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Methodology
The question guiding this project was, “What 
is the role of organizations in missionary 
well-being?” To answer this question, I con-
ducted in-depth, semi-structured interviews 
with eight missionaries actively serving in 
Africa, Asia, or Europe. Each missionary was 
affiliated with a different organization. 

Qualitative methodologies provided a 
capacity for engaging the varied and com-
plex ways missionaries made sense of their 
interactions with their organizations and 
how those engagements influenced them. 
This is helpful for developing a richer un-
derstanding of the qualities revealed in the 
data as opposed to measuring them.³ Qual-
itative methods also provided the capacity 
to consider interrelated and dynamic con-
tributions to particular phenomena.⁴ In this 
way, discovery could take place at the level of 
organizational systems and interrelated pro-
cesses rather than being limited to isolated 

phenomena. In addition, the inductive logic 
of qualitative methodologies allowed for 
the discovery of new concepts that had not 
previously been acknowledged.⁵

Operating on the assumption that any 
individual could encounter positive and 
negative experiences within their organiza-
tion, I gave each participant the opportunity 
to answer questions related to a time when 
they liked their work and a time when they 
did not like their work. They also provided 
a self-report of their energy level during the 
reported time period. 

All interviews were recorded, transcribed, 
and designated with a well-being category 
based on Warr’s model of employee well- 
being using self-reported affect (like or dis-
like) and activation (energy) levels. These 
four categories: Workaholism, Burnout, Engage-
ment and Job Satisfaction were used to help 
understand participant experiences during 
the reported time period (see figure 7.2).

Beyond this initial well-being designation, 
I systematically coded the interviews using 
the Gioia method, which uses the language 
of participants to create coding structures.7 
Finally, I analyzed the coded data aiming 
specifically to explore themes and pa'erns 
related to the role organizations played in 
the well-being of those interviewed.

Results
When interviewing was complete, there 
were sixteen reported time periods. Us-
ing Warr’s model, I associated eight with 
engagement, seven with burnout and one 
with workaholism. There were no reported 
instances of job satisfaction. Early on in my 
analysis, it became clear that organization-
al influences had the capacity to be both 
positive and negative regardless of the well- 
being category designated to that the time 
period. I described these organizational 
roles in participants’ stories as: well-being 
enhancing, well-being neutral and well- 
being diminishing.

Since the 1960s the mission world has intentionally sought to understand and actively 
support the well-being of missionaries. This interest has led to the development of research, 
conferences and essentially, an entire profession which we know as member care.1 In 
surveying the research on member care and missionary well-being, it is worth noting that 
well-being for missionaries is often framed in terms of external stresses from cross-cultural 
living or the internal psychological needs of individual missionaries. Yet, when you venture 
outside the world of missions, there is a strong body of evidence within both psychology and 
management research pointing to the role organizations themselves play in contributing to 
the well-being of their members.2 This research study sought to take a deeper look at the 
influence mission organizations have on the well-being of those serving within them.

Figure 7.2 – Warr’s Four-Quadrant 
Model of Employee Well-Being6
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Mission organizations play an important role 

in the well-being of missionaries.
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Figure 7.1 – The Role of Mission Organizations

26 E VA NGELIC A L MIS SIONS QUA RTERLY |  VOL . 57 NO. 3

Article



Designation of well-being enhancing and 
well-being diminishing roles was based on 
my interpretation of participants’ framing 
of organizational engagements as either 
increasing or decreasing what they liked 
(affect) or their energy (activation) during 
the reported time period. Well-being neutral 
engagements were those that were men-
tioned but did not clearly influence what 
they liked or their energy or were expressed 
with ambivalence from participants. Within 
this framework, I examined characteristics of 
organizational inputs that emerged from the 
data and how they were perceived as influ-
encing well-being (see figure 7.3). 

Mission Organizations Played a Key Role 
in Missionary Well-Being 
The first question I sought to answer from 
the data was whether or not organizations 
did influence well-being. My analysis result-
ed in a clear “yes.”  In eleven out of sixteen re-
ported time periods, respondents indicated 
that their organizations played a direct role 
in what made that time likable or unlikable. 

At the same time, experience of the orga-
nization was often divided between field rep-
resentatives and the broader organization 
(team level vs. home office). For example, 
there were instances where the local team 
played a well-being enhancing role for the 
missionary while the broader organization 
played a well-being diminishing role and 
vice versa.

Due to the central role of member care 
in promoting well-being, it is important 
to note that even member care could be 

well-being diminishing depending on how 
it was offered and perceived by missionaries. 
Other prominent organizational influences 
on well-being included engagement from 
immediate supervisors and the amount of 
freedom (work autonomy) organizations 
gave to missionaries in designing and carry-
ing out their work.  

Engagement with Immediate Supervisors 
and Well-Being
The data clearly showed that the role of 
immediate supervisor is significant for 
missionary well-being. For one participant, 
engagement of the entire organization was 
expressed almost exclusively through his 
relationship with his immediate supervisor, 
highlighting how influential this relation-
ship can be in the mission context.

In terms of well-being, every participant 
reported positive experiences with an imme-
diate supervisor during the reported time 
period when they liked their work. Six out of 
eight reported time periods characterized by 
dislike of work were directly influenced by 
the organization. In every one of these situa-
tions, the immediate supervisor played a key 
role either through their absence, through 
poor leadership, or, in one case, through the 
support they offered in that difficult season.

Leadership absence resulting from or-
ganizational transition or regular home 
assignments played a significant role for 
four participants in the time period when 
they disliked their work. For two of these 
participants, the source of dislike of their 
work was the result of feeling unsupported 

while they were placed in leadership roles. 
As one respondent who had been assigned 
to a temporary leadership role commented 
when describing the organization, he said:

The word absent comes to mind. They 
kind of put me in this spot because they 
needed a body, but they weren’t very 
helpful in equipping me or helping me 
do the job very well.

When I asked how this absence was for 
him, he responded:

Yeah (laughter) it was terrible. Uh, it 
was really discouraging. I mean it led to 
feelings of burnout. It led to a period of 
depression as well … just feeling alone 
and pre'y helpless.

This suggests that lack of support for 
field-level leaders not only has well-being 
implications for the people being led, but 
also for under-supported leaders themselves. 

Work Autonomy and Well-Being
Work autonomy or the freedom for mis-
sionaries to shape their work was also a 
significant factor in the well-being of mis-
sionaries in this study. For seven out of eight 
participants, autonomy in determining their 
work contributed to the enjoyment of the 
time period associated with engagement. 
Freedom granted by organizations allowed 
participants to fulfill a sense of calling or 
vocation through their work. As one re-
spondent commented after describing the 

Figure 7.3 – Participant Voices Regarding Organizational Inputs
This table is comprised of a selection of participant comments made in relation to organizational inputs 
that played well-being enhancing, well-being neutral, and well-being diminishing roles on missionary well-
being. I have included three inputs here. In the study, a wide range of organizational inputs were examined, 
which emerged both from psychology and management research and from participants’ stories.

Well-Being Enhancing Well-Being Neutral Well-Being Diminishing

Training and Development They offered a lot of training and support 
for what I was tr ying to do, which was also 
encouraging. (P2)

They are open to you going out and finding 
ways that will help you grow, but they don’t 
necessarily offer ver y much. (P5)

It was more just like an exercise.… Just a 
waste of time. (P2)

Immediate Super visor My team leader and his wife have loved me and 
challenged me … and have just cared for me 
in ways that help me be able to do these other 
things well. (P1)

It was pretty empowering.… Huge amounts 
of prayer support.… We had really good 
leadership. (P3)

I would share things with him, but there 
was no practical help from his side, besides 
maybe some words of encouragement or 
some general ideas, but at no point did I feel 
my interaction with him helped lighten the 
load. (P5)

I felt like he was on the side of the other 
person. And so that was a little bit frustrating, 
because I felt like there was some favoritism 
going on. (P2)

Member Care With member care, they’re always there. So, 
we know who to go and talk to. (P7)

I mean, they provided member care … I don’t 
remember if I talked with them about all this 
stuff or not … (P2)

I often fell like a project when it comes to 
member care … like they need to help me in 
order to justify their existence. (P4)
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collaborative process of designing her role: 

I feel like it’s an entire integration of who 
I’ve been created to be and how I best 
thrive in serving others … I feel that I’m 
thriving best because I’m using the gifts 
and abilities that I’m really gifted at. 

At the same time, as noted in the section 
on immediate supervisors, participant expe-
riences also showed instances where too much 
autonomy was perceived as an absence of 
support and was diminishing for well-being. 

This variation in experiences related to 
autonomy highlights the tension organiza-
tions face in providing both autonomy and 
support to missionaries. 

Conclusion
In examining the characteristics of organi-
zational roles that were perceived as well- 
being enhancing, the theme of connectedness 
emerged for me. Organizations that were 
able to connect with the needs of mission-
aries could provide, adjust, or reduce en-
gagements so they were not impeding work 

autonomy. In this way, they were able to play 
a role that felt supportive to missionary aims 
and thus, enhanced well-being. 

Correspondingly, when looking at 
well-being diminishing roles, the theme of dis-
connection emerged. Rather than being seen 
as supportive by participants, these organi-
zational engagements came across as irrel-
evant or costly (taking resources away from 
the work); were experienced as detrimental 
to missionaries themselves; or were simply 
absent and, in this way, decreased well-being. 
Well-being neutral roles were engagements 
that were mentioned, but missionaries did 
not clearly link them to their energy levels or 
enjoyment of work. These inputs were char-
acterized by low organizational involvement 
(see figure 7.4)

Considering the role of expectations 
may be one way to understand more fully 
well-being neutral inputs where partici-
pants expressed ambivalence. When the 
level of organizational support (high or 
low) is aligned with worker expectations, 
we can anticipate a perceived well-being 
enhancing role. Similarly, we can anticipate 

that mismatches of expectations and level 
of support will be perceived as well-being 
diminishing. For example, an organization 
that provides no training and development 
might be perceived as supporting work au-
tonomy and thus enhancing well-being in a 
context where the worker has expectations 
of low-involvement. However, a worker with 
an expectation of high-involvement might 
perceive no organized training and develop-
ment as a lack of support (see figure 7.5). 

In summary, mission organizations do 
have the capacity to influence missionar-
ies by carrying out well-being enhancing, 
well-being neutral, and well-being dimin-
ishing roles. For participants in this study, 
well-being enhancing roles tended to 
involve high organizational involvement 
coupled with strong organizational connect-
edness, which was perceived as supportive 
of missionary aims or low organizational 
involvement that was clearly communicated 
and aligned with missionary expectations. 
Well-being diminishing roles tended to 
involve high organization involvement that 
was perceived as irrelevant or costly (taking 

Figure 7.4 – Organizational Inputs and Well-Being

Figure 7.5 – Organizational Involvement, Work Autonomy, and Well-Being

Well-Being Enhancing Well-Being Neutral Well-Being Diminishing

Training and Development Relevant, effective training Authorization to f ind trainings on their own Irrelevant or no training

Social Support Facilitates belonging, prayer support, helping 
each other

Contributes to inequality, isolation, 
unresolved conflict

Organizational 
Responsiveness

Actively responds to distressing situations No organizational involvement Responds in ways that increase distress

Immediate Super visor Close relationship, empowering Geographically distant, irrelevant Absent or involved in a disempowering way

Administrative Ser vice Consistent administrative ser vices Optional administration ser vices Ongoing administrative problems

Organizational Gatherings Gatherings that built relationship, equipped 
or gave voice

Gatherings that used up resources with little 
perceived benefit

Member Care Build trust, relevant, available Present, but not addressing stress Made missionaries feel like a project

Well-Being Enhancing Well-Being Neutral Well-Being Diminishing

High organizational involvement /  
high work autonomy

Low organizational involvement /  
high work autonomy

Workers expectations 
are in line  

with level of 
organizational 

involvement

Low organizational involvement /  
high work autonomy

Workers expectations 
are mismatched 

with level of 
organizational 

involvement

Low organizational involvement /  
high work autonomy

High organizational involvement /  
low work autonomy

High organizational involvement /  
low work autonomy

Low organizational involvement /  
low work autonomy
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resources away from missionary aims) or 
low organizational involvement that left 
missionaries feeling isolated or unsupported 
(see figure 7.6). 

Recommendations
The findings of this study suggest that orga-
nizations themselves do have the capacity 
to play key roles in the well-being of their 
members. Since improving well-being has 
implications for both individuals and the 
work at hand, there is much to be gained 
from investments of time and intention in 
increasing the well-being enhancing engage-
ments of organizations. With this in mind, 
I offer the following recommendations for 
organizations:

Choose a High- or Low-
Involvement Approach
Based on the findings of this research, the 
first step for organizations in increasing 
their capacity to positively influence well-be-
ing is to choose the level of involvement the 
organization is committed to and has the 
capacity for. 

Is your organization aiming for a high-involve-
ment or low-involvement approach to engag-
ing members?

Organizations taking a low-involvement 
approach should be intentional about com-
munication, establishing clear expectations 
about the support that will and will not be 
provided, and how members can access 
support when they need it. In addition, it is 
important that these organizations focus on 
recruiting new members for whom low orga-
nizational involvement is a good fit. In other 
words, they are onboarding people who 
are capable of handling high levels of work 
autonomy. In addition, it will be important 
for these organizations to consider the im-
plications of any organizational decisions or 
policies in terms of maintaining low-involve-
ment and creating space for high missionary 
autonomy.  

If an organization chooses a high involve-
ment approach to management, they should 
invest in the development of a people man-
agement strategy that nurtures connectedness 
with their members in ways that are fi'ing 
for their organizational capacities, context, 
and culture. Initially, this approach will 
require investment of resources aimed at 
assessing current management practices and 

their perceived influence on members in 
order to identify strengths and weaknesses 
in terms of connectedness, paying a'ention 
to how different points of organizational 
involvement may be experienced differently. 
From there, organizations can develop an 
appropriate long-term strategy for maintain-
ing connectedness with their members. This 
will likely include investments in creating 
avenues for employee voice, leadership de-
velopment, and training at all levels related 
to the high involvement culture they are 
seeking to create.  Organizations may also 
want to look for examples of organizations 
that are maintaining connectedness well to 
learn from them.

Support the Critical Role of Immediate 
Supervisors 
I recommend that mission organizations 
support the key role immediate supervisors 
play for the well-being of their members. This 
starts with on-going intentional investment 
in effective leadership that is in line with the 
organization’s management strategy. 

Leaders need training and resourcing so 
they can carry out the role effectively, which 
has well-being implications both for them-
selves and for those they are supporting. 

Mission organizations should also take 
care to manage planned leaves of absence 
(home assignment / organizational tran-
sition) to ensure that qualified leaders are 
in place to cover any leadership gaps. Extra 
support should be given to any temporary 
leaders who are inexperienced in leadership 
who have been assigned to these roles.

Finally, mission organizations should 
invest in on-going leadership training, recog-
nizing emerging leaders and preparing them 
for potential future roles. This would not 
only create a pool of qualified leaders when 
positions become available, but also create 
a trained pool of employees to cover both 
planned and unplanned leadership gaps. !            

Kimberly Drage is an Organizational 
Consultant and Coach with SentWell, an 
organization committed to holistic care 
for cross-cultural workers. Through her 
experience serving on the field for eleven 
years and her research in Human Resource 
Management, Kimberly has developed a 
passion for care for cross-cultural ministers 
from a systemic-organizational perspective. 
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Figure 7.6 – Level of Organizational Involvement and Missionary Well-Being

Well-Being Enhancing Well-Being Diminishing

High organizational 
involvement

High involvement that felt supportive to 
missionar y aims

High involvement that hindered or 
frustrated missionar y aims

Low organizational 
involvement

Low involvement clearly communicated and 
aligned with missionar y expectations

Low involvement leading to a sense of 
isolation or lack of support
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