Do they have the support they need? Illuminating the experiences and perspectives of Christian youth, children and family workers in the UK

Abstract
Against the backdrop of falling volunteer numbers in churches, our research examines perceptions of organisational support by UK ministry workers (paid and voluntary) in the sector of youth and children’s ministry. Analysis of data collected through an online survey from paid workers (n=326), and volunteers (n=312) revealed that support could be in the form of tangible aspects and approaches, but these actions are either upheld or undermined by the general ethos and feeling as to whether the ministry sector is valued and prioritised. Support is complex and varied but needs attention in order to retain existing volunteers involved in this ministry sector.
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Introduction
Current trends reveal a declining interest in volunteering, and this decline is impacting significantly upon churches (White, 2020; Johnsen, 2021; Lawton, 2022). Butt et al. (2017) emphasised that whilst volunteers are a great resource to improve the quality of services offered, help organizational effectiveness, and promote equality, it can be challenging to retain volunteers since they are not financially or legally bound to continue to serve. This situation seems to be alike in both secular and church ministry contexts. Indeed, volunteers and paid staff amongst youth, children and family ministry have been reducing (Paveley, 2022), and anecdotally there are questions regarding the support they receive in their roles. This paper is part of a wider project, exploring lived experiences of those involved in various ministry aspects. The aim of this paper is to examine the perceptions of these paid and voluntary workers regarding support they receive or access. Data was collected using an online survey, which gained 326 responses from paid workers, and 312 responses from volunteer workers. The participants were from across the UK and a wide range of church denominations. Literature and insights from secular contexts is first used to facilitate a broader understanding of the surrounding issues. The empirical data is then examined through the lens of Perceived Organisational Support theory, enabling exploration of the factors which led to perceptions of organisational support. The key findings were that support for practitioners in children’s and youth ministry is mainly derived from peers, amongst their team and colleagues. This strengthens the sense of team but also highlights that there may be gaps in their support structures, perhaps deriving from isolation in carrying out their ministry work. 

Support structures for secular professionals
Insights from secular professions are beneficial in understanding ministry contexts. Levinson (1965) argues that whilst an organisation is not a human entity, it has a responsibility for the actions of its staff, the culture and norms which operate within their organisation, and the power dynamics which are exerted over their employees. As a result of this, employees tend to perceive the extent to which their organization values their contributions and cares about their well-being, which in turn contributes to employees’ commitment to the organization and to positive employee attitudes and behaviours. The essence of this is captured in the Perceived Organizational Support theory (POS) (Eisenberger et al., 2020), which is shown in figure 1.  This theory shows that employees form a POS as a result of previous positive or negative experiences within their organisation. Figure 1 shows precursors in the form of fairness and HR practices and leadership, which lead to the outcomes of favourable attitudes and behaviours toward the organization and work, and employee wellbeing. Further to this, Ford et al. (2018) suggested that gratitude and other positive emotions resulting from POS may also be mediators, which contribute to enhanced employee performance. 
Since there is limited robust literature relating to the support structures of ministry workers amongst children and young people, it is valuable to consider what may be learned from secular professions also working with children and young people. Education and social work are professions which may have some similar professional values and underlying beliefs and motivations to children’s and youth ministry, so may provide insights into understanding the provision of support within these professions. It is interesting that educators often report their wellbeing as being lower than other comparative social professions (Grenville-Cleave & Boniwell, 2012) and attrition rates of teaching professionals are an ongoing issue, with stress and overall wellbeing often cited as key reasons educators choose to stay or leave the profession (Naghieh et al., 2015). Day and Qing (2009) argued that stress from the role is exacerbated by work environments feeling hostile to teacher wellbeing. Furthermore, Tyrkle (2017) observed that individual health and wellbeing is intricately tied to the health of their communities and interactions with others. Conversely, Spilt et al. (2011) argued that teacher wellbeing contributes to work satisfaction and productivity, and equally has a positive influence on student wellbeing and academic achievement. Improving teacher wellbeing therefore improves student outcomes (Briner & Dewberry, 2007). As a result, there are calls for greater respect for the teaching profession and a focus on cultivating teacher wellbeing (Dabrowski, 2021). These insights from a range of times and contexts provide an interesting backdrop to the dialogue and purpose of this paper regarding support for ministry workers with children and young people.
Mathieu et al. (2019) identified common job stressors as role conflict (competing demands and expectations), role overload (too many job duties for the resources provided), role ambiguity (a lack of clarity of job duties), work–family conflict (when a worker’s job duties interfere with their family duties).  Further to these job stressors, Maslach & Jackson (1981) identified strain through psychological and physical experiences, such as emotional exhaustion (feeling depleted by work), depersonalization (a worker’s tendency to view clients as objects rather than people with needs), and reduced sense of accomplishment (a lack of efficacy at work and feeling that little progress is made toward work goals), which are facets of job burnout. Mathieu et al. (2019) also identified job attitudes as contributing to work-related stress. This may include job satisfaction and the extent to which a worker enjoys their job, but also the degree to which a worker is committed to or accepts their organizations goals and values.
In order to be proactive and combat the stress facing teachers, schools across Australia embraced wellbeing initiatives to support both staff and students (Acton & Glasgow, 2015). Whilst these initiatives are in addition to the pre-service and ongoing training which teachers receive, Dabrowski (2021) asserted that many current wellbeing approaches in schools are either tokenistic, reactive, or designed for organisations that are not schools, and hence ignore the complexities of school culture and fail to offer responsive mechanisms that support the unique needs of staff in education contexts. Another assertion is that most initiatives in schools only target individual wellbeing and fail to consider the need for organisational level wellbeing interventions that recognise the cultural complexities of schools and educational organisations (Naghieh et al., 2015). Berryhill et al. (2009) described this as: 
“making changes in individuals when the system is part of the problem, leaves basic structures intact and is unlikely to affect the problem...policymakers should consider making changes for teachers rather than in teachers” (p. 9).
Maben and Bridges (2020) therefore proposed that ensuring psychological well‐being requires a layered response, with different components at different times, comprising strategies aimed at prevention through to treatment, and strategies/actions at different levels, from organisational and team/ward responses to those aimed at individual self‐care and peer support. Mathieu et al. (2019) noted that in emotionally oriented work environments, emotional support and instrumental support are likely to be indistinguishable because the job duties require an exchange of emotional resources. Equally, emotional work seems to moderate the relationship between emotional support and instrumental support because stronger relationships tend to be found amongst workers in occupations where there are higher emotional demands (Mathieu et al., 2019). This relates to the variety shown in the Perceived Organizational Support explained above (figure 1).
Whilst there are limitations with this model since they are not specific to working with children and young people, it is a helpful framework to consider perceptions of support. The Conservation of Resources theory considers how individuals are inclined to protect and acquire resources to manage stress and promote their well-being. This differentiates between different types of resources, wherein a resource is seen as functional in achieving work goals, reducing job demands and associated strain, or stimulating personal growth, learning, and development. Amongst this theory, support behaviours in the workplace are one of many types of resources (Mathieu et al., 2019). Mathieu et al. (2019) distinguished between different forms of support in the workplace - socioemotional support, in the form of allowing a colleague to vent their emotions and task-relevant resources, comprising helping a colleague on a work problem. They viewed both as valuable and as having direct effects on the well-being of the worker and indirectly aiding them in managing the requirements of their role. Training in effective strategies of self-care, social support, resilience, and coping are therefore beneficial approaches in addition to creating safe spaces for discussion of negative experiences and fostering an atmosphere of organisational responsibility (Howlett and Collins, 2014). Approaches of emotional support may be in the form of listening to work concerns, allowing venting of emotions, or providing words of encouragement during difficult times; all of which provide affection, sympathy, understanding, acceptance, and esteem from others (Mathieu et al., 2019). In addition, instrumental support behaviours could be in the form of information and instruction about work tasks, assistance with the tasks, or flexibility in the work schedule; all of which provide task-related resources, such as knowledge and competency (Mathieu et al., 2019). Mathieu et al. (2019) observed that organisations usually do not provide only one supportive behaviour, but often a combination of emotional support and instrumental support in a quest to provide their workforce with a wide range of resources to help them to be successful. Equally, it is important to consider the emotional context in which instrumental support is offered (Semmer et al., 2008). Dekel et al. (2022) emphasised the importance of providing organizational support for young adult volunteers to improve wellbeing outcomes. 
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Figure 1: Theoretical model of antecedents (orange), outcomes (blue), and mechanisms (green) involved in organizational support theory (Eisenberger, et al., 2020), p.102.

Support structures in the voluntary sector
Musick and Wilson (2008) argued that volunteering is distinct from casual or informal helping, with Ackermann (2019) clarifying that volunteering is classified as formal if it is carried out within a specific organizational structure, and it tends to involve a higher degree of commitment to the organization and less flexibility. Formal volunteering seems to flourish in religious institutions more effectively than the wider secular world (Krause, 2009). Butt et al. (2017) argued that organizations need to understand the needs and motives of their volunteers, in order that they may be supported well which will enable them to be retained. Motives for volunteering include affiliation, beliefs, career development, and egoistic (Butt et al., 2017). Age, functional limitations and transitions into parenthood were found to be inversely related to volunteering (Niebuur et al., 2018). However, Ackermann (2019) observed that particular character traits tend to align with volunteering activity, such as openness (whereby volunteers have the opportunity to encounter new people, experiences and ideas), extraversion (the opportunity to be in contact with others and to strive toward a common goal together) and agreeableness or prosocial personality orientation (providing the opportunity to care for and help others). This highlights the potential benefits to volunteers, which may serve as motivation or forms of support or encouragement to them in their work. Indeed Dekel et al. (2022) showed that involvement in volunteer work may act as an important tool for supporting psychological wellbeing.
Varying forms of support identified above, in relation to figure 1 are also applicable to voluntary working (Mathieu et al., 2019). Emotional stability also appears to be important in volunteering, so that they can better handle difficult situations as they arise (Omoto et al., 2010). Ackermann observed that the character trait of conscientiousness may have different outcomes, since it may promote volunteering if it is seen as a citizenship norm, but may deter them since volunteering is viewed as having no immediate personal benefits. Whilst personality traits may contribute to volunteering propensity, they can also lead to occupational stress and burnout, since like social workers, the work is essentially people-based (Francis, Hills and Kaldor, 2009). Rutledge and Francis (2004) found that individual differences in personality more strongly correlate with stress and burnout than demographic and job-related variables amongst clergy. This is likely to be similar amongst those involved in ministry with children and young people. This may be due in part to the repetitive nature of ministry work leading to feeling that the work is never finished, or having difficulty seeing tangible results or progress (Sanford, 1982). Likewise, clergy are observed to often have difficulty balancing the performance expectations of their role with feelings of being overworked and unappreciated (Davey, 1995), which may be similar for those involved in ministry amongst children and young people. 
There is evidence that helping others in a voluntary capacity leads to physical health benefits, in addition to emotional and personal such as self-esteem (Krause, 2009). Similarly, Kang (2016) found that when the level of identification of the volunteer with the organisation was higher, the influence of satisfaction on affective commitment became greater, leading them to encourage organisations to establish and maintain a mutually agreeable identification with volunteers. Therefore, considering how to navigate what is mutually beneficial will constitute a supportive environment for volunteers. Relating to this, the role of management support seems key since a perceived lack of support from management was found to closely associate a breach of the psychological contract and lower organizational trust and higher absenteeism (Walker et al., 2016). However, Walker et al. (2016) highlighted that whilst in an employment situation, there are perceived reciprocal obligations between employees and employers, in a volunteering arrangement obligation-free helping behaviour often occurs. Farmer and Fedor (1999) and Starnes (2007) found that perceptions of organizational support resulted in increased levels of volunteer participation. Similarly, Dekel et al. (2022) confirmed that helping others can help oneself, with the appropriate support resources in place. This highlights the importance of appropriate support so that volunteer arrangements can be functional and effective. Concurring with this, volunteer participants were found to have expectations of the volunteer organization including supervision, flexibility, and recognition, and where these expectations were met there was greater volunteer retention (McBride et al., 2012), emphasising the essential nature of appropriate support.

Support in the Christian sector
Denning (2019) argued that is a person’s religiosity is seen as more than their identity, it has the potential to impact upon every aspect of their life, often leading to volunteering in the church context. Indeed, the empirical findings of Edge (2022) found that all of the volunteers interviewed felt that the Bible was central to their ministry. Edge found that whilst all of the volunteers interviewed were involved in mission beyond their church setting, they were very much immersed in the supportive fellowship of their church environment. Many used biblical basis to motivate them in volunteer involvement. For example, Ephesians 4:11-12 is often used to encourage the concept of volunteering or serving amongst the church context (Duneatz and Bocock, 2020).  Acts 6:3–4; 7 also shows the importance of volunteers (Smith, 2020). Crosby et al. (2021) highlighted the possibilities of church volunteers for providing a unique context for care of the children they are working with and emphasised that they are necessary as part of the team effort, otherwise the work would not be done. However, Denning (2018) showed that persistence and continuation in volunteering is a continual process of motivation, action and reflection. 
Dunaetz & Bocock (2020) asserted that it is key for church leaders to encourage commitment of volunteers, but also to ensure that ministry is engaging and energizing for volunteers. They outlined this as provision of required resources and encouraging performance feedback, social support and avoiding micromanaging of the lay volunteers. Smith (2020) presented Jesus as a model for encouraging teams and giving volunteers permission to be involved in ministry work. Smith (2020) called for more training for church leaders and clergy to empower them in building healthy relationships to sustain a volunteer-driven ministries. For example, Crosby et al. (2021) observed that appropriately preparing and managing volunteer teams through strategic recruitment, training and development, and high expectations for commitment and consistency was beneficial. Likewise, Denning (2019) emphasised that volunteering in the church context should not be only about serving, but also consider how volunteering impacts volunteers rather than only benefiting the ‘recipients.’

Methodology
In line with the aims of this paper, perspectives of paid (n=326) and voluntary (n=312) workers were sought regarding their perceptions of being supported. Data was collected from participants using an online survey, which was circulated amongst UK ministry networks and denominational groups in Spring 2024. Responses included those working in Anglican, Baptist, Catholic, Independent, Methodist, Pentecostal, Salvation Army and United Reformed churches. The survey contained a blend of qualitative and quantitative components. Figure 2 shows the questions which were included in the survey on this theme of support. Paid and volunteer workers were asked about the source of their support and what enhancements they would like to see in their ministry area. Volunteers were also asked about what inspired them in their work, whilst paid workers were ask to what extent they felt they had a good team around them. These questions were all selected since preliminary discussions and consultation with research advisers highlighted these as important and insightful areas.
To ensure that the project complied with high ethical standards, XXX university ethics committee scrutinised and approved the project ethics application. This included consideration of confidentiality, anonymity, safe storage of the data, informed consent and the right to withdraw. Participants were not asked for any personal details, although they were invited to enter their email address if they wished to be entered into a prize draw, which served as an incentive for participation. Once survey responses were received, participant contact details were detached from their responses to maintain anonymity of the data.
MAXQDA software was used to analyse the data. This was both by generating descriptive statistics, in the case of multiple-choice questions, or thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006) in the case of open-ended responses. The data from this initial analysis was then analysed through the lens of Perceived Organisational Support theory as a theoretical framework (Eisenberger, et al., 2020). Using this framework, the factors which led to perceptions of organisational support could be explored, in conjunction with the actual perceptions of organisational support. The outcomes, in terms of behaviours and continued involvement and sense of wellbeing of the volunteers were also examined as part of the qualitative responses collected.

Paid and voluntary workers
- Where does your support mainly come from in this role? Multiple choice: church leaders, other volunteers, church congregation, regional groups, face book groups etc, other
- What enhancements would you like to see to ministry amongst children?
Volunteers
- What inspires you in this voluntary work? Multiple choice: a sense of calling from God, the young people I work with, conference speakers, books, the wider church, other
Paid workers
- To what extent would you agree ‘I have a good team around me (volunteers or paid)'
Figure 2: Survey questions asking paid and voluntary workers about the support they receive


Findings
Sources of support
Survey respondents were asked an open-ended question relating to sources of support, to enable openness and freedom of expression in the responses. Figure 3 shows the sources of support reported by both paid and voluntary team members. Overall, the themes identified across both cohorts of data are remarkably similar, indicating that experiences of paid and voluntary workers in this sector are broadly similar. The implication of this is that whether or not someone is salaried or fulltime, unpaid or part time, this has minimal impact upon the nature of the support they access or receive. This may reflect the fact that most people who find their way into paid children’s, youth and family ministry have a history of volunteering in this field, so they carry their experiences and expectations about where support is offered with them into the more formal role.
The most common responses (approximately 30%) in both cohorts were peers or colleagues working in the immediate environment of these paid staff. This concurs with figure 5, which reveals that the paid workers were overwhelmingly positive regarding their feelings about the team around them. The second most common source of support for both paid workers (22%) and volunteers (24%) was church leaders. The church congregation was reported as being supportive by 20% of paid workers and 15% of the volunteer participants. This resonates with the notion that involvement in an area of ministry within the life of the church is a key way to develop stronger relationships with other members and the leadership of that church, in particular those contributing to the same area of ministry.  This helps deepen the sense of belonging from ‘going to church’ to ‘being part of the church’ as a contributor and stakeholder.  Feeling supported is not just about support for the tasks undertaken but feeling supported as a person, which increases with this deeper sense of belonging.
Regional groups and Facebook groups (reported by 20% of paid workers and 25% of volunteer respondents) represent support sources outside of their immediate working environment but are most likely to some extent peers working in the same field, since they are in some way involved in ministry but not personally involved with the specific or local ministry of the survey respondents. This may reflect a variety in access to these groups (not all are able to give time to regional or network meetings above and beyond their core volunteering or have capacity within paid hours; and not all volunteers will be conversant with social media).  It may also reflect the variety of emphasis of these groups, perhaps focussing on ‘selling’ particular resources or approaches, or members ‘displaying’ their work, rather than mutual support.
Family and friends were cited by very few respondents (4% of paid workers and 2% of volunteers). This may reflect the reality that children’s and especially youth work takes place outside of normal working hours can in fact place a strain on relationships with friends and family as social engagements and family time are sacrificed to this ministry. The fact that the participants are citing their peers, church leader, regional groups and Facebook networks reveals that these provisions of support are available, known to them, and indeed accessed by them – volunteers and paid alike. Since they are gaining support from these sources rather than friends and family indicates that support structures are effectively built into working environments, whether formally and consciously or not. The questionnaire respondents are those currently engaged in children’s, youth and family ministry and this shows that they are aware of where they find support for that work, whether or not this has been formally or consciously established within their church environments.
Books and online sources do not seem to be accessed by many, since no paid workers cited this as a source of support and only 3% of volunteers did.  It is possible that these items are viewed more as sources of information, knowledge or expertise rather than support. But it is very clear from the data that relational connections are the primary focus and conduit of support for paid and voluntary workers alike. This strongly suggests that personal support is a vital for those engaging in this ministry, more important to them than task related support.  This reflects the relational nature of the work, and therefore the need for support that replenishes emotional resources expended within the work.
Very few cited line managers, mentors or counsellors, and where they did, this was paid workers rather than volunteers, suggesting that these roles are not available to volunteers in the same way. Indeed, the paid workers who did cite these sources of support indicated that these roles were often self-funded. This may indicate poor quality line-management of paid workers, often provided by people with little experience of managing an employee and little understanding of children’s, youth and family ministry as an area of practice.  Line-management traditionally oversees performance, development and employment issues.  Support would include monitoring and evaluation of performance; training, review and strategy in terms of development; and ensuring work-life balance, holidays, expenses etc as employer.  Good management of ministry provides space for reflection personally, professionally and theologically.  If paid workers are not receiving this then they are very unlikely to be able to offer it to volunteers.
It was interesting that very minimal numbers (less than 1%) cited God as a source of support. It is suspected that this may have been reported differently if this had been available as an option on a multiple-choice question. This thread will be picked up below when looking at what inspires them.  Nevertheless, it is clear from these responses, that these team members are looking around for others in their locality to support them in their ministry endeavours.
Volunteers were also asked about what inspired them, as this was closely linked with feeling supported. They selected multiple-choice answers, but also had the option of ‘other’ and explaining in an open-ended manner. Figure 4 shows that the most commonly selected response (37%) was a sense of calling from God, closely followed by the children or young people with whom they worked (36%).  It would be interesting to consider the extent to which these volunteers are ever enabled to share this sense of being inspired by both of these with their local church leadership or members.  Here we have lay people engaging in with a sense of vocation and service through discipling others, encountering God at work in their own lives and the lives of children and young people.  Yet these stories are rarely heard or valued in the life of the local or wider church.

	Paid workers
	Frequency
	%
	
	Volunteer workers
	Frequency
	%

	Peers/other paid ministry workers
	205
	27
	
	Other volunteers
	204
	34

	Church leader
	168
	22
	
	Church leader
	143
	24

	Church congregation
	153
	20
	
	Facebook groups
	108
	18

	Regional groups  
	93
	12
	
	Church congregation
	87
	15

	Facebook groups
	63
	
8
	
	Regional groups/networks
	
39
	
7

	Friends & family
	30
	4
	
	Friends & family
	13
	2

	Ministry networks
	20
	3
	
	Books
	2
	<1

	Line manager/trustees
	15
	2
	
	Online resources
	1
	<1

	Mentor/coach/counsellor
	9
	1
	
	God
	1
	<1

	God
	1
	<1
	
	
	
	


Figure 3: Sources of support reported by paid and volunteer workers


 
Alt text: Pie chart showing the factors which most inspire the workers.
Figure 4: Volunteers responses about what inspires them in their voluntary work
Multiple choice: a sense of calling from God, the young people I work with, conference speakers, books, the wider church, other


Alt text: Pie chart showing the extent to which participants agree with the statement about having a good team
Figure 5: Extent to which paid workers agreed with this statement: 'I have a good team around me (volunteers or paid)'

Enhancements desired by volunteers and paid staff
Figure 6 shows the 628 codes which were identified in the responses from paid and voluntary workers in response to which enhancements they desired to their ministry area. Overall, these reflect the context in which they are working with children and young people which is basically an adult context with some provision being made for non-adults as a minority group.  Often this provision is seen as being primarily for the benefit of the adults by freeing them up from having to care for their own children and young people so that they can focus on adult faith activities and faith development.  Adults are seen as the key contributors to the life of the church, both financially and in terms of volunteering, as well as the main beneficiaries.  This overarching culture impacts every area and is reflected in the enhancements sought by those who in fact give equal value to children and young people within the life of the church.
There are many similarities across the two cohorts of volunteers and paid workers, although a slightly broader range of themes were identified in the responses from volunteers.  For the volunteers, the most significant enhancements desired were to the working environment (34%), comprising more volunteers, greater communication, organisation and resources. Similar sentiments were expressed by the paid workers, but to a lesser extent (13%).  All of these are key indicators of the underlying value given to children and young people.
For the paid workers, funding was the most significant enhancement they desired (30% of the responses). These comments were mainly about better salaries, with many participants stating that they desired a salary to reflect their skills (for example, if they have left a job in teaching or social work), and also to reflect unsociable hours which they work. Some expressed the need for the provision of accommodation as part of the salary.  Salary and wider employment package has been a key issue for decades as poor renumeration makes long term employment unsustainable for most, as it precludes affording stable accommodation, a reliable car, the ability to afford to raise a family.  In comparison those with a recognised calling to minister to adults are given a living (stipend) or salary, housing and appropriate pension and retired housing provision to enable them to give themselves to the work without these basic financial concerns.
Some have called for more funding into this sector to spent on the events and activities with the children and young people. Amongst the volunteer responses, 6% of them were identified as being on the theme of funding, but they were mainly calling for more financial investment into the events and activities in which they are involved.  One reason for this may well be that many volunteers in fact financially subsidise these activities and events, rarely claiming any expenses, so the real cost of the current provision is invisible to the wider church.
For both the volunteers and paid workers, the second most common response themes were desires for enhancements in the place of children’s, youth and family work within the church. These included comments about it needing to be a higher priority within the church, for 'whole church' responsibility, recognition of the value and importance of this work and increased acceptance of children and youth, so that their faith should be better valued. Others conveyed this as ‘for us to be treated as equally important with other roles in the church.’  A comparison with the changing role of safeguarding within church life might be instructive here.  As safeguarding has become an acknowledged priority, trained and experienced professionals have been employed within the wider church structures to take a lead in this area.  Free mandatory training has been rolled out to local churches.  Local churches are held to account for their provision in this area, and church leadership is expected to ensure this.  At the wider church level the importance of safeguarding is championed by all leadership.  Past failings are highlighted and responded to.  This has shown that where there is a will to do so it is possible to change the relative value of an area of ministry within the structures of the church.
Working conditions were the third most common response within both cohorts. For volunteers this included support for them spiritually and through structures such as safeguarding, leadership and church structures. There were also calls for improved networking and peer support and raising of professional standards. The request for support in these areas demonstrates the demands of this ministry on those exercising it.  Appropriate supervision and opportunities for theological and spiritual reflection are key but depend on the availability of people with the appropriate skill-base and experience to offer this.  Other ministers are increasingly being required to have pastoral supervision and support, and this is being resources by the denominations.
Some also asked for more support setting up and packing down events and activities and expressed the need for better rooms for carrying out the activities. Again, this demonstrates the default position of church being for adults, as shared spaces have to be set up for children’s and youth work and then returned to layouts required by adults, with all of this work falling on those working with children and young people.  Conversely, the paid workers called for enhanced working conditions in the form of improved terms and conditions, lieu time, Human Resources (HR), line management and mentoring. Some expressed that they would like ‘proper contracts.’ There were also many asking for longer contracts leading to greater consistency and length of service, personal development plans and time built into their working schedule to be able to rest and attend worship alongside their work. Many of these also called for provision of retreat times.  As suggested above these reflect a desire to support longevity in the calling and support appropriate to this being ministry rather than merely a job.
Both cohorts called for more training (8% of the volunteer responses and 10% of the paid responses) and these tended to be calling for individual and bespoke training packages, according to their specific needs and context. They particularly desired training in specific professional skills. Both groups asked for the training to be more accessible and more affordable.  The provision of specific training available has declined in recent years, reflecting the lack of investment by the denominations in this (it was predominately provided by independent and parachurch providers working with an increasingly challenging financial model as government funding reduced dramatically).  It is also an acknowledgement that children’s and youth work require specialised knowledge and skills, as well as more general training in practical theology.
There were some other answers, which tended to be about empowering and working with others. Some of the volunteers also expressed a desire to work more with other churches to provide the activities. Seven per cent of the volunteer responses and nine percent of the responses from paid workers stated that they were unsure what enhancements were needed and 2% of volunteers and 1% of the paid workers said that there was no need for enhancements.

	 VOLUNTEERS
	Frequency
	%
	
	PAID WORKERS
	Frequency
	%

	Working environment
	104
	34.32
	
	Funding
	97
	29.85

	Place of CYF work
	75
	24.75
	
	Culture/place of CYF
	66
	20.31

	Working conditions
	28
	9.24
	
	Working conditions
	49
	15.08

	More training for volunteers
	25
	8.25
	
	Working environment
	43
	13.23

	Unsure
	21
	6.93
	
	Training opportunities
	33
	10.15

	More finance
	18
	5.94
	
	unsure
	29
	8.92

	Empower youth/children to lead
	13
	4.29
	
	None
	4
	1.23

	Bigger vision
	7
	2.31
	
	Other
	4
	1.34

	Working with other churches
	7
	2.31
	
	
	
	

	None
	5
	1.65
	
	
	
	

	TOTAL
	303
	100.00
	
	TOTAL
	325
	100.00


Figure 6: Enhancements paid and voluntary workers would like to see to their ministry area


Discussion
Factors leading to Perceived Organisational Support
The church is a unique ‘organisation’ being the institutional outworking of a faith movement.  Those who are employed by or volunteer within this start from a place of personal commitment to the Christian faith and a desire to live this out with others.  Their commitment to the organisation is therefore predicated on a commitment to personal discipleship.  Christian understandings of this include a high value on service and servanthood, giving of oneself as an expression of thankfulness for the mercy and grace received from God.  A deeply entrenched issue is the conflation of God and the institution, and of God and the local leadership of that institution.  Serving God becomes subsumed into serving the church; gratitude to God becomes confused with gratitude to the church.  As a result, those working for or volunteering for the church have an ambivalence about the idea that they should be valued and supported by the institution - since they are there to serve it.  Yet their experience of a lack of value and support threatens to undermine not just their commitment to the institution but also their personal faith commitment – the very reason for giving their time, energy, gifts and resources to this work in the first place.
Some respondents indicated that children and young people are not being treated fairly or equitably by the church, and then by implication that those working with them are also not being treated fairly.  This applies to the allocation of resources, level of priority given and the underlying value of this area of church life. HR practices and work conditions are generally considered poor by the respondents, both volunteers and employed workers.  Oversight of and support for the workers, as opposed to the work itself, may be varied, resulting in varied perceptions of support.  There is little experience of supervision providing a reflective space that enables those engaged in children’s and youth work to reflect theologically on their practice and to integrate their personal discipleship with their experience of service in this field.  Even more telling is the absence of any mechanism to enable the church to benefit from their ministry among children and young people beyond retaining them within the institution.
In terms of leadership, there is often a huge gap in practice between those exercising leadership in children’s and youth ministry within denominations and those engaging with children and young people in the local church context.  Indeed, many locally would have no idea about the wider church structures, strategic goals, or resources offered to local churches.  Local church leadership is increasingly overburdened (ministers having responsibility for multiple churches), and with a shrinking volunteer pool this is replicated as fewer people shoulder increasing regulatory and other demands just to ‘keep the show on the road’.  As a result strategic leadership for children’s and youth work is generally left to those actually involved in providing it locally, and here again the pressure to maintain programmes leaves little capacity for wider vision or support. 

Perceived Organisational Support
It was striking that the perceptions of organisational support was reported very similarly by paid and voluntary workers in this sector, demonstrating that issues with support are sector-wide, rather than related solely to paid or voluntary workers. In terms of perceptions of existing support, the fact that the most common sources of support in both cohorts were peers or colleagues working directly alongside demonstrated the sense of camaraderie and team work which is often evident within the sector. The paid workers were particularly positive about the team around them. This is a significant positive that the nature of organisation of youth and children’s teams tends to be collaborative and supportive by nature. However, it was equally striking that participants did not perceive family and friends as part of their support structures. This is slightly concerning since it indicates isolation of their ministry involvement from the rest of lives, and perhaps a sense of dislocation or detachment from their support structures outside of their ministry involvement. This may be due to the unsociable working hours, which often take workers away from their friends and family and could perhaps be perceived as detrimental to family life, although this particular aspect was not explored in our research project. It would be interesting for ongoing research to investigate the extent to which ministry workers perceive that their ministry involvement is detrimental to their friends and family relationship, although this would be challenging to isolate out from other factors as it is a rather subjective issue which interacts and is influenced by many other factors. Conversely, it could be that ministry workers naturally turn to their ministry colleagues due to shared interests and a common bond over the ministry goals. Nevertheless, it is reassuring to hear that church leaders and congregations were perceived by many of the participants to be part of the supportive environment for paid and voluntary workers. Regional groups and Facebook groups also were perceived as providing some support outside of their immediate working environment. This all demonstrates that these ministry workers do perceive that they have existing support structures and there are indications of a ‘team’ mindset rather than individual, which is not surprising given the nature of the ministry work. This indicates that support structures are effectively built into working environments, whether or not these are formal or conscious. 
It was interesting to note the routes which participants did not view as supportive, namely books and online sources. This suggests a desire for relational support rather than information, ideas or knowledge-based support, reflecting the notion that different types of resources are employed at different times, such as aids to achieve work goals, reduction of job demands and pressure, or stimulating personal growth, learning, and development (Mathieu et al., 2019). Line managers, mentors and counsellors were rarely reported as providing support to these ministry workers, perhaps indicating that they were perceived as serving more of a function than providing ongoing support. This is problematic since the role of management support seems key to psychological wellbeing and organizational trust (Walker et al., 2016). With this in mind, White (2020) highlighted the need for management training to facilitate managing volunteers and understanding the differences between volunteers and employees.
However, there does seem to be some discrepancy since whilst many perceived a variety of support structures, they simultaneously reported perceptions that the sector on the whole feels undervalued, in terms of resourcing and organisational support. Indeed, the aspect which participants desired most enhancement in related to perceptions about the sector of youth and children’s ministry as a whole. They cited that more volunteers, greater communication, improved organisation and resources would be key indicators of an underlying value given to this ministry sector. This perception of the underlying ethos, shown largely through organisational resourcing, conveys that implicit and unspoken realities may be more powerful in shaping the perceptions of these ministry workers about organisational support, than intentional and more explicit provision of support from colleagues or the wider congregation. Such cultures and norms operating within organisations creates power dynamics to be exerted over workers (Levinson, 1965). Many participants expressed that they desired for youth and children’s ministry to be viewed as a higher priority within the church, airing the perception that when it was not viewed as a priority, this undermined and contradicted their sense of feeling supported. Furthermore, It could be that consumer culture training may be a possible preventive force against negative emotions, by empowering the workers to negate an unhealthy focus on numbers rather than spiritual growth (White, 2020). This interplay between intentional and specific support versus perceptions of the underlying place and value of youth and children’s ministry demonstrates the need for a layered response, as promoted by Maben and Bridges (2020). This would mean that different components would be adopted at different times, with a range of strategies aimed at prevention through to treatment, and at different level.

Mediating Factors
Mediating factors such as gratitude and other positive emotions contribute to enhanced employee performance (Ford et al., 2018). People often have higher expectations of church as an organisation and how they might be treated, valued and appreciated than they might a business, due to the emphasis on loving one another, on mutual service focussed on faith, grace and forgiveness.  People also often have higher expectations around justice and care for the marginalised given the strong emphasis on this in the church’s teaching.  This means that a sense of disappointment, often unvoiced, can be prevalent and lead to disillusionment.  Churches are poor at providing facilitated spaces to share negative feelings about the church itself. Perceptions of the church leader as a representative of the organisation show that most people’s experience of church life is entirely local. 
Those working with children and young people place a high emphasis on the intrinsic rewards of this work, citing feelings such as gratitude, anger, felt obligation, fulfilment of socio-emotional needs, performance-reward expectancies. What motivates them to keep going is the experience of spending time with children and young people, seeing their enjoyment of the provision and their learning and development within it.  A further intrinsic reward is that of being part of a team with shared aims and values, where fellowship can develop through shared experiences.  Children’s and youth workers often deepen their own discipleship through the preparation they do for sessions (reading and considering the Bible passage, choosing songs, writing prayers, designing appropriate activities etc), and many value doing this with others.  The relational dimension is key to both sources of intrinsic reward. A range of wider factors threaten this – changes in church attendance mean that often children and young people’s presence is erratic due to factors beyond their direct control; increasing regulation around safeguarding and health and safety reduce the amount of less formal contact; time poverty of volunteers reduces the quantity and diversity of opportunities offered.  For those employed the need to earn a sustainable wage to support their own family life is key.  The employment field for church children’s and youth workers is very flat, with very little career progression available and little job stability.  On the whole performance reward has to be self-generated which is difficult to maintain longer term.

Outcomes
The data revealed that despite the challenges and frustrations reported, these participants maintained their engagement and commitment to ministry amongst children and young people. However, other research has revealed that this cannot be sustained if the working conditions are not supportive or conducive (Butt et al., 2017). When ministry workers (paid or voluntary) do not feel supported, their commitment, enthusiasm and engagement inevitably wanes over time, and their orientation towards the organisation and ministry work will be impacted. In the interim season, even if continuing their involvement with this sector, their work satisfaction and productivity may be adversely impacted (Spilt et al., 2011). 
In terms of behavioural outcomes, this data set did not examine aspects such as performance or potential withdrawal behaviours, although other papers connected with this project have done so and showed that the workers felt undervalued (Holmes and Campbell, pending). Eisenberger et al. (2020) showed that the well-being of workers is impacted by perceived organisational support, and can impact upon levels of stress, strain and other factors. Furthermore, the health and wellbeing of individuals is connected with the health of their communities and interactions with others; in this case the church community (Tyrkle, 2017). Therefore, in the same way that Briner and Dewberry (2007) observed that improving teacher wellbeing improved student outcomes; so too it may be that improving the wellbeing of ministry practitioners may improved the spiritual wellbeing of the children and young people with whom they work. It is therefore key for those overseeing the areas of youth and children’s ministry to be attentive to the factors which lead to perceived organisational support, otherwise there will be detrimental impacts upon the worker’s ongoing behaviours and tendencies to continue with the work (in either a paid or voluntary capacity), in addition to their personal sense of wellbeing. Indeed, White (2020) found that occupational stress and burnout is caused in clergy by limited training in managing volunteers and awareness of consumer culture, so called for more training of clergy on this. Furthermore, there needs to be caution that supportive actions or approaches are not merely tokenistic or reactive (Dabrowski, 2021). Equally, they need to reflect the complexities of the ministry setting (Naghieh et al., 2015).

Limitations
Whilst the data collected was from a good number of participants, there are limitations due to collection of the data via an online survey. If interviews had been carried out in addition, it would have enhanced the depth of data and insights received. It would also be an interesting development of the study to research support and experiences of paid and voluntary ministry workers longitudinally, to reveals how trends and patterns may change over time. 

Conclusion
This paper has revealed literature insights from secular contexts which inform ministry contexts. The trend highlighted by White (2020) of a declining interest in volunteering impacting churches indicates the need for churches, locally and nationally, to reflect upon existing ethos and paradigms and address issues which may impact upon volunteers and paid workers alike. Our research has shown that there are many factors leading to perceptions of ministry workers about their support, aligning often with secular contexts. It is clear that their perceived support may come from specific sources of support, often in the form of colleagues, but it is also greatly impacted by their perceptions of the value and priority of children and youth ministry. A multi-layered approach to support would therefore be conducive to ensuring that these workers feel both valued and supported, which will in turn support their sense of wellbeing and also their likelihood to remain engaged and active in their ministry work.
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