
 
 

Summary - 2021 CARE Survey Findings 

Economic Challenges Facing Pastors 

Church of God (Anderson) 

A Comparative Study: 2015 to 2021 

This CARE (Clergy Advocacy and Resource Effort) study of 631 ministers from the Church of 
God Ministries database led to the following conclusions.  As a whole, the patterns that 
emerged in the 2015 study are replicated in the 2021 study.  

1) While there remain pockets of pastors in significant financial need, the general profile of 
economic challenges in 2021 appears to be less severe.  Evidence suggests a pattern of 
improvement in the financial situation of the population compared to 2015. 
 

2) Many pastors are doing very well financially, and most pastors have found effective ways of 
dealing with financial issues.  Often, being financially secure requires non-church income, 
many times from the spouse.  

 
3) The economic profile of ministers in the Church of God appears to be better in 2021, 

compared to 2015, in spite of COVID-19.  Yet, COVID has led to financial loss for a 
significant proportion of respondents.  While COVID has not impacted the financial health of 
a majority of pastors, and some even benefited, there is a group that has been harmed 
financially.  The pastors most likely to say they have benefited financially during COVID are 
the younger pastors. 
 

4) There are groups of pastors who are more likely to experience financial distress.  It is clear 
that financial issues can undermine the sense of health and effectiveness experienced by 
persons in the ministry.  The groups most susceptible to this risk continue to be: 

• Full time pastors in small congregations 
• Bi and tri-vocational pastors who do not have sufficient core income 
• Hispanic pastors 
• Young pastors who do not have adequate income to reserve an emergency fund 

or lack the ability to invest in retirement. 
• Associate pastors, often younger persons, who are in larger congregations. 
• Older pastors with limited retirement funding. 



5) Relative improvement in the financial situation appears to be found among younger pastors 
who are using budgets to manage finances, saving monthly in an emergency fund, investing 
in retirement, and managing total debt.  

There is evidence that pastors who have participated in CARE have been aided.  The 
benefits of the program appear to be greater financial planning competencies, reduction of 
educational debt, and increased investment for retirement.  CARE pastors are more likely to 
be living by a monthly budget and saving monthly into an emergency fund.  Compared to the 
non-CARE congregational pastors, CARE pastors are more likely to believe they are on a 
trajectory that will lead to a healthier financial future in five years.  

6) Pastors who are most in financial need, and more likely to express uncertainty as to whether 
or not they will continue in ministry, tend to exhibit the following financial management 
characteristics. 
• Do not manage their personal finances by a budget.  
• Do not have an adequate emergency fund.  
• Have credit card debt at or above the national average.  
• Have high educational debt.  

 
7) The economic challenges creating the most expressed concern in 2021 continue to be: 

• Health care costs and insurance 
• Retirement savings 

 Less concern in 2021 is expressed for “generating sufficient income to pay bills and to 
afford a reasonable level of comfort” and the ability to “afford a home.” 

8) A continued area of need is to educate congregational lay leaders regarding pastoral 
compensation practices.  There has not been a significant improvement in the perception of 
pastors regarding the knowledge of key lay leaders responsible for compensation policy 
between 2015 and 2021.  A disconnect between pastor expectation and the church board 
knowledge and capabilities remains in over half of the congregations.  

This pattern is most pronounced in smaller congregations, often led by a younger 
minister. Education of congregational boards on pastor compensation issues continues to 
be a major need.  As a result, the recent direction of CARE to support pastors by working 
directly with church boards is affirmed.  

9) Possible continued action for Church of God Ministries, regional ministry, and Servant 
Solutions include: 
• Guidance on suggested standards and hopeful expectations for salary and benefits to 

guide church boards. 
• Education on best practices for personal and congregational financial management for 

pastors. 
• Targeted seed money to provide an incentive for retirement savings.  An opportunity still 

exists to connect more pastors and congregations to the benefits of a relationship with 
Servant Solutions. 

• Support to encourage the reduction of higher education debt for pastors.  

• Maintenance of a benevolence fund.  This fund can provide a source of monies to assist 
pastors in extraordinary situations when there is a financial struggle to stay in ministry.  



The results of the study are important to inform future strategy and tactics, on behalf of 
pastors, coming from national, state, and local leaders in the Church of God.  It is also 
likely to be informative to leaders at Servant Solutions. 

 

Summary of Research Methodology 

A survey was designed to achieve the research objectives and was sent to 3,981 ministers in 
the CGM database.  The database was supposed to include only “active” pastors, but it became 
clear from email inquiries and from the responses, that a proportion of the individuals on the list 
are retired or not currently active in congregational ministry (although they may be in other 
forms of ministry).  But, the overwhelming majority of respondents fit the desired profile.  As a 
result, analysis will be conducted on the total response group and in sub-groups, such as 
congregational pastors, and persons who have been part of CARE between 2016 and 2021. 

 As of May 12, 2021, 631 persons responded to the invitation to participate in the Economic 
Challenges study, after two requests.  With 391 known email non-deliveries, the response rate 
is 413 bounce-backs, the response rate is 18%.  This compares to a 23% response rate for the 
2015 study.  It is likely that the actual response rate of “active congregational pastors” is higher 
than the 18% figure.  The participation rate among CARE pastors was close to 40%. 

 The data from respondents is excellent and seems to reflect a representative profile of pastors 
in the movement.  Non-response follow-up was not conducted, but the findings are very 
consistent with four other studies conducted by this researcher within the Church of God. If the 
results from the 631 pastors are reflective of the congregational pastors in the Church of God, 
an interval of +- 4% at a 95% confidence can be anticipated.  Inferences were tested at the .05 
level.  The researcher believes that it is likely that the findings represent a good picture of the 
economic challenges faced by pastors in the Church of God.  

 

Key Insights 

#1 - If reflective of the population, the aging of the pastoral ranks of ministers in the 
Church of God is evident. 

#2 - It is likely that the profile of respondents satisfactorily mirrors what is generally 
known about the population of ministers in the Movement, especially those that are most 
engaged with national and regional ministry. 

#3 - The general picture of financial well-being appears to be better in 2021, compared to 
2015. 

#4 - CARE pastors are just as likely to feel a financial concern about fulfilling the calling 
as the general sample and are not necessarily better off financially at this point in 
time.  But, they are more confident that they are on a “financial path that is likely to 
improve their financial position five years from now.”  



#5 - The proportion of pastors who do not think that retirement planning is a priority is 
down significantly from 2015.  In 2021, only 9% say that it is not a priority compared to 
31% of pastors in 2015.   

The segment of pastors that believe that retirement planning was not a priority in 
2015 tended to be younger in age.  There is evidence that the younger pastors who 
are in CARE are more likely to believe that retirement planning should be a 
priority.  Yet, 25% of the young CARE participants say that saving monthly for 
retirement is “rare.” 

#6 - Analysis suggests that a greater proportion of younger pastors in the Movement are 
saving for the future (compared to 2015).  Over 78% of the young pastors in CARE are 
currently saving for retirement compared to 68% of all young pastors in 2015.  

#7 - There is evidence that pastors in CARE are more likely to be saving for retirement 
and are more likely to receive a contribution toward retirement from the congregation.  It 
is possible that the improvement in the retirement contributions is attributed to CARE.  

#8 - It appears that the financial management practice trend is positive.  More pastors 
report practicing healthy financial practices in 2021 than in 2015.  There is evidence that 
pastors have more financial confidence in 2021.  This may be due to a general 
improvement in the economic realities for pastors in the Church of God.  

There is also evidence that a cohort of pastors, often younger pastors who have 
participated in CARE, are more likely to engage with healthy financial management 
practices in 2021, compared to 2015. 

#9 - The pattern of less reported financial concerns in 2021, compared to 2015, is evident. 

#10 - Pastors who have participated in CARE are more likely to say that it is a priority to 
save for an emergency fund, but the younger pastors are less likely to have 5 months of 
emergency funds.  There is evidence that pastors in CARE are among the persons most 
likely to be saving monthly to create an emergency fund.  

#11 - No significant difference is found between the general group of congregational 
pastors and CARE pastors for most of the financial management practice variables.  The 
two exceptions are that CARE pastors are more likely to report managing their financial 
affairs by a monthly budget and to be saving monthly for emergencies, compared to the 
general sample.  

Compared to 2015, there is evidence that younger pastors are more likely to be 
investing in retirement and that they have less educational debt.  This is likely to be a 
result of CARE.  

#12 - It appears that there is a statistically significant difference between congregational 
pastoral leaders who are not in CARE and the participants in CARE, as it relates to the 
financial impact of COVID. There is evidence that CARE pastors are more likely to say 
that COVID-19 has positively impacted their financial well-being. 

-- Research Design and Analysis by Dr. Mike Wiese, Program Evaluator  
 


