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Abstract
Challenges associated with clergy marriage and divorce have been documented, and the 
impact of marital breakdown on clergy spouses has been recognised. However, there is a 
paucity of work that addresses the specific support needs of Christian clergy spouses and 
what constitutes effective pastoral care for this population. This article presents a mixed-
methods study conducted in 2023 of divorced and separated clergy spouses in the United 
Kingdom which explored their understandings of pastoral care and support experienced 
before, during, and after marital breakdown. Twenty-seven participants completed an 
online survey, and 13 took part in a follow-up semistructured interview. The findings illus-
trate that pastoral care needs are higher during and after marital breakdown, but a consid-
erable number of the participants did not receive pastoral care. Where care was received, 
participants rated it higher when provided by family, friends, and organizations than by 
the church. The study also demonstrated the impact of expectations of clergy marriage on 
the experience of marital breakdown. Importantly, high expectations of model marriages 
acted as barriers to disclosing marital breakdown. The findings demonstrate a lack of 
adequate pastoral support. A thematic analysis yielded a series of recommendations for 
effective pastoral care. These were providing care with the person at the center, holistic 
and individualized care, pre-emptive care, and persistent and consistent care. Overall, the 
study highlighted the profound impact of expectations on clergy marriages and the need for 
improvement in pastoral care for clergy spouses. This improvement of care should include 
training on the issues highlighted in this study.
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Introduction

In 2022, approximately 80,000 divorces were granted in England and Wales, with 1 in 10 
occurring within the first 7 years of marriage (Office for National Statistics, 2024). Many 
factors can affect a marriage, such as infidelity, substance abuse, and financial problems 
(Scott et  al., 2013). While divorce is currently an accepted practice in modern society, 
attitudes towards divorce can be affected by personal and wider societal beliefs, such as 
religion. Konstam et  al. (2016) found that divorced women who identified as practic-
ing Catholics disclosed that they felt ashamed and worried that they would no longer be 
accepted within their religious community due to its strong beliefs about divorce and mar-
riage. These perceptions held by members of a congregation might be felt more strongly 
by those who are married to someone in the clergy due to their more prominent role in 
the community. However, clergy marriages often experience additional issues such as the 
lack of family privacy, the spouse attending to the needs of others, and frequent relocation 
(Hall, 1997), all of which can increase marital stressors and contribute to the end of the 
relationship.

Gonzalez (1999) found that U.S. pastors framed divorce as a failure by one or both 
parties to maintain the relationship. As such, the expectation of a clergy marriage is that 
both spouses are model citizens who have the ideal marriage and are looked up to by other 
members of the community (Armstrong, 2015). These expectations, combined with the 
fact that religious sermons can often frame divorce as a deviant act (Hobbs, 2023; Jen-
kins, 2010), can mean spouses feel unable to raise issues surrounding marital problems 
or breakdowns. In Yoruba Christians, it was found that cultural, personal, and relational 
reasons led to divorce. However, many Christian traditions only permit divorce in certain 
circumstances. This reinforces the idea that marriage should be upheld as a way of show-
ing Christian values (Uorko & Enobong, 2022), thus creating a culture and environment 
that deters individuals from disclosing and/or seeking support when they are experiencing 
negative issues or problems in their marriage (Hileman, 2008). Disclosure is important in 
facilitating coping, but this requires a healthy relationship both within and outside of the 
marriage (McMinn et al., 2008).

Clergy spouses fulfil many roles and are expected to act and behave in certain ways 
that can be in contrast to their authentic sense of self (Jones & Plisco, 2021; Potts, 2021). 
They are often required to attend functions, entertain guests, conduct themselves in a self-
controlled manner (Drumm et al., 2017; Frame & Shehan, 1994), and be accepting of the 
fact that the marital relationship is triadic, with the ministry and the church the dominant 
partner (Potts, 2021). The impact of these facts can increase the stress and pressure felt 
by the spouse (Darling et al., 2004) and may affect the marital relationship (Wells et al., 
2012). Spouses often report that they work behind the scenes. At the same time, the clergy 
member receives public acknowledgement and adoration from the congregation, which can 
lead to the spouse being blamed by their community when the marriage fails (Kurtz et al., 
2017). This can lead to feelings of isolation, shame, and guilt, depriving the clergy spouse 
of social support and possibly inhibiting their desire and ability to seek help (King, 2003).

When marital relationships break down, clergy spouses often perceive family members 
as the most supportive (Lee, 2007). One reason for this may be the psychological safety 
provided by family members and their understanding of the ministry marriage. It may 
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also be that, throughout the marriage, the externally portrayed image of being a spouse 
has reduced access to genuine friendship and support (Jones & Plisco, 2021). Research 
has suggested that some spouses do use other sources of support to help them through 
a divorce. Some individuals have reported utilizing their personal religious beliefs as a 
means of self-support but acknowledge that more formal support from the religious com-
munity has been lacking (Kurtz et al., 2017). Other spouses have sought professional sup-
port; however, counselors may require training to understand the religious context in which 
the spouse is embedded (Hileman, 2008; Murray, 2002). A lack of contextual knowledge 
may limit the effectiveness of the support and be seen as a barrier to engaging with pro-
fessional help. More research is therefore needed to investigate why spouses refrain from 
seeking support from the wider community and what factors affect their support-seeking 
behavior.

Within the Church of England, there is a formal role called the bishop’s visitor. This role 
was introduced in the  1980 s specifically “to support clergy spouse/partners in the event of 
a clergy marriage facing difficulties or coming to an end for any reason” (Church of Eng-
land, 2021). This role includes providing support, identification of needs, signposting ser-
vices, and safeguarding considerations. However, there is a lack of research on the impact 
of this role. While research has shown how divorce can impact clergy spouses, research on 
their specific support needs is less prevalent. There is little discussion of what constitutes 
effective and helpful support for clergy spouses experiencing marital breakdown. There is 
also little exploration of any needs explicitly related to the role of being a clergy spouse. 
The present study aims to redress this imbalance and explore the support received and the 
unmet support needs of clergy spouses during and after divorce/separation.

Methods

Design

The study employed social constructionist epistemology and critical realist ontology. 
This approach accepts that experiences of clergy marital breakdown and pastoral care are 
shaped by culture and context, whilst also acknowledging the uniqueness of each individ-
ual’s experience as important to explore. However, it is also essential to integrate experi-
ences to more fully understand this area.

The research employed mixed methods, utilizing an online survey and follow-up inter-
views to collect both qualitative and quantitative data on experiences of pastoral support 
before, during, and after marriage breakdown.

A two-stage survey design process was employed. Initial survey questions were devel-
oped from a review of the literature. These were subsequently shared and discussed with 
the leadership of Broken Rites.1 Engaging those in the leadership of Broken Rites in co-
creating the survey ensured that the language, tone, and terminology were sensitive to and 
understood by the participants.

In the first section of the survey, an initial series of items invited participants to identify 
the importance of and need for various domains of support (spiritual, emotional, financial, 

1  Broken Rites was founded in 1983. it is a small organization whose full members are all divorced/sepa-
rated spouses/partners of a member of the clergy. It provides peer-to-peer support. Associate membership is 
available for those who support the aims of the organization.
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counseling, social/friendship, legal, and housing support) at differing stages of the mar-
riage breakdown (before, during and after) using a 5-point Likert scale with anchors of 
1 (strongly agree) to 5 (strongly disagree). Next, participants rated who had been most 
helpful (church or people within the church, family and friends, organizations or people 
external to the church) in providing the differing domains of support, again using a 5-point 
Likert scale with anchors of 1 (very helpful) to 5 (very unhelpful). The second section con-
tained three qualitative questions focused on pastoral care and clergy marriage to identify 
areas that would act as prompts for the semistructured interviews. The survey ended with 
an invitation for participants to leave an email address if they would be willing to partici-
pate in a follow-up interview.

Interview script development

The interview script consisted of 13 questions. The opening questions were designed to 
establish rapport. Core questions related to the research aims included views on the sup-
port received, areas of unmet need, and support providers. The final questions focused on 
participant’ views of recommendations related to clergy divorce moving forward. A copy 
of the interview script is available from the lead author.

Participants

Survey  Twenty-seven adults (26 females) were recruited for the survey, covering an age 
range between 40 and 80 years (M = 61.00 yrs, SD = 11.50 yrs). Of the sample, 18 identi-
fied as white British, and 52% were currently attending church; 81% were from an Angli-
can/Church of England context. Participants had been married for an average of 19.57 
(SD = 8.39) years and had a mean age of 47.30 (SD = 6.64) at the time of marital break-
down or divorce. At the time the survey was conducted, the mean time since marital break-
down was 14.66 (SD = 10.78) years.

The choice of participants invited to interview was determined by the desire to repre-
sent diversity in the sample. Participants invited to interview represented a diversity of age 
ranges, church denominational backgrounds, church attendance, length of time since mari-
tal breakdown, and those with and without children. As a safeguarding consideration, any 
participant whose marital breakdown had been within the last two years was not included 
in the sample. This was to balance the principles of autonomy and choice about participa-
tion with the protection of those engaging in research from further harm.

Interview  Thirteen participants were interviewed (all female), aged from 42 to 75 years 
(M = 59.85, SD = 10.96). Of the sample 54% identified as white British, and 46% were 
currently attending church. Participants had been married on average for 17.8  years 
(SD = 7.52) and had a mean age of 47.92 (SD = 7.01) years at the time of marital break-
down or divorce. At the time of the interview, it had been 12.51 (SD = 9.52) years since the 
marital breakdown.

Data collection  An advert about the study was posted on the Broken Rites Facebook page. 
This provided an outline of the study and the link to the survey. Those who clicked the link 
were taken to the information about the survey, the consent questions, and then the survey 
questions. The survey was open from March 2023 to May 2023.
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Participants were sent an email to invite them to participate in the interview stage of 
the research. Those who indicated a willingness to participate were provided with the 
information sheet and consent form. Once consent was given, online interviews were then 
arranged, conducted, recorded, and transcribed.

Data analysis  Likert-scale responses were re-coded so that 1 equated to very unhelpful/
strongly disagree and 5 equated to very helpful/strongly agree, such that high scores repre-
sented that the help needed or the support received was very helpful. The number of par-
ticipants who did not receive support was calculated. Scores for support received were then 
based only on those who had received support and thus provided a Likert score. Data are 
presented as descriptive statistics.

As the aim of the qualitative questions within the survey was to develop the interview 
questions, these data are not reported here. For the interview data, inductive reflexive 
thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2012, 2013) was used. The analysis followed 
the six-stage model of Braun and Clarke, adopting guidelines from their recent reviews 
of the approach (Braun & Clarke, 2019, 2021). The analysis identified key messages in 
the responses. The stages of analysis included familiarization, systematic data coding, and 
three coding sweeps conducted at the semantic and latent levels. Following the suggestion 
of Braun et al. (2016), the data were removed to ensure the codes evoked the data with-
out needing to access the original transcripts. Initial themes were generated that shared 
a central organizing concept. The research questions were revisited to ensure they were 
answered. Then themes were reviewed and named to reflect the central organizing concept. 
To provide some investigator triangulation, a consensus discussion took place between two 
members of the research team to check the codes and themes.

Ethics

The study was given ethical approval by the Division of Psychology ethics committee at 
the University of Chester. The research was designed in accordance with the British Psy-
chological Society’s ethical guidelines (British Psychological Society, 2021). A participant 
information sheet was developed for the surveys and interviews, providing details of the 
study focus, procedure, and dissemination activities as well as post-interview withdrawal 
details and sources of support. Thus, to ensure participants could make an informed choice 
about participation and understood that participation was voluntary, due to the sensitive 
nature of the research, a distress protocol was developed for the interview stage. All data 
was stored securely. All identifying details were removed at the transcription stage, so the 
data were anonymized.

Reflexivity

The interviewer, also a divorced clergy spouse, needed to bracket their own experiences 
and perceptions whilst conducting the background research, creating the survey, and inter-
viewing (Chan & Boyd Farmer, 2017). Throughout the research process, they kept a reflec-
tive journal (McNair et al., 2008; Nowell et al., 2017). In addition, they employed reflec-
tive exercises before and after the interviews to explore their assumptions, values, and life 
experiences, thereby creating greater awareness of how these factors might impact the pro-
cess (Chan & Boyd Farmer, 2017). On occasion, when they identified with the negative 
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experiences participants disclosed in the survey and interview responses, they took this to 
personal counseling (McNair et al., 2008). However, the shared religious background and 
experiences between the participants and the interviewer facilitated understanding of the 
religious culture of the participants and the religious language used in the survey and inter-
views, minimizing misinterpretation (Briggs, 1986).

Results

Quantitative findings

Support needed and received  For all domains, support needs were typically rated higher 
during and after the marital breakdown rather than before, indicating that these are cru-
cial periods to consider. The need for emotional, spiritual, and social/friendship support 
was consistently high across all phases, peaking during the breakdown. Housing support 
was relatively low compared to other domains, though it increased post-breakdown (see 
Table 1).

On average, half the sample received support from the church or people in the church. 
However, when support was not received, it was consistently not received across the break-
down timespan in all domains of support. For support from family and friends, the patterns 
varied across domains, with more people not receiving financial, legal, or housing support. 
However, friends and family tended to provide greater spiritual, emotional, and social/
friendship support (as referenced by the smaller number of people reporting not receiving 
support). Furthermore, the reduction in the number of people not receiving support across 
the timespan of the breakdown could indicate the acknowledgement that greater support is 
needed during and after the breakdown. More people did not receive support from external 
organizations. The pattern indicated that this type of support was received more often after 
the breakdown rather than before or during, highlighting possible competency-based dif-
ferences. In addition, it is also important to recognize that this support came from within 
familial and religious support networks. Despite this, there was a significant proportion of 
individuals who did not receive support (see Table 1).

Ratings of the support received  Support ratings highlight distinct patterns across 
sources. Family and friends, organizations, and people external to the church more consist-
ently received high ratings across all stages of the breakdown, especially in domains like 
emotional and social support. Notably, spiritual support from family and friends increased 
after the marital breakdown, whereas domains like counseling saw a decline. Church-
related support, however, showed greater variability, although support was generally rated 
higher across the domains after the marital breakdown. These findings emphasize the value 
of having external and personal networks during challenging times, though the type and 
timing of the support needed can shift significantly (see Table 2).

Qualitative findings

This section presents key themes relevant to expectations and reality, identified through 
reflexive thematic analysis. These themes form the basis of a series of recommendations 
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for improving pastoral care. These recommendations can be found at the end of the discus-
sion section.

Impact of expectations of clergy marriage and families  Participants noted unrealistically 
high expectations of clergy marriage. These included the expectation that a clergy mar-
riage should be a model marriage, happy and perfect. As one participant put it, “The idea 
is that your marriage will be perfect, a model to others and you will always be happy.” It 
was noted that there was often an expectation that clergy spouses would support their part-
ners in their work, “for the spouse or partner to be supportive of their partner’s ministry.” 
However, some participants noted that they were expected to provide quiet support without 
overshadowing the clergy member: “Well, to be there to do everything, I think to do to sort 
of be the power behind the throne but keep quiet​.” Similarly, it was noted by one partici-
pant that the role was to support but not to “create any waves or to put the head above the 
parapet or cause any problems or issues.” The findings suggest that the expectations were 
linked to a feeling that “they just want everything to tick along hunky-dory.” In addition to 
the high expectations of clergy spouses, there were also expectations of the couple’s chil-
dren in terms of their behavior and presence at church, “I mean, the other thing about being 
a model family is that your children are expected to be impeccably behaved.” Despite the 
level of expectations, several participants commented on how much they enjoyed the role 
of clergy spouse: “I loved that role.”

In the research, expectations of model families and idealized marriages appeared to 
have direct implications when marriage difficulties arose. High expectations seemed to act 
as barriers to being able to share marital difficulties and led to feelings of shame and guilt: 
“I felt mortified and ashamed that, you know, I couldn’t keep my marriage together.” They 
also led to concern about judgement from, or impact on, the church community, “We were 
very much like the model family with, you know, lovely family, two children and all happy 
and jolly, and so it did come as a shock to everyone, then, when things went wrong”. One 
person commented that marital breakdown was “an embarrassment to the church.”

It was clear from the research findings that there were unrealistic and idealistic expecta-
tions about clergy spouses, marriage, and families, and these expectations had implications 
for those who then went on to experience marriage breakdown.

Impact of marital breakdown  The impact of marital breakdown was clear throughout the 
survey and interviews, “What happened to us, the shock and the trauma was immense. You 
know, so much so that I can still feel it here when I say that to you.” Some noted feelings of 
injustice, particularly where they were compelled to move out of the marital home, and for 
the children were also impacted: “the injustice of it and the effect on the kids, the injustice 
for them.” One participant recounted the injustice of having to move with no support given 
during this process, “I’ve got two young children, and and we had to move out. Yeah. No, 
no one helped, no one helped.”

One of the key outcomes was isolation: “That’s why I’m really glad that you’re doing 
some proper research on this because at the time I felt so alone and completely unsup-
ported.” Isolation was compounded by the breakdown of the relationship not only with the 
spouse but also with the wider church community, “I was really heartbroken to leave him, 
not for him, but because it kind of felt like breaking with the parish.” One participant lik-
ened the impact to that of a bereavement, “It was a loss. Yeah, it was. Because you have the 
bereavement of the marriage and then you have the bereavement of the church community.” 
Isolation for some was also a result of a lack of pastoral care and support, “But pastorally 
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I felt a little bit, you know, like I was sort of floating out in space, you know, linked to a 
spaceship with a kind of umbilical cord, but not really with anybody”. The depth of that 
impact of the isolation experienced was spoken about in several interviews. One participant 
summarized this powerfully: “I came across an amazing quote the other day that I wrote 
down because it... it’s the worst cruelty that can be inflicted on a human being is isolation.”

Some noted the long-term nature of the impact of clergy marital breakdown: “So it’s the 
long term because the impact of what has gone on continues to this day”, “I was just trau-
matized for about two years, and I never thought this would happen to me”. For one partici-
pant the outcome was the need to take early retirement, but this could potentially have been 
avoided if support had been in place: “I took the decision to take early retirement’cause I 
wasn’t doing the job properly, and I wasn’t doing the job properly because of the impact on, 
the impact by the marriage breakup and the lack of, the lack of support and pastoral care. I 
wasn’t functioning”.

Overall, the survey and interviews demonstrated that clergy marital breakdown had 
both short- and long-term impacts, and the depth of impact was clearly detailed. A factor 
that is of importance is that clergy marital breakdown includes the relationship, family, 
and broader social network, as with other marital breakdowns. However, this impact also 
includes the church community. It involves a breakdown of relationships and support, as 
well as experiences of isolation from a community that had previously been an integral ele-
ment of life and, for some, a valued part of their identity. The qualitative findings suggest 
the necessity of good-quality, accessible pastoral care for clergy spouses.

Lack of effective pastoral support  Whilst the need for support was clearly documented in 
the findings, many experienced a lack of support when marital breakdown occurred: “The 
fact is that there is no help or provision for clergy wives”, “The church should not abandon 
clergy wives or their children”, “I received none of that. I didn’t get a text, e-mail, letter, 
visit, phone call, absolutely nothing. I was pretty much airbrushed out of the system, to be 
honest with you.” One participant noted a need for support but a lack of this in practice. 
“I needed and I felt that I deserved some pastoral support, and I got absolutely nothing.” 
Others commented on the failure of people to listen and respond when marital breakdown 
occurred: “I was never listened to, and neither have other clergy wives. They have never 
been listened to.” Being unable to access pastoral support was common across experiences: 
“I didn’t have a voice, I didn’t have access to anybody.” One participant noted the focus 
being on the clergy member rather than on themselves. This resonated with other inter-
views, “I got such little support... little help from anywhere that it did seem like it was all 
about him, really. He was the important one.”

For others, there were experiences of pastoral care and support, but these were unhelp-
ful or ineffective. “The pastoral care that I received when my marriage broke down was, 
quite frankly, fairly rubbish, and I think from my membership of Broken Rites, I think 
that’s a reasonably common experience”. Others’ experiences of pastoral care were damag-
ing: “My own experience was so appalling.” The need for pastoral care was summarized 
powerfully in one quote: “I was holding everybody together, but nobody was holding me 
together.”

A few participants discussed Bishop’s Visitors, whose role was developed specifically 
to offer support to clergy spouses. Some participants had positive experiences of Bishop’s 
Visitors. However, for others, the Bishop’s Visitor was not experienced as helpful or able 
to provide the pastoral care the individual required. “In my situation, I couldn’t access the 
Bishop’s Visitor without going through the Bishop”. “At our very first meeting she said to 
me, oh, I’m here for emotional and spiritual support, and I thought great, I’ve got loads of 



Pastoral Psychology	

that, what I need is financial and legal know-how.” For one participant when a Bishop’s 
Visitor left there was no replacement care, “so that pastorally wise, the Bishop’s Visitor 
pootles off... nobody takes over from there.”

It is clear from the research that pastoral care was absent before, during, and after the 
participants’ marital breakdown, despite their real need for this form of support.

Positive experiences of pastoral care and support  There were some examples of positive 
pastoral care and support that participants received. One participant noted, “I had myself 
experienced clergy marital breakdown and I was pleased with the pastoral care I received. 
It made me feel less alone.” Others commented on specific organizations that had provided 
exemplary care for them: “Broken Rites is an amazing support system,” “I heard about the 
Clergy Support Trust, and they have been phenomenal.” Others received care and support 
from informal sources such as friends and relatives: “My support came from my parents.” 
For some participants, people from within churches provided support following the break-
down of their marriage: “Some people in the church were amazing.” Those holding roles 
within the church institution were recognized as providing support for some: “The bishop 
was unbelievably brilliant,” “The archdeacon was very helpful.” The role of the Bishop’s 
Visitor was experienced as positive by some of the participants in the study: “And I was put 
in touch with the Bishops Visitor, she was very good... she listened, but she also provided 
practical support that she offered for a few months”, “The thing is that this Bishops Visitor 
I met was marvelous”, “The most help I got was from the Bishops Visitor”.

The findings illustrate a range of positive experiences of pastoral care through personal 
and institutional support. They demonstrate the impact that this care can have and that 
there is already some good practice in this area. Understanding the key components of 
positive pastoral care is fundamental for replicating it and developing models that include 
these elements.

The participants described several kinds of pastoral care that they wanted. Their 
responses in the surveys and interviews are summarized in the following subsections.

Care with the person at the center  The first key element of effective pastoral care empha-
sized in the interviews was the need for it to be centered on dignity and respect, recogniz-
ing the personhood of each individual. Several quotes illustrated this powerfully: “I just 
wanted to be treated as a human being,” “I’m a person myself,” “Treat me as a human 
being who has feelings.” One participant asked for pastoral care which “treats me with 
respect and courtesy and just understands who I am.” These quotes resonated across the 
interviews, emphasizing both the need for pastoral care and the factors that make it effec-
tive and supportive. A core factor is that pastoral care needs to center and value the person, 
reflecting this through dignity and respect.

Holistic and individualized care  Beyond being person-centered, survey and interview 
responses emphasized that pastoral care needed to be holistic and able to address the many 
areas of life that were impacted by clergy separation and divorce. Participants noted that 
pastoral care needed to provide support across the financial, practical, emotional, spiritual, 
mental health and wellbeing, and social domains: “I mean, physical well-being, it’s all of it 
really. It’s your physical well-being, your spiritual well-being, your emotional well-being. 
I think it encompasses all of that really, I think particularly in a church setting, I think that 
sort of we should be more aware of all parts of people and all different kind of areas of life 
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that can need that kind of care and support”. Participants noted that good pastoral care was 
a deliberate action, “It looks like a deliberate caretaking.”

Participant responses frequently emphasized the need for holistic and individualized 
pastoral care. Some responses suggested a focus on certain areas of care, while other areas 
were absent. For some individuals, it was essential that their spiritual needs were consid-
ered alongside their practical needs. Therefore, pastoral care for clergy spouses should con-
sider all aspects of the individual, including personal needs and requirements. Pastoral care 
needs to be tailored to the individual if it is to be effective and helpful.

Pre‑emptive care  The need for pre-emptive information and action was clear in both the 
survey and interview responses. Participants reflected that more information was needed 
about clergy marriage breakdown and where to obtain information and support, “I think 
it’s like that information gap, it’s knowing how frequent this is, you know at least one in 
four clergy marriages fail after ordination, and you don’t know where to get help from”. 
The responses reflected the need for preparation for marriage and information about sup-
port for marital breakdown to be provided early in the marriage: “I think there needs to 
be some degree of preparation for the spouse”, “There is a need for information which is 
clearly accessible and given early on in the marriage”. Participants felt it was important to 
provide clergy spouses with information about relevant sources of support that could be 
available to them in the case of marital breakdown and difficulties: “I think people need to 
know about Broken Rites at theological college.” Some participants were unaware of the 
role of the Bishop’s Visitor: “I had no idea but there was such a thing as a Bishop’s Visitor 
that I could access.” The need for pre-emptive care was emphasized by some participants 
who stated that when marriage breakdown is being experienced, there is a lack of personal 
resources to invest in finding support: “When you’re bereft, grieving, traumatized, in total 
shock that your life has changed beyond recognition overnight, there is no spare energy to 
be proactive”.

One of the challenges participants faced was that information about support for clergy 
marriage and breakdown was given to the clergy member and not to the spouse. They rec-
ommended that independent information should be provided to clergy spouses, as reflected 
in the following quote: “I think people need to know the fact of the matter is that clergy 
families do breakdown, you never think it’s going to happen to you. So, improving pasto-
ral care going forward is about giving clergy spouses independent information from their 
partners.”

Overall, it was clear that there was little pre-emptive information provided about marital 
breakdown and clergy divorce for clergy spouses. This left them unprepared when they 
faced these experiences themselves. Information about where to access help and support 
when experiencing marriage difficulties and breakdown was limited and often provided to 
the clergy member rather than the clergy spouse. It was often at the point of marital break-
down, when individuals were experiencing loss and trauma, that they were required to seek 
support for themselves. Therefore, clergy spouses should receive information about clergy 
marriage, clergy marriage breakdown, and sources of support independently at the start of 
their marriage.

Persistent and consistent care  A further aspect that participants reflected upon was the 
need for pastoral care, which was both persistent and consistent. Responses highlighted the 
importance of regular contact and check-ins with the clergy spouse: “Make contact, make 
contact and support, actually check in to see how they’re doing.” A prevalent message 
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across the survey and interviews was that good pastoral care required an investment of time 
and regular contact with the clergy spouse. Other reflections were around the need for con-
sistency of care. It was felt most helpful to have somebody who could provide ongoing care 
and support rather than a range of individuals and agencies: “It needs to be kind of one per-
son allocated as an ongoing link, so there’s always someone, an ongoing person, and you 
don’t have to keep retelling the story to somebody else all the time”.

As demonstrated earlier, divorce and separation had a profound, and ongoing impact on 
clergy spouses. Therefore, participants suggested that pastoral care must reflect the longev-
ity of the impact and trauma experienced, “Well, you know, three to six months and the 
person should be sorted, but I think that probably it’s the case for many but it’s not always, 
and I think it’s like having a safety net if you need pastoral care again”.

The responses demonstrate that effective pastoral care must be proactive, persistent, and 
consistent to fully support individuals experiencing marital breakdown.

Discussion

The findings show that expectations of clergy spouses and marriages were linked to the 
impact of marital breakdown and created barriers to disclosing marital difficulties. It is 
important to note that many clergy spouses felt positively about their roles. However, when 
marital breakdown occurs, a dissonance arises between the expectations and the reality of 
marriage. This results in personal feelings of guilt and shame but also, at a community and 
institutional level, difficulty with processing and accepting marital breakdown. This there-
fore poses challenges for implementing timely and effective support for the spouse.

This learning has direct implications for the development of effective pastoral care. 
The findings from the survey and interviews echoed the work of Armstrong (2015), who 
reflected on idealistic expectations of clergy marriage. In the current research study, partic-
ipants shared expectations of model marriages and children who were involved in the life 
of the church and who always behaved well. Participants also noted that the role of clergy 
spouse held with it a range of expectations, including active support of the spouse and 
engaging in a range of roles within the church context – thus, being a significant part of the 
church community in a supportive role for their spouse. Participants also reflected on how 
they were to conduct these roles, which was often quietly behind the scenes and without 
overshadowing the clergy member to whom they were married. This resonates with Frame 
and Shehan (1994), who commented that the job requirement of a clergy spouse is to serve 
the community whilst maintaining composure and self-control. However, the understated 
nature of the clergy spouse role may compound difficulties experienced during and after 
marital breakdown. As discussed in the introduction, Kurtz et al. (2017) note that the quiet 
nature of support provided by clergy spouses often leads to a focus on the public ministry 
of the clergy member. The consequences of this can be blame directed at the clergy spouse 
when marital breakdown occurs.

It is important to note that several participants experienced the role of clergy spouse 
as positive and integral to their identity and felt like valued members of their community. 
It is important for those providing pastoral care to have a detailed understanding of the 
expectations of clergy spouses and to consider that this role can be a valued part of an 
individual’s identity, which changes when marital breakdown occurs. Pastoral care needs 
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to acknowledge and support individuals in considering the impact on identity and how this 
can be addressed.

The expectations related to clergy marriage created substantial barriers when marital 
difficulties began to be experienced. Participants commented on finding it difficult to share 
about the realities of their marriage in a context where clergy marriage was seen to be 
ideal and permanent. Christian teachings on divorce as a form of failure (Gonzalez, 1999) 
or the framing of divorce as deviant within religious communities (Jenkins, 2010) can act 
as a barrier to the disclosure of marital difficulties. In a context where marriage is equated 
to upholding Christian values (Uorko & Enobong, 2022), clergy divorce and separation 
can be seen as the antithesis of this. Thus, idealistic expectations of clergy marriage can 
be argued to work against early disclosure of marital difficulties. Christian teachings on 
marriage and divorce may provide further barriers to clergy spouses feeling able to seek 
support during this time. Again, this is a critical area for those providing pastoral care to 
understand. The findings suggest the need to include open and transparent conversations 
about expectations and how they might impact disclosure in pastoral conversations. They 
also demonstrate why these topics should be discussed with all clergy couples early in mar-
riage or even prior to marriage. Further, pastoral care providers should be mindful of the 
way in which expectations can work against disclosure and be aware that time is needed to 
build  a relationship between pastoral care workers and clergy spouses experiencing mari-
tal breakdown. It will only be when a trust relationship is established that the spouse may 
feel able to share their experiences with the pastoral care provider.

One outcome of these expectations and values was the experience of shame clergy 
spouses felt when encountering marital difficulties and experiencing marital breakdown. 
Several participants commented on their sense of shame and their concern about the 
impact on the broader religious community. Feelings of shame have been reported in other 
research focused on experiences of divorce within the Catholic faith community (Konstam 
et al., 2016). Reflecting on the research findings, it could be argued that expectations of a 
model and happy marriage can result in feelings of shame when clergy spouses experience 
marital breakdown and divorce. Pastoral care providers who are aware of possible feelings 
of shame and experiences of judgement may be able to discuss these topics with those they 
are supporting to allow the clergy spouse to give voice to and process these feelings.

Isolation is a key theme in the research findings. Spouses often must find alternative 
housing and have a sense of no longer belonging to the Christian faith community that they 
had been serving as a clergy spouse. The results resonate with the work of King (2003), 
who found that isolation, guilt, and shame can reduce access to support during and after 
marital breakdown. This is one explanation for our research findings – that often help, sup-
port, and pastoral care came from friends and family rather than from the church or peo-
ple holding roles associated with the church. Similarly, Lee (2007) found that most clergy 
spouses obtained support from family members when experiencing marital breakdown. If 
clergy spouses experience isolation during and post-marital breakdown, it may be difficult 
for them to obtain support from the church. Further, the research study  reported in this 
article found that only about half of the participants were still attending church. Therefore, 
sources of support available from the church may not be easily accessible. Further, there is 
evidence in previous literature of a paucity of formal support being offered (Frame & She-
han, 1994). Therefore, where support roles exist, it is essential that clear information about 
these roles is provided pre-emptively.

The research findings make it clear that information about marriage breakdown and 
support needed to be available from the start of the marriage and provided directly to 
clergy spouses. Currently, information is provided to clergy members.  Information 
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should also be independently provided to the clergy spouse and should focus on the 
needs and experience of the clergy spouse. Pre-emptive care could make a significant 
difference when a couple is beginning to experience marital difficulties. If there is active 
early reflection on the expectations of clergy marriage and spouses, this could result in 
productive conversations, which might promote earlier sharing and disclosure. Further, 
if information is provided   before an individual experiences marital difficulty, at which 
time their resources may be they will already have the information they need about how 
to access support.

Some individuals did comment positively on the support received from those holding 
church roles or roles related to the church. The role of Bishop’s Visitors was reflected 
on by some participants. This role was created specifically to support clergy spouses 
and partners when experiencing marital difficulties. Participants described both positive 
and negative experiences of this role, and the findings from this research may provide 
further guidance for the training and development of people serving in this role. The 
study highlights the need to reassess the formal support provided by the church, includ-
ing relevant training for those in associated roles. The findings of this article should be 
included in this training, together with the recommendations for the improvement of 
pastoral care previously developed from the study (Oakley et al., 2024a).

A further related factor is the lack of support for the spiritual needs of clergy spouses. 
Survey and interview data indicated that many people had a desire to continue with their 
faith and to discuss spiritual issues. However, they often lacked the support needed to 
do so. As clergy spouses are often in the position of having to leave their local faith 
community and place of residence, they may not have easy access to trusted members 
of their faith community to receive support. External agencies and therapeutic support 
may not feel equipped to address the spiritual aspects of their experience. Previous stud-
ies have shown a lack of faith literacy in statutory services as well as in counseling 
and therapy (Murray, 2002; Oakley et al., 2019, 2024b). The study shows the need to 
approach pastoral care holistically, including spiritual issues, and to ensure support is 
accessible to those experiencing marriage breakdown.

The findings from this study provide clear evidence of the relationship between 
expectations of clergy marriage and spouses and the barriers to disclosure of marital 
difficulties and accessing appropriate pastoral support. They also provide a detailed 
description of qualities of pastoral care that would be helpful for divorced and separated 
clergy spouses. The recommendations reflect the experiences of clergy spouses during 
and after marital breakdown and separation. One consequence of marital breakdown is 
often an impact on the individual’s sense of self, including a change to roles, residence, 
activities, and identity. The key to good pastoral care is that the care is person-centered. 
The individual is put back at the center of care and support, and the person is seen 
within the service provided.

The findings illustrated that support was needed across many domains: financial, practi-
cal, emotional, emotional, spiritual, mental health and wellbeing, and social. The need for 
holistic care was evident in the study. This care needs to be deliberate and intentional, tak-
ing account of all the barriers that are faced by clergy spouses.

Participants shared the traumatic and lasting impact of clergy separation and divorce but 
often contrasted this to the short-term care that was available. The study’s findings provide 
an argument for additional areas of impact for clergy spouses, including impacts on their 
role in the faith community, access to this community, and their spiritual life. Therefore, 
pastoral care needs to be consistent and persistent to address the lasting level of trauma and 
impact experienced.
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Strengths and limitations

This study is one of only a few studies to focus on the pastoral care needs of divorced 
and separated clergy spouses. The mixed-methods approach has enabled the collection 
of both qualitative and quantitative data to explore this area further. However, the sam-
ple cannot be considered representative as it was recruited through one U.K. organiza-
tion providing support to divorced and separated clergy spouses. Although not deliber-
ate, the interview sample consists only of female clergy spouses. Some Christian groups 
have women and LGBTQ + clergy. It is therefore accepted that the findings are not gen-
eralizable across divorced and separated clergy spouses. The sample size is relatively 
small, and therefore the results should be interpreted accordingly. However, there is 
clear learning and application from the study findings, which can lead to an improve-
ment in pastoral care in this area. Further research is needed across diverse cultural con-
texts and in different clergy relationships, for example, where spouses identify as male 
or in LGBT + relationships, to determine if the findings from this study have universal 
resonance or if there are differences in various study populations.

Conclusion

This study focused on understanding the experiences of pastoral care of divorced and 
separated clergy spouses. This paper has illustrated the link between expectations of 
clergy marriage and spouses and the experience of marital breakdown and argued that 
current expectations lead to barriers to disclosure and accessing support. There is a need 
to consider addressing these expectations in the future. Further, the study illustrates the 
importance of training those who are providing pastoral care in issues related to expec-
tations, barriers, the impact of clergy divorce and separation, and the need for holistic 
pastoral care.
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