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The Study
As a denominational servant, I am regularly called upon to assist churches as they
embark on the task of searching for a new pastor. In consulting with pastor search
committees, I have found that some are much better than others in going about this
important work.
While many great books, articles, and resources have been written on the subject, most
have been written from an anecdotal point of view. Few have attempted to conduct
hard research to discover best practices or common missteps in the pastor search
process. The report that follows seeks to fill that void.
In April 2018, an online survey was created to allow multiple voices to speak into the
good, the bad, and the ugly of pastor searches. Specifically, separate (yet similar)
questions were designed for six different groups:
• Those who consult pastor search committees
• Pastors and staff members who have dealt with pastor search committees
• Those who are currently serving on a pastor search committee
• Those who have served on a pastor search committee in the past
• Those who have never served on a pastor search committee, but are members
of a church that is currently searching for a pastor
• Those who have never served on a pastor search committee, and their church is
not currently searching for a pastor
The aim of the study is to gain multiple perspectives on best practices as well as
common mistakes of pastor search committees. With that understanding, it should be
noted that the study is not an attempt to define the specific steps of the pastor search
process. While many of the findings will be specific, defining a specific pastor search
process is beyond the scope of this study.
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The Results
As stated earlier, the survey was designed to hear from multiple perspectives, and that
certainly was accomplished. There were 160 total responses, broken down into the
following categories:

32%
29%
16%
14%
5%
4%

Pastors/Staff Members
Pastor Search Committee (PSC) Consultants
Church Members (with Pastor) with no PSC experience
Former PSC Member
Current PSC Member
Church Members (without Pastor) with no PSC experience

As you can see, nearly two-thirds of the responses came from pastors who have dealt
with pastor search committees as well as consultants who have coached and trained
them. While the responses of church members who have some type of experience
with a pastor search committee (either having served on a committee or been a part of
a church during a pastor search) are helpful, the study is strengthened by the collective
wisdom of pastors and consultants who have had greater exposure and experience
with the pros and cons of the pastor search process.
To all of those who participated in this study, thank you for sharing your wisdom and
experience in the hopes of helping pastor search committees in the future to be more
effective and efficient in their work.
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Five Commitments of Effective1 Pastor Search Committees
The vast majority of survey questions were open-ended, which produced a host of
unique responses. However, as each individual response was reviewed, common
themes quickly emerged. In fact, the research indicated five commitments that pastor
search committees should seriously consider if they want to conduct an effective
pastor search:
Commitment #1: Be humble.
Commitment #2: Be prayerful.
Commitment #3: Be patient.
Commitment #4: Be intentional.
Commitment #5: Be thorough.

Commitment #1: Be humble
Effective pastor search committees are humble pastor search committees. The
research revealed that humble pastor search committees have the following
characteristics:
• They understand that they have been entrusted by the church with the crucial
task of finding the man that God has called to lead their church during its next
chapter of ministry.
• They understand that they have a responsibility to pursue God’s will as they
conduct their search rather than pursue their own personal agendas. While they
have been assigned the responsibility for this task, they understand that this
does not give them a license to do whatever they want. The committee is still
accountable to the church to find the man that is the right fit for the whole
church and not just a segment of the church.

1

It is acknowledged that the word “effective” is a subjective term. Each local church and even each individual member of
that church will have their own definition of what constitutes an “effective” pastor search. For the purposes of this study,
“effective” is used to describe the degree to which the pastor search committee conducts their work in an orderly and
efficient manner, resulting in the selection, presentation, and affirmation of a new pastor in a reasonable amount of time.
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• They realize that they may not have all the answers. Therefore, they actively
seek training and coaching from outside sources.
• They do not think more highly of themselves and their church than they ought to
think. Therefore, they are honest and transparent about both the current
strengths as well as the challenges of their church with potential candidates.
The research revealed that pastor search committees must make a commitment to
approach their task in a humble manner. Otherwise, selfishness and personal agendas
will quickly derail the work of the committee.
Commitment #2: Be prayerful
Effective pastor search committees are praying pastor search committees. In fact, the
research overwhelmingly revealed that prayer is the most important activity that
pastor search committees must engage in throughout the search process. There are
countless ways in which the committee can pray. Here are some examples:
• Pray for the search committee. Pray that they would be humble, prayerful,
patient, intentional, and thorough. Pray that they would be unified throughout
the search. Pray that they would be wise and discerning.
• Pray for the church. Pray that they would be unified and patient during the
interim period. Pray that they would continue to engage in the Great
Commission during the interim period. Pray that they would support the work of
the committee.
• Pray for the man whom God is calling to be the next pastor. Pray that God would
begin to draw him to this new place of ministry. Pray also for his family as the
transition involves the entire family.
Prayer is often assumed during pastor searches. However, the research revealed that
one of the biggest mistakes of pastor search committees is failing to bathe the entire
process in prayer from start to finish. A committee that frequently and fervently
engages in prayer will be well on their way to finding God’s man for their church.

7

Commitment #3: Be patient
Effective pastor search committees are patient pastor search committees. According
to those who consult with churches during an interim period, the biggest mistake that
committees make is rushing the process by being too anxious or impatient.
The temptation to rush is certainly understandable. Search committees are under
constant pressure and scrutiny from the congregation to “hurry up and call a pastor.”
In addition, the search process itself can be exhausting for search committee members
due to the time commitment that it requires. Due to these demands, search
committee members are often tempted to speed things up simply so that they can get
back to their normal lives (which are probably already busy enough).
However, in order to be intentional and thorough (commitments #4 and #5), pastor
search committees must be patient. It takes time to do your homework. It takes time
to properly assess the church’s strengths and weaknesses. It takes time to properly vet
candidates. It takes time to conduct background and reference checks. It takes time to
pray. Pastor search committees who fail to be patient will undoubtedly fail to properly
do one or more of these actions, which will potentially hinder the search process.
Commitment #4: Be intentional
Effective pastor search committees are intentional pastor search committees. They
take the time to plan the work and work the plan. Being intentional during the pastor
search process means that the committee will:
• Receive appropriate training before they begin their work. (Receiving training
was also listed under Commitment #1, but it is appropriate to mention here as
well. It’s hard to reach a destination if you don’t know where you’re going, and
it’s always best to have someone who has already been there to be your guide
along the way. That’s being intentional.)
• Develop an intentional communication strategy. They will provide regular
updates to the congregation as well as to potential candidates.
• Develop an intentional strategy for how to sort and review resumes. Churches
can sometimes receive hundreds of resumes and need to be intentional in how
they process them in order to identify the best candidates for their church.
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• Take intentional steps to protect confidentiality throughout the process.
Confidentiality is always important, but even more so if committees are
considering local candidates. Without intentionality in this area, things could go
sideways very quickly.
These are but a few examples provided in the research for how pastor search
committees can be intentional. Without an intentional plan for how they seek to
accomplish their work, search committees may find themselves going around in circles.
Commitment #5: Be thorough
Effective pastor search committees are thorough pastor search committees. They
diligently “do their homework” throughout the entire search process. The following
list are just some of the ways that survey respondents indicated that search
committees should be thorough:
• They make sure that they have a deep understanding of the church’s culture and
(written and unwritten) expectations of their next pastor.
• They conduct multiple interviews with candidates to gain an accurate
understanding of his beliefs, ministry practices, family relationships, etc. They
don’t back down from asking difficult questions during interviews.
• They don’t ignore red flags, but rather fully explore them with the candidate to
discover if he would be the proper fit for their church.
• They don’t simply rely on references listed on the resume, but they conduct
secondary and tertiary references checks.
• They do their research to determine fair compensation packages and they
communicate these issues openly and honestly.
Serving on a pastor search committee requires a great deal of thorough and diligent
research. Committees who do their homework are usually rewarded with a successful
search. Those who do not often find themselves caught by surprise after the church
calls a new pastor.
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While these five commitments are certainly generalized statements, they reflect the
heart of the research. If pastor search committees will firmly make these five
commitments, they will be well on their way to conducting a successful pastor search.
In the pages that follow, the specific findings of the study are presented. The overall
results are presented first, followed by the results of the different groups of
respondents.
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Overall Results

Rank
1
2
3
T-4
T-4
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15

Table 1.1
Top 15 “Best Practices”
Action
Pray.
Take your time.
Make sure to know the church’s expectations.
Be sure to communicate well.
Make sure to find the right fit for your church.
Be honest and transparent about the church.
Seek the Lord’s will, and not just the will of the
committee.
Seek training from outside sources.
Ask thorough questions.
Do homework.
Develop a plan/process to conduct the search.
Check secondary references.
Work with one candidate at a time.
Planned events are well organized.
Provide opportunities to get to know the church
members before the vote.

Commitment Category
Be prayerful.
Be patient.
Be thorough.
Be intentional.
Be thorough.
Be humble.
Be humble.
Be humble.
Be thorough.
Be thorough.
Be intentional.
Be thorough.
Be intentional.
Be intentional.
Be intentional.

Table 1.1 shows the top 15 best practices of effective pastor search committees. The
rankings in this list were compiled from the individual questions from each group
(pastors, consultants, committee members, etc.). Each of these best practices are
representative of one of the five commitments described earlier in this report.
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Consultant Responses
Table 2.1
Recommended Best Practices for Pastor Search Committees
(Consultant Perspective)
Rank
Action
# of Respondents
1
Pray.
19
T-2 Develop a profile of the type of candidate that would be
10
a good fit for the congregation.
T-2 Do homework/research.
10
4
Survey the congregation.
8
T-5 Be patient (don’t rush the process).
6
T-5 Check secondary references.
6
T-5 Develop a plan/process to conduct the search.
6
T-5 Receive training from outside sources.
6
T-9 Communicate with the congregation throughout process.
5
T-9 Discern God’s direction.
5
T-9 Seek advice from outside sources.
5
T-12 Gather resumes from multiple sources.
3
T-12 Maintain confidentiality.
3
T-12 Maintain unity among committee members.
3
Table 2.1 shows the recommended best practices from those who consult with pastor
search committees. There were many other responses offered, but those listed in the
table above were the most common.
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Table 2.2
Biggest Mistakes of Pastor Search Committees
(Consultant Perspective)
Rank
Action
# of Respondents
1
Rushing the process (too anxious or impatient).
17
2
Fail to do homework and research.
10
3
Fail to conduct adequate reference checks.
7
4
Lack of prayer.
6
5
Poor communication.
5
T-6 Fail to conduct adequate background checks.
4
T-6 Fail to portray church accurately to candidates.
4
T-6 Ignore red flags.
4
T-9 Casting the net too narrow by limiting candidates based
3
upon age, family, education, etc.
T-9 Fail to ask hard interview questions.
3
T-9 Fail to call a pastor who fits the congregation.
3
T-9 Fail to define desired characteristics in next pastor
3
(pastor profile)
T-9 Fail to receive training on pastor search process.
3
T-9 Fail to seek God’s will (seeking their own instead).
3
T-15 Call Interim Pastor to be the new Pastor.
2
T-15 Dealing with multiple candidates at the same time.
2
T-15 Fail to update pay package.
2
T-15 Overreaction to previous pastor during search for new
2
pastor.
Table 2.2 shows the biggest mistakes that pastor search committees are prone to make
from the perspective of those who consult with pastor search committees. There were
many other responses offered, but those listed in the table above were the most
common.

13

Table 2.3
Essential Advice for Pastor Search Committees
(Consultant Perspective)
Rank
Action
# of Respondents
1
Pray.
21
2
Take your time.
10
3
Do your homework (be thorough).
8
4
Seek the Lord’s will, and not just the will of the
5
committee.
T-5 Avoid “parading candidates” (a.k.a. “beauty contest”,
3
“preach off”) before the congregation.
T-5 Be honest and transparent about the church.
3
T-5 Maintain confidentiality.
3
T-5 Make sure to find the right fit for your church.
3
T-5 Seek training from outside sources.
3
T-10 Be sure to communicate.
2
T-10 Conduct background checks.
2
T-10 Establish a clear search process.
2
T-10 Work with only one candidate at a time.
2
Table 2.3 lists the advice that consultants offered as absolutely essential to the pastor
search process. Most of the items on this list appear on previous lists as well.
However, one piece of advice is new: “Avoid ‘parading candidates’ before the
congregation.” This is the practice of some search committees in which they will invite
multiple candidates to preach before the congregation. Then, they solicit feedback
about which candidate the congregation liked the best.
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Table 2.4
Do you advise smaller churches differently than larger churches?
(Consultant Perspective)
Response
# of Responses
% of Responses
Yes
20
57.1%
No
15
42.9%
Table 2.4 shows that 57.1% of consultants offer (at least) slightly different advice for
smaller churches during their pastor search. Table 2.5 below reveals those differences.
Table 2.5
Different Advice Given to Smaller Churches
(Consultant Perspective)
Rank
Advice Given
1
Smaller churches are especially urged to have realistic
expectations about what their pastor can do.
2
Smaller churches will need to give greater consideration
to local candidates.
3
Size of church influences how wide or broad that the
search committee will conduct the search.
T-4 Consultant may introduce bi-vocational as an option in
smaller churches.
T-4 Smaller churches may also receive a budget consultation.
T-6 Consultant may have more hands-on involvement in
search process with smaller church.
T-6 Local candidates require extra amount of confidentiality.
T-6 Smaller churches may need to consider “Beauty
Pageant” approach.
T-6 Smaller churches may need to look within their own
membership for their next pastor.
T-6 Smaller churches may need to consider sharing pastoral
leadership with another local church.
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# of Respondents
9
5
4
2
2
1
1
1
1
1

Pastor/Staff Member Responses
Table 3.1
Things That Search Committee Did Well
(Pastor Perspective)
Rank
Action
T-1 Accurate portrayal of the church.
T-1 Clear communication.
3
Thorough interview questions.
T-4 Committee knew what they wanted in their next pastor.
T-4 Did not rush the process.
T-4 Events were well organized.
T-4 Prayer.
T-4 Sought God’s will.
T-9 Held a “Get Acquainted” reception.
T-9 Nothing.
T-11 Clearly explained the expectations for the pastor.
T-11 Collected resumes.
T-11 Conducted background checks.
T-11 Interview process.
T-11 Kind.
T-11 Practices hospitality.
T-11 Sought outside help.

# of Respondents
5
5
4
3
3
3
3
3
2
2
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

Table 3.1 reveals the things that pastors thought that the pastor search committee did
well during their interactions together. As you can see, consultants and pastors share
much of the same perspective in their responses.
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Table 3.2
Things That Search Committee Could Have Done Better
(Pastor Perspective)
Rank
Opportunities for Improvement
# of Respondents
T-1 Better communication with candidates.
5
T-1 Pay package issues.
5
T-1 Portray the church more accurately.
5
4
Expectations for the pastor could have been explained
4
more accurately.
5
Nothing.
3
T-6 Better homework (more thorough).
2
T-6 Clearer vision of what the church was searching for.
2
T-8 Better explanation of church beliefs.
1
T-8 Better “rejection letter”.
1
T-8 Better understanding of theological hot topics.
1
T-8 Compile a questionnaire for candidates.
1
T-8 Follow up after the hire.
1
T-8 Go and hear candidates preach in person.
1
T-8 More outside guidance and advice.
1
T-8 More theological questions during interview process.
1
T-8 More time in interviews.
1
T-8 Process took too long.
1
T-8 Rushed the process.
1
T-8 Search committee needed to designate point person for
1
contact.
T-8 Spiritually immature pastor search committee members.
1
T-8 Transition process could have been improved.
1
T-8 Unorganized process.
1
Table 3.2 reveals the things that pastors thought that the pastor search committee
could have done better during their interactions together.
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Table 3.3
Essential Advice For Pastor Search Committees
(Pastor Perspective)
Rank
Advice
# of Respondents
1
Be honest about the state of the church.
11
2
Pray.
7
3
Explain expectations clearly.
6
4
Don’t rush.
4
T-5 Conduct secondary reference checks.
3
T-5 Do your homework.
3
T-7 Be patient.
2
T-7 Communicate with candidates.
2
T-7 Don’t settle.
2
T-7 Look for the right fit.
2
T-7 Survey church members.
2
T-7 Talk to one candidate at a time.
2
T-13 Ask good questions during interviews.
1
T-13 Check social media activity.
1
T-13 Commit to unity as a search committee.
1
T-13 Conduct background checks.
1
T-13 Don’t push personal agendas.
1
T-13 Establish clear timeline of search process.
1
T-13 Keep investing after the hire.
1
T-13 Make sure that cross section of the church is
1
represented on the search committee.
T-13 Seek recommendations from other pastors.
1
T-13 Seek the Holy Spirit’s help.
1
T-13 Send out questionnaire to candidates.
1
T-13 Trust God.
1
T-13 Understand your church.
1
T-13 Utilize outside help.
1
Table 3.3 lists the advice that pastors offered as absolutely essential to the pastor
search process.
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Table 3.4
Pastor’s Level of Satisfaction with Pastor Search Process
Rank
Activity
Satisfaction Score
1
Assistance during move to the community (financial
8.14
assistance, manual labor, etc.)
2
Trial sermon weekend experience
8.03
3
Support of family during transition
7.94
4
Length of interview process.
7.89
5
Level of communication during search process
7.88
6
Providing information about the church (budget, church
7.00
directory, etc.)
7
Salary negotiations/discussions
6.97
Pastors were also asked to rank their level of satisfaction (1=lowest, 10=highest) with
the pastor search committee in each of the activities listed above. As you can see,
pastors were most satisfied with the way that the church assisted during their move
and were least satisfied with salary negotiations and discussions that took place.
Pastor's Satisfaction Scores
10.00
9.00
8.14
8.00

8.03

7.94

7.89

7.88
7.00

7.00

6.97

6.00
5.00

4.00
3.00
2.00
1.00
0.00
Move assistance

Trial sermon
experience

Family support
Length of
Communication Providing church
during transition interview process during process
info
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Salary
negotiations

Past Pastor Search Committee Member Responses
Table 4.1
Things That Search Committee Did Well
(Past Pastor Search Committee Member Perspective)
Rank
Action
# of Respondents
1
Prayer.
8
T-2 Communication.
3
T-2 Received input from church members.
3
T-4 Met faithfully.
2
T-4 Took their time (patient).
2
T-6 Built trust.
1
T-6 Collected resumes.
1
T-6 Committed to God’s choice rather than man’s.
1
T-6 Considered core values.
1
T-6 Contacted prospects.
1
T-6 Interviews.
1
T-6 Introduced candidate to members before church vote.
1
T-6 Listened to sermons.
1
T-6 Obtained resumes from denominational entities.
1
T-6 Open minds.
1
T-6 Prepared questions in advance.
1
T-6 Research.
1
T-6 Set deadlines.
1
T-6 Sought God’s will.
1
T-6 Unanimous search committee.
1
T-6 Used internet.
1
T-6 Used a questionnaire.
1
Table 4.1 reveals the things that former pastor search committee members thought
that their committee did well during the search process. Some of the top responses
from the pastors and consultants also show up here.

20

Table 4.2
Things That Search Committee Could Have Done Better
(Past Pastor Search Committee Member Perspective)
Rank
Opportunities For Improvement
# of Respondents
T-1 Better communication with congregation.
2
T-1 Improve quality of interviews.
2
T-1 Meet more often as a search committee.
2
T-1 More patient with the process.
2
T-1 Nothing.
2
T-6 Acted with confidence.
1
T-6 Avoided multiple family members serving on committee.
1
T-6 Better congregational support.
1
T-6 Better cross section of church on committee.
1
T-6 Better deacon support.
1
T-6 Better reference checks.
1
T-6 Have candidate preach more than once at church.
1
T-6 More openness to new direction.
1
T-6 More spiritual interviews (rather than business oriented).
1
T-6 More thorough about history.
1
T-6 Search committee could have considered candidates of
1
different ages.
T-6 Shorten deadline to receive resumes.
1
T-6 Should not have had an interim pastor.
1
T-6 Sought more help from denomination.
1
T-6 Sought more input from the congregation.
1
T-6 Stay on track.
1
T-6 Study the Bible together.
1
T-6 Talk with former pastors of the church.
1
T-6 Visit candidates in their setting.
1
Table 4.2 reveals the things that former pastor search committee members thought
that their committee could have done better during the search process. The level of
responses was low so it is difficult to draw any conclusions based upon the available
data. However, the responses are still worthy of note.
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Table 4.3
What Most Excited Search Committee Members About Serving
(Past Pastor Search Committee Member Perspective)
Rank
Exciting Aspect
# of Respondents
T-1 Opportunity to serve.
4
T-1 Responsibility to find God’s man.
4
T-1 Seeing how God works.
4
T-4 Helping.
1
T-4 Looking for a new church direction.
1
Table 4.3 (above) reveals the most exciting aspects of serving on a pastor search
committee. Table 4.4 (below) reveals the most frustrating aspects of serving on a
pastor search committee.
Table 4.4
What Most Frustrated Search Committee Members About Serving
(Past Pastor Search Committee Member Perspective)
Rank
Frustrating Aspect
# of Respondents
1
Lack of support from church.
4
2
Personal agendas.
3
3
Length of process.
2
T-4 Lack of confidentiality.
1
T-4 Lack of hope.
1
T-4 Lack of involving congregation more in the process.
1
T-4 Lack of patience.
1
T-4 Lack of prayer.
1
T-4 Plethora of resumes.
1
T-4 Search committee stopped meeting after Interim Pastor
1
was called.
(Note: The remaining groups did not provide enough data for proper analysis.
Therefore, only data from consultants, pastors, and past pastor search committee
members has been included in this report.)
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Summary
The work of pastor search committees is very important, but it is also very difficult.
That’s why some search committees are more effective than others in going about
their work. Based upon the survey responses of more than 150 pastors, consultants,
and pastor search committee members, it is clear that there are some essential actions
that pastor search committees should take as well as some mistakes to avoid.
In order to be an effective pastor search committee, the research suggests that
committee members need to make five commitments as they conduct their search.
Those commitments are listed below along with specific suggestions from the research
that can be used to fulfill each commitment.
Be patient

Be intentional

Be thorough

Seek outside training.

Be humble

Pray for the search
committee.

Be prayerful

Be patient.

Agree on an intentional
plan/process to follow.

Take steps to
understand church’s
expectations of pastor.

Lay aside personal
agendas.

Pray for the church
during the interim.

Be patient.

Develop an intentional
communication
strategy.

Conduct multiple
interviews with
candidate.

Be honest about the
current state of church.

Pray for your next
pastor and his family.

Be patient.

Develop a plan to sort
and review resumes.

Conduct secondary
reference checks.

Remember that the
committee is
accountable to the
church.

Take advantage of
prayer meetings to
intentional pray.

Be patient.

Take intentional steps
to maintain
confidentiality.

Research fair
compensation
packages.

These commitments certainly do not guarantee that a pastor search will go smoothly.
Even with the best laid plans and strategies, there can be bumps in the road. However,
if a committee does not make these commitments, they are almost certainly setting
themselves up for a very bumpy ride.
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