worthwhile, 9) | understand my purpose in life,
10) / always act to promote good in all circumstances, even in difficult and challenging situations,
11)  am always able to give up some happiness now for greater happiness later, 12) | am content
with my friendships and relationships, 13) my relationships are as satisfying as | would want them to
be, 14) | often feel lonely (scoring direction reversed), 15) | feel connected to the broader
community around me, 16) | have enough people | feel comfortable with to ask for help at any time,
and 17) this congregation is a good match for my gifts and talents. From these questions, we
created a composite well-being score by summing all 17 items and then dividing by 17 so the
overall health and wellness score ranges from 1-10 with 10 being the healthiest.

In our report, we analyze the overall health and wellness of clergy leaders and examine what
characteristics, both personal and contextual, contribute their health. The key take aways from our
analysis are as follows:

1. Overall, clergy leaders are fairly healthy and are healthier than the general public.
In 2023, two-thirds of pastors score in the “good” (average of 7-8.9 out of 10) or “great”
(average of 9-10 out of 10) ranges for their overall health and wellness (50% good and 16%
great). About 27% are in the “fair” range (average of 5-6.9 out of 10) and only 7% are in
“poor” health (average of 4.9 or lower out of 10).

Compared to Harvard data of the general public from 2022, clergy have a higher mean on all
but one item, and clergy are healthier by half a point or more than the national average on
most items. The largest gap between clergy and the general public is on the item “I
understand my purpose in life” where clergy have a mean of 8.6 out of 10 and the general
public have a mean of 6.8 (a difference of 1.8 points). The only statement where clergy
leaders are below the general public is “my relationships are as satisfying as | would want
them to be” where clergy are only 0.1 point lower than the general population. Further, the
total well-being score for the general public is 6.9 out of 10 while the clergy’s total well-
being score is 7.6.

2. Some personal characteristics influence the health of clergy leaders. While there were
no significant differences by race, clergy women, controlling for other variables, are
healthier than men. Age is also important such that older clergy are healthier than younger
clergy which echoes findings in the general public results. Similarly, clergy just starting at
their congregation (5 years or less) and clergy who have been in their congregation for 16
years or more are healthier than those in the middle. Interestingly, clergy who are part-time



are healthier than full-time clergy.

3. Participating in a clergy peer group and taking advantage of mental health resources
are associated with better health while seeking professional guidance is associated
with lower health. While some other activities, such as taking a sabbatical or regularly
taking a day off are not important for overall health and wellhess, but being in a peer group
and using resources are associated with higher health and wellness. Additionally, clergy
who seek guidance from a spiritual director, counselor, or therapist are less healthy than
those who do not—perhaps because those who are in most need of these service are the
ones seeking it out.

4. Decreasing prayer/mediation, scripture reading, and/or the importance of religion in
their daily life is associated with poorer health among clergy. Clergy who report a
decrease on any of these religiosity items since the pandemic are more likely to be in poor
health—particularly with regard to their spiritual health.

5. While being reasonably healthy, half of clergy report being frequently or often lonely.
Clergy score highly on relational wellness (items particularly focused on social
interactions), but most clergy report a sense of loneliness.

6. The overall strength of the congregation is associated with the clergy leader’s health
and wellness. A congregation’s willingness to change, clarity in their mission and purpose,
sense of spiritual vitality, level of conflict, and overall sense of strength post-pandemic are
all associated with the health and wellness of its leader. Clearly, we cannot talk about the
health of the clergy without exploring the dynamics of their congregation.

In conclusion, clergy are overall fairly healthy. They appear to be healthier overall when comparing
them to the general public. Despite overall healthiness, several clergy report high levels of
loneliness which is a dynamic to monitor going forward. Several factors, both personal (age, length
at congregation, engaging in help-seeking behaviors, changing religious practices, etc.) and
contextual (congregational willingness to change, congregational conflict, etc.) influence this
overall health and wellness.

For a deeper look, see the full “Challenges are Great Opportunities’: Exploring Clergy Health and
Wellness in the Midst of a Post-Pandemic Malaise” report.



https://www.covidreligionresearch.org/research/national-survey-research/challenges-are-great-opportunities-exploring-clergy-health-and-wellness-in-the-midst-of-a-post-pandemic-malaise/
https://www.covidreligionresearch.org/research/national-survey-research/challenges-are-great-opportunities-exploring-clergy-health-and-wellness-in-the-midst-of-a-post-pandemic-malaise/

