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Background

• The Panel on Theological Education (POTE) has 
traditionally supported formation of new ministers through 
financial support of the two UU theological schools, Starr 
King School for the Ministry and Meadville/Lombard 
Theological School. 

• In April 2007, the UUA Board of Trustees passed a motion 
directing the POTE to present recommendations that would 
make the funding of ministerial formation, development, 
and excellence in ministry the first priority of the Panel’s 
resources, rather than the current singular focus on 
institutional support for the theological schools.
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Objectives

• This research was commissioned to help the POTE:
– Solicit input from stakeholders to develop a shared 

understanding of what defines ministerial excellence.
– Identify effective ways to facilitate excellence through 

the formation and development process.
– Develop new options for the POTE on how to fund 

ministerial formation, development, and excellence.
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Research Process

• A facilitated online discussion group was held August 21 –
25, 2007. 
– The purpose of the discussion was to help define issues and 

identify appropriate language to use in a survey.
– Fifteen out of the people invited participated in the forum.
– Those invited were identified by the POTE representatives:

• Members of the POTE, UUA Board, MFC, UUA staff
• Members of UUMA, CENTER, DRUUMM, Community Ministers
• Starr King, Meadville/Lombard, Andover, Harvard 
• Other “sages and wise women”

• The POTE members reviewed and approved the online 
survey draft before implementation.
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Research Process (continued)

• The online survey was conducted September 18 – 24, 2007.
• The survey link was distributed via listservs and email lists 

to approximately 1,800 – 2,000 people:

• 600 people responded to the survey. This represents a 
participation rate of 30% - 33%, which is very good for an 
online survey.

- District Leaders list- uumins2b list- LREDA

- Youth & Youth Adults list- DRUUMM- Large Church Ministers list

- UU Leaders list- Ministerial Fellowship 
Committee

- Congregational Presidents list

- Society for Community 
Ministries

- Religious Education 
Credentialing Committee

- Presidents of SKSM, M/L, 
ANTS, and dean of Harvard DS

- UUA Board- POTE- UUMA-chat
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Types of Survey 
Respondents

Note: Responses may not total 100 due to rounding.

• Parish ministers were the 
largest respondent group. 
In total, ministers were 
43% of respondents.

• The second largest 
respondent group was lay 
persons. Thirty-seven 
percent of respondents 
were laity or DRE’s.

• About two-thirds of 
seminarian respondents 
attend non-UU schools.

• Just over half of UU 
seminarians go to Starr 
King. The balance of this 
group go to Meadville/ 
Lombard.

Survey Respondents
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Some Definitions

• “Formation” and “development” mean different things to 
different people.

• For the purposes of this research, we listed the following 
definitions in the questionnaire:

– Formation: The educational, spiritual, and professional growth 
that occurs during seminary/college, internships, and other 
activities required of ministerial candidates before being approved 
for preliminary fellowship.

– Development: The continuing educational, spiritual, and 
professional growth that occurs once a person is granted 
preliminary fellowship and moves into a career of ministry.
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What Makes a Minister an 
“Excellent Minister?”

• Respondents have many ideas about ministerial excellence, 
but the underlying concepts tend to be very consistent:
– Strong interpersonal skills.
– Self-aware, understands boundaries, mature.
– Compassionate and caring.
– Inclusive and supportive.
– Thorough knowledge of UU history and traditions.
– Solid grounding in theology – history, sacred writings, beliefs, 

cultural impact – not just UU.
– Savvy about organizational and institutional dynamics.
– Passionate about the work, a strong sense of calling.
– Challenges people and congregations to be their best.

• Some people say excellence is determined by how well-
matched the minister and the position/job are. 
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Defining Excellence

“Someone who THOROUGHLY understands Unitarian Universalism and is comfortable with where they fit in the 
scheme of things. They are able to articulate both the larger meaning of our tradition to others as well as share with 
integrity their own personal approach to Unitarian Universalism. Their chosen faith is a lived religion for all to 
see.” - Community minister

“An excellent minister is engaging, caring, easy to talk, ready to ask questions and challenge people, takes care of 
congregants’ spiritual health, engages appropriately children and youth, has a good anti-racist and anti-oppressive 
analysis, gives sermons that people want to listen to, is committed to social action/justice.” - Layperson

“Humility, integrity, communication skills, leadership skills, skill at using oneself as a catalyst for institutional 
change (self-awareness of impact, setting of pace, connection to overall vision, involvement of lay leadership, 
attention to process)” - Parish minister

“Focus, administrative capabilities, spiritual depth” – Parish minister

“Excellent ministers are those who genuinely care about their congregations/communities, who share ministry and 
responsibility with laypeople, who empower laypeople to participate in and eventually lead worship, and who can 
lead effectively.” – Seminarian

An 'excellent minister' knows their strengths and weaknesses, knows how to share ministry and can assess their 
ability to minister to a particular congregation.  They certainly have very good skills for ministry but they must 
also love the people while being able to challenge them. It is extremely important to have a deep understanding of 
UU history, tradition, theology and identity.” – Seminarian
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Opinions on Formation

• Survey respondents expressed a wide range of opinions 
concerning the formation process. Candidates, ministers, 
and laypeople have different perspectives on the process.
– Seminarians are most likely to believe candidates receive adequate 

training and feedback during formation. 
– Ministers and seminarians are less sure than laypeople about  

candidates receiving support from congregations.

• Ministers and seminarians from non-UU schools disagree 
that they are at a significant disadvantage. Those attending 
UU schools believe their schools do provide an advantage.

• Hispanic/Latina/o respondents and those of color are more 
likely to believe UU ministers support candidates. 
Respondents of color are less sure than whites that 
candidates receive sufficient AR/AO/MC training.  
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Barriers in Formation
• Money is consistently seen as the greatest barrier to 

candidates who want to access resources during formation.
• Next in impact are conflicts with family and work, and not 

knowing what resources the candidate needs.
– UU seminarians are more likely than non-UU ones to believe 

family and work conflicts have greater impact than other barriers. 

• Lesser barriers include not knowing how to find needed 
resources; other barriers respondents listed; and difficulty 
in finding mentors or supportive peers.
– Not knowing what resources are needed and miscellaneous 

concerns are bigger barriers to non-UU than to UU seminarians.
– Respondents age 60+ are more likely than others to believe a high-

impact barrier is candidates not knowing what resources they need.

• Meeting theological school expectations has the least 
impact of all the factors included in the list.
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Opinions on Development

• Respondents of all types are most likely to agree that 
ministers support each other’s development efforts and that 
long-time ministers are committed to ongoing development. 

• People are least likely to believe ministers are held 
accountable and that congregations provide enough 
feedback on minister strengths and development needs.

• Seminarians are more positive about the development 
process than other respondents. 
– Candidates from UU seminaries feel more positively about the 

development process than those from non-UU seminaries.

• Lay respondents are most likely to believe ministers are 
aware of development resources and that UU seminaries are 
widely recognized as development resources.
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Barriers in Development

• The top barrier to accessing resources for development is 
conflicting demands from congregations or other work.

• Money and limited/no time off are viewed as the next 
biggest barriers by the majority of survey respondents, 
followed by family responsibilities.

• Potential barriers seen as having less impact include not 
knowing what resources s/he needs; limited information on 
how to find needed resources; difficulty in finding mentors 
or supportive peers; and other barriers respondents listed.
– Seminarians and laity are more likely than ministers or long-time 

UU’s to believe finding mentors or supportive peers is a significant
barrier to ministerial development.

– Respondents under the age of 50 see a lack of knowledge on how 
to find resources as a more serious barrier than other respondents.
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Minister Performance

• On these questions, ministers were asked to rate themselves; 
seminarians and laypeople rated a minister they knew.
– Across respondent groups, ministers have the highest ratings on being 

spiritual leaders, preachers, and persons of character.
– Ministers tend to receive somewhat lower ratings on their roles as 

intellectual leader, institutional leader, facilitator, pastor, and 
administrator.

– The lower-rated minister roles include social activist; PR manager; 
spiritual role model; mission manager; fundraiser; and youth leader.

• Many performance ratings different by respondent type.
– Ministers rate themselves more highly than other groups do on their 

performance as administrators, preachers, pastors, spiritual leaders, 
youth leaders, and institutional leaders. They rate themselves lower on 
their performance as social activists or spiritual role models.

– Lay respondents tend to give ministers lower ratings on most roles.



Market Voice Consulting 15

The POTE Fund 
Allocation Process

• The greatest number of 
respondents believe ministers 
in all phases of development 
should receive these funds.

• Among the three groups, 
respondents believe newer 
ministers should have top 
priority for funding.

• Non-UU seminarians and 
Latina/o/Hispanic 
respondents are more likely 
to believe long-time ministers 
have the greatest need for 
development funding

• A few people said $650,000 
per year was not enough.

• Starr King seminarians are 
especially likely to oppose a 
switch in POTE funding.

POTE Funding Priorities
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Funding Comments
“The first thought is to perhaps rotate the funding to the groups as you have them divided to make a significant 
impact on each group every 3 years.” – Community minister

“I think our UU seminaries perform a crucial role in the formation of ministers and their ongoing development, as 
well as in the recruitment of potential ministers of color. I would hate to see the UU seminaries unable to fulfill 
these functions due to lack of money.” – Starr King graduate

“Have grants in 4-5 areas that specifically relate to specific goals that further the POTE’s mission. Require a 
written follow up from those who get grants.” – Layperson

“I think this is not enough money. How could we raise more money and make a greater difference?” – Layperson

“I am hindered tremendously by my debt load and find it difficult to justify paying for continuing ed with so much 
debt incurred. I think the POTE and the seminaries should be working together as they structure with this in 
mind.” – Parish minister

“Finding the right balance between supporting UU schools along w/ supporting individual students (at any school) 
is important; currently, I believe support for individual students, especially at non-UU schools, is UNDER-
emphasized and should be increased.” – Non-UU seminary graduate

“Have training opportunities that are (a) in a variety of geographical settings (available to ministers in all districts) 
and (b) affordable.” – Parish minister

“A set amount for each candidate, and specific scholarships that can be applied for.  Congregations should fund 
the continuing education of their ministers, not the UUA. Otherwise, splitting the funds results in a decrease in 
support for seminarians, not an increase in ministerial formation.” – UU Seminarian
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Conclusions

• UU’s tend to define ministerial excellence as a mix of 
personal attributes, specific skills, and a solid grounding in 
UU and non-UU theology. 
– Regardless of the situation, the ideal personal attributes, skills, and 

theological knowledge identified are very consistent.
– This means definitions and performance criteria can be established 

and used to assess how much progress candidates and ministers are 
making and to identify areas for further improvement.

– The relative importance of these factors can vary based upon the
individual and the position or job s/he has taken.

• People see advantages and disadvantages to attending 
either a UU or non-UU seminary. 
– Formation and development resources should help ministers and 

candidates gain the best from both sources.
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Conclusions (continued)

• The majority of candidates believe the formation process 
provides adequate training and feedback. Ministers and lay 
people are not so sure.
– The needed content may has more to do with maturity and 

experience than information that can be taught.

• The perceived effectiveness of development is limited by 
the limited accountability for ministers and congregations.
– With so many demands on time and money, the lack of 

accountability makes it too easy for ministers and congregations to 
avoid ranking development as high priority.

• The POTE’s budget can only have a limited impact on 
financial needs, formation, and development.
– A key decision will be whether the POTE should focus on helping 

individuals or on providing training and other assistance to the
largest number of candidates and/or ministers possible.
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Conclusions (Continued)

• Candidates and ministers have a pretty good idea about 
where to find formation and development resources. The  
challenge is finding time and money with which to take 
advantage of them.
– For ministers, the roles with the greatest overall need for 

improvement include youth leadership, fundraising with their 
congregations, mission leadership (involving people in causes 
beyond the congregation), spiritual role model, and PR manager.

– Ways to enhance formation for candidates include:
• Find ways to increase congregational engagement and support without 

overwhelming those located near key seminaries for UU candidates.
• Promote greater engagement, support, and mentoring by UU ministers, 

particularly on the daily challenges of being a minister.
• Ensure that all candidates have a thorough grounding in UU history and 

theology.
• Ensure that candidates – especially those at non-UU seminaries –

receive sufficient feedback as they go through formation.
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• The majority of UU’s believe funding from the POTE  
should benefit ministers as well as candidates.

• A number of possible funding uses exist. Some 
suggestions proposed by survey participants include:
– Continue the current approach of funding UU seminaries.
– Full scholarships to a limited number of high-potential candidates.
– Development of curricula and programs that can be used by a 

broad base of ministers and candidates.
– Develop initiatives to help candidates at non-UU seminaries 

become better prepared to serve as UU ministers.
– Need-based financial support to candidates regardless of seminary.
– Expansion of distance learning methods.
– Development and use of accountability measures.

Conclusions (continued)



Detailed Results
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Formation

Ministers Seminarians Laity UU Non-UU
UUA evaluation criteria clear 3.55 3.49 3.52 3.64 3.44
Candidates receive enough feedback 3.34 3.57 3.19 3.74 3.13
Learn enough about UU during formation 3.27 3.86 3.37 3.74 3.20
Ministers actively support candidates 3.25 3.33 3.48 3.51 3.07
Sufficient progress - spiritual development 3.15 3.94 3.38 3.71 3.14
Have realistics ideas about being a minister 3.01 3.88 3.01 3.62 2.99
Non-UU seminarians have a disadvantage 2.96 3.16 2.87 3.55 2.58
Prepared enough for AR/AO/MC 2.89 3.35 2.86 3.28 2.83
Historically marginalized adequately prepared 2.78 3.11 2.97 3.01 2.78
Congregations actively support candidates 2.55 2.74 3.05 2.60 2.62

Respondent Type Seminary Type

Agreement/Disagreement on Formation Statements 
Mean Ratings on 5-Point Scale Where 5=Strongly Agree and 1=Strongly Disagree
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Ranking of Barriers to 
Formation Resources

The “Other” comments added by respondents covered a variety of areas. Many 
comments were related to barriers shown in the survey list. Frequent mentions 
include lack of support for UU (and non-UU seminaries); unclear expectations from 
the UUA and from theological schools; not ready spiritually or psychologically; and 
not understanding what being a UU minister really demands of a person. 

Ministers Seminarians Laity UU Non-UU Up to 49 50 - 59 60+
Money 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
Doesn't know what resources s/he needs 2 3 4 3 2 3 4 2
Conflicts w/ family responsibilities 3 2 3 2 4 2 2 3
Conflicts w/ work responsibilities 5 4 2 4 5 4 5 4
Lack of info on how to find resources 6 5 7 6 6 5 7 6
Other 4 6 5 5 3 6 3 4
Difficulty finding mentors/supportive peers 7 7 6 7 7 7 6 7
Meeting theological school expectations 8 8 8 8 8 8 8 8

Respondent Type Seminary Type Respondent Age

Access to Formation Resources - Ranking of Possible Barriers
Based on Mean Ranking Value for Each Item
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Development

Ministers Seminarians Laity UU Non-UU
Long-time ministers committed to development 3.38 3.29 3.03 3.43 3.28
Ministers actively support peer development 3.36 3.69 3.55 3.65 3.28
Aware of development resources available 3.17 3.33 3.52 3.35 3.10
UUA communicates importance of development 3.03 3.35 3.27 3.22 3.04
Continue to develop AR/AO/MC skills 3.02 3.07 3.11 3.14 2.94
UU seminaries seen as development resources 2.89 3.19 3.51 3.31 2.70
Ministers held accountable for development 2.62 3.08 2.76 2.85 2.68
Congregations provide sufficient feedback 2.53 2.87 2.32 2.76 2.51

Agreement/Disagreement on Development Statements 
Mean Ratings on 5-Point Scale Where 5=Strongly Agree and 1=Strongly Disagree

Respondent Type Seminary Type
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Ranking of Barriers to  
Development Resources

The “Other” comments added by respondents covered a variety of areas. Most 
comments were related to barriers shown in the survey list. Frequent mentions 
included lack of minister commitment; lack of congregational support/commitment; 
no funds; and ministers not willing to challenge themselves and their ideas.

Ministers Seminarians Laity UU Non-UU Up to 49 50 - 59 60+
Conflicts w/ work responsibilities 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
Money 2 3 2 2 2 2 2 2
Limited/no time allowed for development 3 2 3 3 3 3 3 3
Conflicts w/ family responsibilities 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4
Doesn't know what resources s/he needs 5 5 6 5 5 5 6 6
Lack of info on how to find resources 7 7 8 6 7 6 8 7
Difficulty finding mentors/supportive peers 8 6 7 7 8 7 7 8
Other 6 8 5 8 6 8 5 5

Access to Development Resources - Ranking of Possible Barriers

Respondent Type Seminary Type Respondent Age

Based on Mean Ranking Value for Each Item



Market Voice Consulting 26

Performance on 
Minister Roles

Ministers Seminarians Laity
Spiritual leader 4.25 4.08 3.99
Preacher 4.07 3.98 3.81
Person of character 3.99 3.98 3.83
Institutional leader 3.88 3.59 3.35
Intellectual leader 3.87 3.94 3.55
Facilitator 3.78 3.66 3.39
Pastor 3.68 3.28 3.46
Administrator 3.66 3.13 2.90
Social activist 3.32 3.79 3.60
PR manager 3.28 3.34 3.40
Spiritual role model 3.23 3.49 3.51
Mission manager 3.18 3.28 3.16
Fundraiser 3.11 3.31 3.08
Youth leader 2.82 2.41 2.66

Respondent Type

Performance Ratings on Minister Roles 
Mean Ratings on 5-Point Scale Where 5=Excellent and 1=Poor

Note: Ministers rated themselves. Seminarians and laypeople rated a minister they knew.
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Time as a UU Minister

Note: Responses may not total 100 due to rounding.
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Respondent Time as a UU

Note: Responses may not total 100 due to rounding.
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Respondent Age

Note: Responses may not total 100 due to rounding.
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0

14%
17%

39%

24%

6%
1%

34% 32%

24%

8%

02%

12%

20%

38%

21%

7%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Under 21 21 - 39 40 - 49 50 - 59 60 - 69 70 or older

Ministers

Seminarians
Laity



Market Voice Consulting 30

Respondent Race/
Ethnic Background

Note: Responses may not total 100 due to rounding. All respondents were asked both their ethnic 
background and whether they considered themselves Hispanic/Latina/o.

Respondent Race/Ethnic Background

2%

0%

1%

0

2%

4%

7%

84%

4%

7%

0%

0%

2%

1%

4%

8%

78%

5%

6%

1%

1%

0

1%

3%

7%

81%

3%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Declined

Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander

Asian

Am Indian/Native Am/Alaska Native

Black/African American

Biracial/Multiracial

Other

White/Caucasian

Hispanic/Latina/o

Ministers
Seminarians
Laity


