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“The life I live is not easy. There have been seasons that were so hard it was difficult to 

breathe, but I wouldn't trade this life for anything in the world. In times of great trial is when 
we can be broken and feel defeated or broken and grab hold of the Father. What I have 
shared with other new missionaries is to stay so close to Him. Breathe God. Talk to Him 

about everything all the time. He will stay close and bring you through the hard times.”  

—Sam, missionary in Southern Europe for 16 years.
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In less than a generation, globalization has dramatically changed the world in which 
missionaries live and minister.  At the same time, the world of missions has experienced an 
equally dramatic metamorphosis. For example, the country that receives the most missionaries 
is also the country that sends the most missionaries (United States).  These global shifts are 
also marked by identity shifts where more and more missionaries identify with the causes they 
fight for rather than the denominations and agencies they belong to.


These and many more factors have led to a rise in missionary attrition and a respondent 
increase in efforts to intentionally understand and care for missionaries. The largest study of 
missionary attrition (ReMap II) found the average annual retention rate for agencies was 94%. 
That means every decade the average agency lost one out of two missionaries, and half were 
for potentially preventable reasons.  This is clearly an issue that must be addressed, in efforts 1

that are informed by both the Christian faith and solid research.


However, reducing attrition is not the same as increasing longevity and wellbeing—not having 
cancer doesn’t mean you are healthy. Therefore, a mission paradigm focused on retention 
rather than attrition—on thriving rather than surviving—is essential.  The rise in interest in 
missionary resiliency in recent years reflects the growing need for this paradigm.   


Kelly O’Donnell (2011) notes:


“Member care, I have learned over and over again, is not about creating a comfortable 
lifestyle. Nor is it about trusting people instead of trusting God. Rather, it is about 
further developing the resiliency to do our work well which includes our character, 
competencies, and social support. It is also about developing relational resiliency, 
which includes working through the inevitable differences and impasses with 
international and local fellow-workers. Member care helps to balance the realistic 
demands of suffering and sacrifice with the realistic needs for support and nurture in 
our lives.” 
2

Hay, R. (2007). Worth keeping: Global perspectives on best practice in missionary retention. Pasadena, 1

CA: William Carey Library. 

Missions Commission (2010). ReMap II: Worldwide Missionary Retention Study and Best Practices. 
World Evangelical Alliance. (http://bit.ly/2vLrRtC)

 O’Donnell, Kelly. 2011. Global Member Care Vol. One: The Pearls and Perils of Good Practice. 2

Pasadena, CA: William Carey Library. Pg. 7 
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The aim of this research is to build upon what has been learned through earlier research into 
missionary attrition and to contribute to the growing body of research into missionary resiliency 
by exploring this question: “How do missionaries become resilient?”  This paper reports the 
preliminary findings from the first phase of combined quantitative and qualitative research. 


Methods 
Participants. 
This study consisted of a questionnaire distributed to missionaries (n = 1,044) by snowball 
method starting in September of 2017 and ending in February of 2018. The requirements to 
participate were fluency in English and not a member of a protected class as defined by Code 
of Federal Regulations (45 CFR 46) (minor, incarcerated, pregnant). After multiple attempts, 
incomplete answers, and ineligible participants were removed, the final sample size was 
reduced to a total of 892 participants.  Given the estimated global population of missionaries at 

400,000, this sample size has a 99% confidence level with a +/- 4.31% margin of error. 
3

Passport and serving UN Region. The participants in the final sample (n = 892) represent 
41 passport nationalities in 17 UN Regions (the unrepresented UN Regions account for 0.8% of 
all sent missionaries).  The most prominent regions, accounting for 90.6%, are Northern 
America (72.6%), Australia-New Zealand (10.0%), and Northern Europe (8.0%).   Participants 
ministered in 148 countries in 21 UN Regions (the unrepresented UN Regions account for 0.8% 
of all received missionaries). The most prominent receiving regions, accounting for 68.6%, are 
Eastern Africa (16.4%), South-eastern Asia (11.0%), South America (9.2%), Central America 
(8.0%), Eastern Asia (7.3%), South Asia (5.5%), Western Africa (5.5%), and Western Europe 
(4.3%).  (See Appendix for details.)   


Length of missionary service. Ranged from 1 to 58 years (mean = 13.7).  18.5% of 
participants reported serving less than 4 years (n = 165); 24.4% reported serving 5-9 years (n = 
218); 27.4% reported serving 10-19 years (n = 245); and 25.5% reported serving  20+ years (n 
= 228).


Age. Ranged from 21 to 91 (mean = 47.1). 26.8% of participants (n = 239) were born after 1981 
and belong to the millennial generation; 40.8% (n = 364) were born between 1965 and 1980 
and belong to Generation X; 30.5% (n = 272) were born between 1946 and 1964 and belong to 

 Center for the Study of Global Christianity. (2013). Christianity in its Global Context, 1970–2020 Society, 3

Religion, and Mission. Retrieved August 6, 2018, from http://www.gordonconwell.edu/resources/
documents/1ChristianityinitsGlobalContext.pdf, Gordon Conwell Theological Seminary.
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the Boomer Generation; 1.7% (n = 15) were born before 1945 and belong to the Silent 
Generation.  


Gender and relationship status. 69.7% were female (n = 622). 29.4% were male (n = 262). 
While in the field, 60.7% were married (n = 540); 27.2% were single (n = 242); 7.4% got married 
(n = 66); 2.7% got divorced or separated (n = 24); and 1.5% were widowed (n = 13).


Church affiliation. Participants were affiliated with every major branch of Christianity, 
identifying themselves in the following percentages: 30.8% Nondenominational (n = 275); 
14.9% Baptist (n = 133); 10.0% Methodism (n = 89); 6.4% Nondenominational Evangelical ( n = 
57); 6.4% Pentecostal or Charismatic (n = 57); 5.6% Anglican (n = 50); 5.2% Reformed (n = 46); 
3.9% Lutheran (n = 35); 3.7% Anabaptist or Brethren (n = 33); 2% Restoration Movement (n = 
18); 1.7% Catholic (n = 15); 1.7% Orthodox (Eastern or Oriental) (n = 15); 1.1% African 
Independent Church (n = 10);  <1.0% Ecumenical or Interdenominational (n = 6);  <1.0% 
Seventh-day Adventist (n = 3); and <1.0% Chinese Independent Church (n = 1). 

Agency affiliation. Size of agency with which missionaries was affiliated varied: 7.3% worked 
independently (n = 65); 19.8% worked in micro agencies with less than 24 missionaries (n = 
177); 17.5% worked in small agencies with 25-99 missionaries (n = 156); 27.9% worked in mid-
size agencies with 100-499 missionaries (n = 249); 7.1% worked in large agencies with 
500-999 missionaries (n =63); and 19.1% worked in mega agencies with over 1,000 
missionaries (n = 170). 

Ministry function. Participants reported holding a variety of ministry roles, with 75.3% 
reporting multiple ministry functions.  The following as the most common:  Training or 
Education (55.5% n = 495); Social or Community Work (49.3% n = 440); Support of Existing 
Local/National Churches (36.0% n = 321); Support of Mission (Administration, Support Staff, 
Etc.) (33.5% n = 299); Evangelisms Among Unreached Peoples (28.9% n = 258); and Church 
Planting (28% n = 250).


Over one in four participants ( 27.2%, n = 243) chose to write-in “Other” ministry functions.  
The 10 most common codes included: Health Care/Medical (18.5% n = 45); Bible Translation/
Literacy (14.0% n = 34); Leadership (n = 23); Youth and University Ministry (9.1% n = 22); 
Missionary Care and Training (7.0% n = 17); Orphan Care (6.6% n = 16); Business as Mission 
(6.2% n = 15); Media (4.9% n = 12); Discipleship (n = 9); and Worship/Prayer/Creative Arts 
(3.3% n = 8).
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Procedures. 
The initial phase of research employed the snowball method and was launched on September 
19, 2017 at ResilientMissionary.org/research using an online questionnaire (Resilient Missionary 
Survey) administered though Survey Monkey.  Participant responses were received for five 4

months for the purpose of this project, though the survey remains active so that additional 
participants will be included in future longitudinal studies.  The primary means of distribution 
included social media (Facebook, a blog post), and personal and organizational referrals.  
5

The questionnaire collected basic information about demographics, mission work, sources of 
stress and support; administered the CD-RISC (Connor-Davidson Resilience Scale)  6

(Cronbach’s a = .87); and included a neutral opened-ended question: “What else about yourself 
or your experience as a missionary would you like to share?” 


After response collection and anonymization, the quantitative data was analyzed using SPSS 
analytics, and the qualitative data was analyzed using ATLAS.ti software.  Analysis was done  
collaboratively by the primary researcher and three research assistants. 


Results 

Quantitative Analysis. 
The CD-RISC scores were converted to z-scores and categorized by how many standard 
deviations each score fell from the mean, resulting in 5 categories: Lowest CD-RISC (-2), Low 
CD-RISC (-1), Average CD-RISC (0), High CD-RISC (+1), Highest CD-RISC (+2). The sample 
distributed in an even bell curve across these categories: Lowest CD-RISC (3.5%, n = 31); Low 
CD-RISC (10.5%, n = 94); Average CD-RISC (70.6%, n = 630); High CD-RISC (13.1%, n = 117); 
Highest CD-RISC (2.2%, n = 20).  


 An alternative questionnaire was created for cross-cultural workers in creative-access countries with 4

appropriate language for their protected participation. The link for this survey was not published but was 
included in the automated thank you email.  This survey received 53 complete entries which were 
included in final counts. 

 An automated referral mechanism was built into the survey that allowed participants to nominate those 5

they believed were resilient missionaries. These nominees received an automated email invitation 
describing the purpose of the study and a link to the questionnaire.

 The CD-RISC was selected because of its extensive use in previous research, (see http://6

www.connordavidson-resiliencescale.com/bibliography.php), and the possibility of future research with 
non english speakers through the 60+ approved translations (see http://www.connordavidson-
resiliencescale.com/translations.php).
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CD-RISC categories. There was little variability based on gender, relationship status, home 
country, church affiliation, start age, and the number of years on the field. Two patterns found 
in the demographic data were a) increase in age and b) earlier start year in the field were both 
associated with increasing CD-RISC scores. For example, Lower CD-RISC had an average age 
of 44.5 (s = 10.1) and an average year started of 2002.1 (s = 10.5). Higher CD-RISC had an 
average age of 50.9 (s = 12.8) and started working in the average year of 1995.5 (s = 11.5) (See 
Appendex for details). Further analysis on these two patterns is discussed later.


The two below average CD-RISC categories reported working primarily in the UN Region of 
South-eastern Asia whereas the three categories with average and higher-than-average CD-
RISC scores reported working primarily in the UN Region of Eastern Africa.


It is significant to the research team that the Highest CD-RISC category was the only group in 
which Evangelism Among Unreached Peoples as a role was most commonly listed (45%). 

Sources of support. Included among the three most common supports in all groups were 
Wife/Husband/Child(ren) and Friendship with Coworkers.  However, Lowest CD-RISC was the 
only group to list Books/Blogs/Podcast as a most common source of support (35.5%).  


It is significant to the research team that Friendship with Nationals was a commonly listed 

source of support in every category except Lowest CD-RISC and percentages increased from 
34% - 55% as CD-RISC scores increased (See Appendex for details).  

Sources of stress.  The three most common sources of stress for the Lower CD-RISC 
category were Feeling Inadequate (16.8%), Financial Pressures (10.9%); and Unrealized Goals 
(10.9%).  For the Low, Average, and High CD-RISC categories Conflict with Coworkers was 
most common.  For the Low CD-RISC category, Feeling Inadequate (12.2%) and Cultural 
Stress ( 12.2%) were the next most common  sources of stress.  For the Average CD-RISC 
category, Overworked (13.1%) and Cultural Stress ( 11.2%) were the next most common.   For 
the High CD-RISC category Overworked (12.9%) and Financial Pressures (10.9%) were next.  
For the Highest CD-RISC Category, Financial Pressures, Language Barriers, and Unrealized 
Goals were tied as the most common sources of stress (11.5%).  (See Appendix for details.) 

ResilientMissionary.org geoff@ResilientMissionary.org
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Age and start year. Pearson’s correlation analysis revealed a statistically significant positive 
relationship between CD-RISC scores and age: r (888) = .122, p = .000, R2 = .015 .  (Higher 
CD-RISC scores were related to older ages.)  The correlational analysis also revealed a 
statistically significant negative relationship between CD-RISC scores and the year individuals 
began working on the field: r (889) = -.122, p = .000, R2  = .015. This means that higher CD-
RISC scores were related to earlier start dates in the field, though not necessarily beginning 
their work at younger ages: r (875) = .017, p = .615, R2  = .0003.


Multiple roles. The missionaries in this sample held many different ministry roles on the field, 
and 75.3% of participants held more than one role in their ministry.  Use of Pearson’s 
correlation found that higher CD-RISC scores were significantly related to a higher number of 
roles held in ministry: r (885) = .069, p = .04, , R2  = .005.


UN Regional groups. There were no statistically significant differences between participants’ 
home/passport UN Sub-Region on CD-RISC scores: F (5, 883) = 1.07, p = .375, eta squared = .
006.  However, an analysis of variance (ANOVA) examination demonstrated a statistically 
significant difference in CD-RISC scores between UN Regional Groups worked in. Individuals 
who worked in the Americas were more likely than those who worked in Africa to have higher 
CD-RISC scores: F (4, 884) = .261, p = .046, eta squared = .011.  
7

Stressors and supports. An analysis was done of overall reported sources of stress and 
sources of support (See Appendix A).  The top three reported sources of support were 
relational: Coworkers (60.7%), Wife/Husband/Children (58.1%), and Nationals (47.9%).  The 
top three reported sources of stress were: Conflict with Coworkers (41.9%), Overworked 
(37.6%), and Financial Pressures (31.6%).  


It is significant to the research team that relationships with coworkers are mentioned both as 

prominent sources of stress and support. 


Qualitative Analysis. 
After the demographic information and stress/support, this survey contained a neutral, open-
ended question: “What else about yourself or your experience as a missionary would you like 
to share?”.  52% of participants (n = 465) chose to answer this question.   The wide-ranging 

 The United Nations divides the world into 5 Regional Groups and 22 Sub-Regions.  7
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answers were coded and analyzed according to the 5 CD-RISC categories; co-occurrence of 
Positive/Negative perspective; and other codes groups.  


Low CD-RISC. This group (8.9%, n = 41) was most frequently associated with codes 
including: Specific Stresses (51.22%), Stress due to ministry/role (24.39%), and Unmet 
Expectations (21.95%). Interestingly, this category also had the highest incidence of 
reporting Specific Supports (21.95%), coming in at twice the average for respondents 
overall (10.11%).  


Average CD-RISC. This group (71.1%, n = 327) was most frequently associated with 
codes including: Specific Stresses (31.10%), Negative Perspective (20.73%), Positive 
Perspective (17.99%), and Trust in God as Key (17.38%). 


High CD-RISC.  This group (14.6%, n = 67)  most frequently associated with codes 
including: Specific Stresses (33.82%), Negative Perspective (25%), Organization (25%), 
Stress due to ministry/role (20.59%), Trust in God/Relationship with God as Key 
(19.12%), and Positive Perspective (19.12%).  Only the mentions of their sending 
organization were significantly higher than the average.  


Highest CD-RISC.   This group (2.0%, n = 9) was most frequently associated with 

codes including: Trust in God/Relationship with God as Key (50%), Positive 
Perspective (41.67%), Importance of Calling (33.33%), and the practice of Prayer or 
other Spiritual Disciplines (33.33%).  


It is significant to the research team that every single response (100%) mention spiritual 
supports in this open-ended question.  They were most likely of all groups to mention 
helpful personal traits such as flexibility, interpersonal skills, boundaries, etc. (41.67%).  


Positive or Negative Perspective. The opened ended question was designed as neutral, yet 
some responses had ether a  Negative Perspective (20.6%) or Positive Perspective (18.7%). 
Out of the five most frequent co-occurrences with Negative Perspective, three relate back to 
stress, with over 50% listing a specific type of stress and one-third listing stress in their role or 

ResilientMissionary.org geoff@ResilientMissionary.org
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ministry.  Additionally, Negative Perspective frequently co-occurred with comments about 
Unmet Expectations (27%), Conflict (24%), and Overall Stress (24%).   


The most predominant co-occurrences with the Positive Perspective, on the other hand, had to 
do with Specific Support Systems (25% of answers) and two types of Spiritual Support (over 
50%), Gratitude (23%), and “Living in Tension” (23%).  


It is significant to the research team that those in the Highest CD-RISC category reported over 

twice the rate of Positive Perspective reported in other categories, and none of the Highest 
category reported a Negative Perspective.  Those in the Lowest CD-RISC category reported a 
Negative Perspective at over twice the rate of the group overall.   

Supports and Stressors. Over 40% of answers related either to expressions of Specific Stress 
in missionaries’ lives (32.69%), to Overall Stress (13.12%) or to both.  Conflict, a common 
source of stress, was mentioned by 10.11% of respondents. Over 50% mentioned Spiritual 
Supports that had been helpful to them, with high incidences of mentions of how important 
their Relationship with God and/or Trusting in God has been (17.42%) and of God’s work within 
their frailties or weaknesses (13.98%).  Many mentioned Specific Support Systems (13.76%).   

It is significant to the research team that those in the Lowest and Low categories were more 
likely than other categories to mention Specific Stresses (such as Stress about Family, Safety, or 

Ministry/Role), while zero participants in the Highest group mentioned either Specific Stresses 
or their Overall Stress level.   

Living in Tension. Of great interest to the research team was the frequent expression (9.68%) 
of statements coded as “Living in Tension.” These answers expressed both positive and 
negative--both challenge and hope--held at the same time. For example: “We may face lots of 
difficulties and challenges but if we remain faithful to our task God will bring marvelous things 
out of it.”  


ResilientMissionary.org geoff@ResilientMissionary.org
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Discussion

First, the research team is grateful to the missionaries who participated in this study.  What 
they have shared with us, is more than data in a spreadsheet—they have shared their stories, 
the joys and heartbreaks that have accompanied their missionary experience.  We are honored 
by this precious gift and desire to steward this data in ways that will better serve the global 
missionary  community.  


The initial findings from this phase of research suggest that it is important to discover how 
missionaries become resilient. This robust set of data will require further analysis in future 
publications.  For the sake of length, this report will focus on only one of several significant 
findings:


There are multiple ways to interpret the statistically significant correlation between CD-RISC 
category and Age (.001 level).  One interpretation is that for missionaries  resiliency functions 
more like a skill or virtue than an inherent trait.  That is to say, missionaries may be able to 
develop their capacity for resiliency.  If that’s the case, then each adversity becomes an 
opportunity to engage in resiliency-promoting habits and attitudes that allow missionaries, one 
day at a time, to persevere with joy.  


In order to discover what these habits and attitudes might be, we need to understand how 
missionaries are transformed by the tribulations they endure.  We need to understand the role 
of relationships—who are the people that come alongside, and how are they supportive?  We 
need to understand the specific ways missionaries personally respond to adversity in ways that 
build their resiliency.  Ultimately, as Christians, we believe that Jesus Christ, through his death 
and resurrection, is the Resilient One.  So how are missionaries abiding in Him, participating in 
His Mission, and appropriating His Resiliency?


Of the 892 missionaries who participated in the initial questionnaire, 244 also participated in a 
written interview that addresses these very questions.  The analysis of the written interview is 
expected to be completed at the end of 2018.  


Sign up to be the first to receive these final results at: ResilientMissionary.org 

ResilientMissionary.org geoff@ResilientMissionary.org
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Appendex 

** Duel Citizens (n = 5) are removed from the Sample Sent Column.  Missionaries working in multiple regions accounts for the 
discrepancy in the Sample Received  Column.


ResilientMissionary.org geoff@ResilientMissionary.org

Missionary Sent and Received by UN Region

UN Group UN Region Sample 
Sent %

All   
Sent % Diff. Sample 

Received %
All 

Received % Diff.

Africa Eastern Africa 6 0.7% 4,428 1.1% -0.4% 148 16.4% 33,185 8.3% 8.06%

Middle Africa 0 0.0% 2,360 0.6% -0.6% 7 0.8% 24,520 6.1% -5.36%

Northern Africa 0 0.0% 432 0.1% -0.1% 18 2.0% 3,730 0.9% 1.06%

Southern Africa 11 1.2% 8,330 2.1% -0.8% 36 4.0% 15,460 3.9% 0.11%

Western Africa 6 0.7% 5,156 1.3% -0.6% 48 5.3% 16,690 4.2% 1.13%

Americas Caribbean 2 0.2% 1,783 0.4% -0.2% 31 3.4% 10,545 2.6% 0.79%

Central America 3 0.3% 8,170 2.0% -1.7% 72 8.0% 20,030 5.0% 2.95%

Northern America 640 72.4% 135,166 33.8% 38.6% 25 2.8% 40,180 10.0% -7.28%

South America 9 1.0% 48,399 12.1% -11.1% 83 9.2% 71,410 17.9% -8.68%

Asia Central Asia 0 0.0% 72 0.0% -0.0% 26 2.9% 600 0.2% 2.72%

Eastern Asia 5 0.6% 26,937 6.7% -6.2% 66 7.3% 19,460 4.9% 2.43%

South Asia 7 0.8% 10,452 2.6% -1.8% 50 5.5% 13,550 3.4% 2.14%

South-eastern Asia 7 0.8% 8,567 2.1% -1.3% 100 11.0% 20,280 5.1% 5.98%

Western Asia 2 0.2% 1,045 0.3% -0.0% 30 3.3% 5,360 1.3% 1.97%

Europe Eastern Europe 2 0.2% 5,540 1.4% -1.2% 38 4.2% 32,120 8.0% -3.83%

Northern Europe 72 8.1% 29,345 7.3% 0.8% 20 2.2% 14,859 3.7% -1.50%

Southern Europe 2 0.2% 47,155 11.8% -11.6% 36 4.0% 17,150 4.3% -0.31%

Western Europe 19 2.1% 50,685 12.7% -10.5% 39 4.3% 25,930 6.5% -2.17%

Oceania Australia-New 
Zealand 89 10.1% 5,000 1.3% 8.8% 12 1.3% 6,019 1.5% -0.18%

Melanesia 0 0.0% 335 0.1% -0.1% 19 2.1% 5,560 1.4% 0.71%

Micronesia 0 0.0% 123 0.0% -0.0% 1 0.1% 1,380 0.3% -0.23%

Polynesia 2 0.2% 520 0.1% 0.1% 0 0.0% 1,982 0.5% -0.50%

Total 884 400,000 100% 905 400,000
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