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Abstract 

Succession planning is vital for certain Protestant churches that utilize a unique ministry 

model called multi-site.  For multi-site churches, a critical senior leadership role is the 

campus pastor.  The focus of this qualitative research was to study how multi-site 

churches within the Converge denomination conduct succession management of their 

campus pastors.  In order to explore campus pastor succession, church leaders were 

interviewed about the process by which they think about, plan for, and execute 

succession management.  A multiple-case design was used for this research, examining 

four selected multi-site churches that have succeeded at least one campus pastor.  Multi-

site churches in this study did not have a formalized process to manage the succession of 

campus pastors.  However, these churches did conduct intentional leadership 

development that aided in the succession planning for campus pastors.  This research 

contributed toward the scholarly literature on this topic by providing researched-based 

case studies on how multi-site churches plan and execute a campus pastor transition, a 

topic previously unrepresented in the published literature.  An evidence-based succession 

management framework for multi-site church leaders is recommended.  

 

Keywords: church leadership, multi-site church, succession planning, succession 

management, case-study, qualitative research, leadership development, Converge.  
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Introduction and Background 

A universal reality for all leaders exists; their leadership is only temporary 

(Vanderbloemen & Bird, 2014).  At some point, someone or something will succeed all 

leaders.  For organizations, these times of transition in senior level leadership are 

important and often volatile situations.  In an effort to plan for these times of transition, 

many organizations conduct succession planning.  Rothwell (2005) defines succession 

planning as an intentional effort designed to ensure leadership continuality and continued 

performance for an organization by planning for the development, positioning and 

replacement of leaders within an organization over time. 

Unfortunately, succession planning is often overlooked by organizations, leaders 

and boards (Charan, 2005), and the local church is no exception to this haphazard 

planning (Bird, 2014a).  While some published literature exists on the succession of 

senior pastors (Bird, 2014a; Vanderbloemen & Bird, 2014), little has been published on 

the succession of multi-site campus pastors.   

A multi-site church is one church that meets in two or more locations (Bird, 

2014b).  Unlike a single-site church where the entire congregation is generally under one 

senior pastor, a multi-site church distributes the congregation across multiple campus 

locations.  Each campus at a multi-site church is led by a campus pastor who serves as an 

extension of the senior pastor and embodies the vision and mission of the church.  The 

organizational design of multi-site churches uses a form of distributed leadership.  

Distributed leadership is explained by Bolden (2011) as the concept that leadership 

occurs among a series of actors, leaders, followers, and a situation.  Distributed 
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leadership focuses on the concretive action of a collective and is more of an emergent, 

fluid phenomenon (Gronn, 2002).  In a multi-site church the influence of the senior pastor 

is distributed to each campus through a campus pastor.  

The role of campus pastor is critical to the success of a multi-site church 

(McConnell, 2009; Surratt, Ligon, & Bird, 2006).  In some ways, the organizational 

significance of campus pastors is similar to school principals within school districts.  

Both roles are responsible for leading a specific location within the context of a larger, 

distributed organization.  Research suggests the distributed model of leadership can aid 

schools in the succession planning effort of school principals (Hargreaves, 2009).  As 

schools look to principal succession to sustain school improvement efforts (Fink & 

Brayman, 2006), multi-site churches may conduct a similar model of succession planning 

for campus pastors to sustain mission achievement.  

The Converge denomination was selected for this study because of their 

commitment to leadership development of pastors and leaders.  Converge is a 

denominational branch of Protestant, evangelical churches that have a similar 

organizational philosophy, theology and governance.  Converge exists to support their 

member churches by strengthening local churches and church leaders (Converge, n.d.a).   

Statement of the Problem 

Succession planning in nonprofit organizations is important for the mission of 

those organizations to continue into the future.  The long term success of a nonprofit is 

based on its ability to find, develop and retain the proper people (Drucker, 1990).  A 

study of nonprofits in the Charlotte, North Carolina area concluded that many nonprofits 

did not have formal succession plans and those who had succession plans viewed them as 
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secret (Carman, Leland, & Wilson, 2010).  In the Charlotte study, 69% of the nonprofits 

were expecting their executive director to retire within five years, however, only 23% of 

the organizations had a succession plan and only 13% of them had named a successor 

(Carman et al., 2010).  

The Charlotte study does not appear to be an anomaly; many nonprofits are not 

prepared for leadership succession (Froelich, McKee, & Rathge, 2011).  Succession 

planning becomes increasingly complicated when it comes to charitable nonprofits with a 

number of physical locations (McKee & Froelich, 2016).  Christian, evangelical churches 

are one example of a charitable, nonprofit organization.  For traditional, single-site 

churches, succession management is typically focused on the senior pastor (Bird, 2014a).  

However, for churches using the multi-site model of ministry, the challenge of succession 

planning and succession management may be more complex.  According to Surratt et al., 

(2006), who conducted in-depth interviews with selected multi-site churches, the campus 

pastor role is most critical to the success of a multi-site campus.  Despite the importance 

of the campus pastor role, there is virtually no research on succession planning for 

campus pastors at multi-site churches.  

 The role of campus pastor is similar in its organizational design to that of a 

school principal within a school district.  School principals are under the direction of a 

school district superintendent and the superintendent’s authority is distributed among 

principals in a district.  A key role within school districts is the principal; he or she is the 

local leader responsible for the educational experience at each location.  Fink and 

Brayman (2006) conducted a cross-case analysis on school leader transition and 

concluded that rapid turnover in school leaders can be disruptive to school improvement 
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efforts.  However, the researcher also found evidence that suggests an intentional 

succession plan helps to reduce this disruption and helps to sustain the improvement 

efforts.   

When a multi-site church does not have a succession plan for campus pastors, the 

church is open to significant leadership gaps.  The efforts a campus pastor has made to 

improve the campus, fulfill the mission, and remain aligned to the church’s vision, risk 

being lost during a leadership transition.  The focus of this research was to study how 

churches that use a multi-site model of ministry within one specific denominational 

group, Converge, conduct succession management of their campus pastors.   

Using a multiple-case study methodology, this study examined four multi-site 

churches that have succeeded a campus pastor and compared and contrasted the different 

approaches.  This research contributed toward the scholarly literature on this topic by 

providing a researched-based multiple-case study on how multi-site churches planned and 

executed a campus pastor transition.  A large number of churches have recently embraced 

a multi-site model of ministry, growing from just 10 churches in 1990 to over 8,000 by 

2014 (Tomberlin & Cool, 2014).  Many of these multi-site churches may experience turn-

over of their campus pastors over the next several years, making this research timely.  

This research will benefit multi-site churches by providing insights in ways multi-site 

churches can maintain leadership continuity during a campus pastor transition.  This 

research also suggested how multi-site churches can prepare their organization for the 

inevitable transition of their campus pastors.    
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Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative, multiple-case study dissertation in practice was to 

identify the perceptions and preparations of senior leaders of Converge member, multi-

site churches regarding leadership succession.  This study examined the elements of how 

a church thinks about and plans for leadership succession of campus pastors.  The 

multiple-case study focused on the actions and plans that multi-site church leaders have 

put into place to be intentional and proactive in managing the succession of campus 

pastors.  This study fulfilled this purpose through the asking and study of key research 

questions.  

Research Questions 

This study addressed succession management for campus pastors of multi-site 

churches.  This research was both academically rooted and pragmatically relevant to 

church practitioners.  To stay true to this purpose, the research questions focused on the 

process by which multi-site church leaders think about, plan for, and execute succession 

management with their campus pastors. 

The following central research question guided this qualitative study: What 

process do leaders of Converge member, multi-site churches follow to plan for leadership 

succession of campus pastors?  Additional sub-questions included:  

1. What type of bench building occurs within the organization to identify 

future campus pastors?  

2. What processes do church leaders use to develop future leaders?  

3. What leadership skills or qualities indicate that a potential campus pastor 

is ready to be promoted? 
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4. What type of succession transition does the church use in the transition of 

the campus pastor?  

5. What unforeseen challenges arose when a campus pastor transitioned?  

Aim of the Study 

The objective of this study was to produce a research-based succession 

management framework for campus pastors for multi-site churches in the Converge 

denomination.  The Converge denomination is committed to equipping and developing 

leaders within their member churches, making them an appropriate denomination to 

participate in this study.  This study presented this framework based on the thematic 

analysis of the collected data.  

Methodology Overview 

The qualitative method of research this study used was a multiple-case study 

(Yin, 2003).  Creswell (2013) states that case studies focus on a unit of analysis that 

includes studying a program or activity.  The succession management of campus pastors 

is a program and activity that churches engage in, making this study a strong fit for the 

case study methodology.  By using a multiple-case study approach, credibility and 

reliability were added to this research compared to a single-case study design (Yin, 

2003).  

One of the most important aspects of a multiple-case study is being selective and 

purposeful about how the cases are selected.  In order to properly study a case, the 

phenomenon being studied must be bounded (Merriam, 1998).  This bounding is like 

putting a fence around the phenomenon so it is clear what is included and what is not 

included in the research study.  This study had three levels of bounding.  First, the study 
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was bounded to cases of multi-site churches that have at least four campus locations.  

This limited the number of available cases, and it restricted the cases to only those who 

have embraced the multi-site model of ministry.  The reason for these criteria was to 

focus on churches that have enough campus locations to necessitate an intentional and 

strategic focus on leadership succession throughout all campus locations.  The second 

level of bounding was to limit the cases to only those who are members of the Converge 

denomination.  This allowed for the cases to have a similar governance, theology and 

organizational structure by putting a rhetorical fence around the denomination 

membership.  The final bounding of this study focused on answering the specific research 

questions of this study.  The topic of succession management and leadership development 

could lead in many different directions, thus, the research questions acted as a boundary 

to keep the study focused on its purpose.   

One common concern for qualitative research is the limit of transferability of the 

findings.  Krefting (1991) suggests one way to increase the transferability of this data is 

to utilize a nominated sample.  Krefting defines a nominated sample as the “use of a 

panel of judges to help in the selection of informants representative of the phenomenon 

under study” (p. 220).  The judges best suited to nominate this study’s sample were 

leaders within the Converge denomination.  Converge leaders knew best which multi-site 

churches were strong representatives of multi-site churches within the denomination.  

This nominated sample positioned the study to fulfill its aim to provide a succession 

management framework for campus pastors of multi-site churches in the Converge 

denomination.  The case study approach was an appropriate methodology to fulfill this 

aim.  This approach allowed for the unique context of the case to be considered, and it 
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provided a detailed description of how and why the succession came about for that 

church.  

Definition of Relevant Terms 

 It is important to define the relevant terms used in this study to provide proper 

context for the meaning behind these phrases.  The need for these definitions is especially 

important as this study is interdisciplinary.  This study used research in organizational 

behavior and design and included literature on succession management from business and 

non-profit organizations.  This research was then applied to Converge member, multi-site 

churches.  Succession management and succession planning are terms used in many 

different organizational contexts.  While many authors focus succession management on 

the most senior roles within an organization (Cannella & Shen, 2001; Friedman & Singh, 

1989; Karaevli, 2007; Parrino, 1997; Shen & Cannella, 2003, Zajac & Westphal, 1996; 

Zhang & Rajagopalan, 2010), this study takes the approach of Rothwell (2005) that 

succession management is relevant at all levels of the organization.  The following terms 

were used operationally within this study.  

Bench-building: Creating a group of potential leaders who are developed to step 

into leadership roles when the situation arises. This term comes from athletics and 

gives the image of sitting on a bench being ready to step into the game when 

needed (Kesler, 2002).  

Board of Elders: Non-paid volunteers who are members of the church that have 

been elected to oversee the leadership of the local church, including overseeing 

the staff and formally hiring and firing the Senior Pastor.  
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Church Leader: A person who has formal responsibility for the leadership and 

oversight of a local church. This includes elected Board of Elders and senior level 

paid pastoral staff.  

Converge: A denomination of local churches within the Protestant movement. 

Formed in 1852, there are currently over 1,200 churches around the world that are 

members of this denomination.  The denomination was originally named the 

Swedish Baptist General Conference but dropped Swedish from the name in 1945 

to reflect the diversifying and changing membership.  In 2008 the denomination 

was renamed Converge to remove the barriers associated with the Baptist title and 

to reflect the global focus of the denomination (Converge, n.d.b).     

Denomination: A group of churches with similar theology, ministry, philosophy 

and governance structure.  Denominations vary in their level of authority and 

influence over a local church based on the bylaws of the organization.  

External Hire: Anyone hired who is not currently employed at the organization; 

for churches this would include anyone who is not currently attending the church. 

An external hire brings novel experience and knowledge to the organization 

(Zhang & Rajagopalan, 2010).   

Internal Hire: Anyone hired who is already on staff or with the organization; they 

possess organizational-specific knowledge and skills (Zhang & Rajagopalan, 

2010).   

Nominated Sample: A qualitative sample derived from the recommendation of 

judges who select representatives of the phenomenon under study (Krefting, 

1991). 
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Senior Pastor: The top paid position of a local church. This role is the Chief 

Executive of the organization and is responsible for all paid staff, vision, direction 

and outcomes of the church. They report formally to the elected Board of Elders.   

Succession Management: The process that an organization uses to manage the 

actual transition of a specific role (Fleischmann, 2000; Rothwell, 2005).  

Succession Planning: The process by which an organization plans for the future 

transition of a certain role (Rothwell, 2005).  

Delimitations and Limitations 

There are several delimitations of this study.  First, even though 8,000 churches 

are using a multi-site model of ministry in the United States (Tomberlin & Cool, 2014) 

this study was limited to four churches.  This research was also limited within a time 

frame.  In an ideal study, these churches would be studied before, during, after, and then 

several years after the campus pastor transition.  This longitudinal approach would offer a 

more holistic perspective on the succession of campus pastors.  However, the amount of 

time required to perform a longitudinal study was prohibitive.  Finally, this study focused 

on interviews with those on staff at the church and did not include a comprehensive 

survey of the congregation to determine their perspective of the campus pastor transition.  

While that data would have been helpful, it would have also involved a significant cost 

and a prohibitive time constraint.   

This study was delimited to Converge denomination churches.  While other faith 

communities and religious organizations use a multi-site model of ministry, much of the 

way in which a church is governed, how it views operations and how it handles 

leadership, is deeply rooted in the denominational affiliation of the church.  For example, 
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many Catholic churches function in ways similar to multi-site churches, but the authority 

and centralization of the Catholic Church functions in a different manner with respect to 

church oversight and governance.  Thus, this study was delimited to churches within the 

Converge denomination located in the United States.  

Finally, this study only included churches with at least four multi-site campus 

locations.  This delimits the study to churches who have invested in four or more campus 

locations. The number of campus locations of a multi-site church can be an indicator of 

the size of the church as measured by attendance (Bird, 2014a).  The four campus 

requirement may unintentionally delimit the study to larger size churches.    

This study also contains a number of limitations.  First, this study was a case 

study and the results of this study are limited in scope to the cases studied, meaning the 

study is not generalizable to all multi-site churches.  However, this limitation is 

consistent with qualitative research, which unlike quantitative research, is not designed to 

be generalizable to the broader population.  This study produced an analysis that 

contributed to the literature on this important topic and produced research-based 

succession management insights for campus pastors for a multi-site church in the 

Converge denomination.   

Second, the study used a nominated sample; therefore, the bias of the Converge 

leaders who nominated the sample must be taken into consideration.  Efforts to mitigate 

this bias were taken by providing narrow and specific criteria to the Converge leaders to 

select the nomination of cases.  These criteria included multi-site churches with at least 

four campus locations that had experienced a campus pastor succession.  However, the 
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personal bias of these leaders within the Converge denomination was a limitation of the 

study.   

A final limitation of this study was the selection of the participants at each church 

location.  Participants from each church were nominated by the executive pastor.  Each 

participant chose to participate in the study and consented verbally to the interview, 

however, not all church staff had an equal opportunity to participate in the study.  The 

executive pastors made the selection of which campus pastors to include in the study 

based on the availability of the pastor, his or her role on staff and his or her relevance to 

campus pastor succession.  Thus, a selection bias of the executive pastor at each of the 

four churches is a limitation of this study.      

My personal bias is that the multi-site model of ministry is an effective model for 

ministry for many Converge member churches.  This study looked at how those churches 

handle the succession of a campus pastor and did not study the effectiveness of the model 

in general.  However, I am currently employed in the role of campus pastor at a Converge 

member church.  To help mitigate my personal bias, I collected data from a variety of 

sources to triangulate the data.  I also used member checking to ensure I did not add my 

own perspective to the data I collected.  Finally, the church at which I am employed did 

not fit the criteria established for participation, thus my employer was not included in this 

research.   

A Leader’s Responsibility for Leaving a Legacy 

 One of the greatest challenges that leaders face is how to leave a legacy that is 

greater than themselves.  Rath and Conchie (2008) open their book on leadership by 

stating the best leaders live on, their influence extends beyond themselves through the 
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teams and organizations in which they invested.  The Apostle Paul, in writing a letter of 

direction and encouragement to a young pastor he was mentoring, instructs Timothy to 

find other leaders in whom he can invest so the ministry will extend and multiply. “And 

the things you have heard me say in the presence of many witnesses entrust to reliable 

people who will also be qualified to teach others” (2 Timothy 2:2 New International 

Version).  Regardless of leadership context, one fundamental call to leaders is to invest in 

others so the mission is replicated, extended and continued.  

Kaplan (2007) argues that failure to plan for succession can create a deficit of 

future leaders throughout an organization, limiting the potential of that organization.  For 

leaders of local churches, their mission is to share the Gospel of Christ with those around 

them.  These church leaders believe this Gospel is the hope of the world.  Thus, for local 

church leaders, no mission is greater than leading the local church.  Therefore, no need is 

greater than to be intentionally preparing the next generation to lead the church.  This 

makes this study important to the role of church leadership.  In order for multi-site 

leaders to lead to their full potential they must focus on succession management for their 

local church.   

Significance of the Study 

The significance of this study is vitally important for multi-site church leaders 

because it produces a scholarly approach to the lack of succession planning within multi-

site churches.  This study provides insights to improve leadership for local multi-site 

churches, and it equips multi-site church leaders with practical guidance to apply these 

research findings through the use of a succession management framework.  There is a 

lack of published, scholarly articles on succession planning for churches in general.  I 
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was not able to locate published research on succession management for campus pastors 

within multi-site churches.  As the first study of its kind, this study carries significant 

weight in helping to establish scholarship for this topic.  This study will help to draw 

attention to the need for scholarly research on the multi-site of ministry.  Given the rapid 

increase in the number of churches that are taking on a multi-site model for ministry 

(Tomberlin & Cool, 2014), the need for additional research in this area will continue to 

grow.  Seminary education equips pastors in the area of theology, scripture, spiritual 

formation, preaching, and counseling.  A potential gap in seminary education is to 

prepare pastors in the area of leadership development (McKenna, Yost & Boyd, 2007).  

The industry has many published books by pastors of large churches who write about 

church leadership and church growth, but these are often written from their own 

anecdotal experience.  By taking a scholarly approach with the proper rigor and research, 

this study will add research to an industry in need of quality scholarship of church-

organization practices.  

This study researched how four multi-site churches approached and planned for 

the succession of campus pastors.  While many churches are relatively new to the multi-

site model of ministry (Bird, 2014b), those multi-site churches that have transitioned a 

campus pastor have determined a process for this succession by their own experience.  

This study researched, documented and evaluated the process these churches used in 

succession management of campus pastors.  This study is useful for multi-site church 

leaders in thinking about how they can create a succession management process for their 

own campus pastors to prepare for the inevitable transition of these leaders.  
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Summary 

This study explored a vitally important and unrepresented topic in leadership 

literature.  The purpose of this study was to identify the perceptions and preparations of 

the leaders of Converge member, multi-site churches regarding leadership succession.  

Using a multiple-case study methodology, succession management of campus pastors at 

four Converge member churches was studied.  A cross-case analysis was conducted 

comparing and contrasting the four churches’ approach to succession planning.  A 

succession management framework is presented based on the findings from this study.  

This study contributes toward the scholarly literature on multi-site church succession 

management by providing a researched-based case study on how multi-site churches plan 

and execute a campus pastor transition. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

Leadership succession can serve as a bridge from an organization’s past to the 

organization’s future.  However, for many organizations, it can feel as if the bridge is 

being built while they are walking on it (Quinn, 1996).  Organizational pressures and 

competing demands put a strain on resources.  Pastors serving in churches are especially 

at risk for burnout when the various demands of the job overshadow their own spiritual 

life (Chandler, 2009).   

In the midst of this dynamic climate, succession planning efforts within 

organizations are also changing.  In an article from over two decades ago, Leibman, 

Bruer, and Maki (1996) discussed the changing dynamics of succession planning.  They 

state that organizations are starting to shift away from prescribed linear career 

progression to more flexible development options.  The authors also report organizations 

are starting to involve individual employees in these discussions.  Because organizational 

settings are dynamic, roles that are important today may not exist in the future, and new 

roles will demand different talent profiles.  This ever-changing dynamic connects 

succession planning and management to organizational strategy.  Thus, it is a strategic 

priority for organizational leaders to ensure proper succession planning and management.  

The following chapter will provide an overview of succession planning and 

management and will examine key factors that impact the use of a succession model.  

Three specific succession models relevant to churches will be reviewed.  A connection in 

the literature between succession management and strategic talent development will be 

presented.  Finally, the unique design of multi-site churches will be related to the model 
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of distributed leadership.  Examples of how distributed leadership impacts succession 

management will be presented.   

Succession Planning and Management 

The process of replacing a leadership role within an organization is strategically 

important and tactically complex.  Many factors contribute to the proper handling of a 

leadership change.  Rothwell’s (2005) work on succession planning and management 

help to define the elements of succession.  A precursor to succession planning is 

replacement planning (Rothwell, 2011).  Rothwell describes replacement planning as the 

process of documenting who, within an organization, could be moved into certain roles 

should those roles become available.  The outcome of replacement planning is a 

document that contains the names of individuals within the organization that should 

assume certain roles should they suddenly be vacated.  In the 1960’s General Electric 

took this replacement planning approach and had certain managers identify four 

individuals who could become candidates for their own job (Charan, Drotter, & Noel, 

2001).  However, simply identifying who could be a candidate for current leadership 

roles is insufficient for strategic planning in an ever-changing world (Leibman et al, 

1996).  What organizations need is a plan, that is managed over time, for how to identify, 

develop and hand-over leadership to who is next (Kesler, 2002).  

Succession planning is different from replacement planning (Kesler, 2002).  

While replacement planning is focused on an individual person or position within an 

organization, succession planning addresses the holistic approach an organization needs 

to take in the succession process.  Rothwell (2005) describes succession planning as the 

process by which an organization plans for the future transition of a certain role.  This 
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includes the strategic development of people (Charan, et al., 2001; Ready & Conger, 

2007).  Succession management is the process that an organization uses to manage the 

actual transition of a role (Fleischmann, 2000; Rothwell, 2005).  While the transition of 

leadership roles within an organization is important and should be handled with strategic 

care, these transitions are not always planned for or managed with the care they deserve.   

Succession Planning Inaction   

Unfortunately, succession planning is often overlooked by organizations, leaders 

and boards.  Charan (2005) provides an overview of failed succession efforts in major 

corporations and concludes that many CEO transitions have been poorly handled by 

boards because they failed to take seriously the transition.  Charan found these boards 

and senior leaders state that succession is a top priority, but they do not give their best 

effort in planning and developing future leaders.  Similar findings were reported by 

Larker and Saslow (2014) who conducted interviews with board members and executives 

from 20 different companies.  They found that a majority of the companies they studied 

review their succession plans with their board only once a year or less and spent an 

average of 1.14 hours on the succession plan when it is discussed.  Instead of being 

proactive and intentional, the actual mechanics of transitions are more reactionary.  

Hewitt Associates (2005) conducted research on the succession and leadership 

development efforts of 373 organizations, many of whom were client organizations.  

Their findings agree with Charan (2005), accountability and follow-through on 

succession and development plans is needed to actually grow leaders internally.  In 

particular, Hewitt found the most successful companies in leadership development held 

senior management accountable for leadership programs and not simply the human 
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resource department.  The researchers concluded organizations that are most effective in 

developing future leaders from within had senior leader support for the leadership 

development efforts and a mechanism to identify top-talent.    

Strategic Succession Planning and Outside Hires 

 Succession planning and management is an important tool that organizational 

leaders use to lead the strategic direction of the organization.  When properly utilized, 

succession planning and management can either ensure continuity of the organization’s 

direction or can be used to usher in a new strategic direction.  Karaevli (2007) found 

evidence through an extensive analysis of the U.S. airline and chemical industries that 

bringing in a leader who is an industry outsider is a strategic decision.  Karaevli suggests 

that when a CEO is an outsider of the industry and he or she is hired into a poor 

performing organization, the organization is more likely than an internal hire to improve 

the performance of that company.  Likewise, Zhang and Rajagopalan (2010) found when 

a CEO comes from outside an organization they accelerate the benefits, as well as the 

costs, of strategic change within that organization.  In other words, when the new CEO is 

from the outside, the more change occurs, both positively and negatively.  These articles 

suggest that there is more to succession planning and management than simply finding a 

new person to fill a role.  Succession planning and management is a strategic decision 

based on the current state of the organization, the available talent pool (Leibman, et al., 

1996) and the future direction the board and senior leaders of the organization desire to 

head.  
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Succession Management and Nonprofit Organizations 

Succession planning and management is especially important for nonprofit 

organizations.  Many nonprofit organizations rely on the human capital of their 

organization, making leadership turnover and transitions vitally important for the 

organization (Drucker, 1990).  Leadership turnover of a nonprofit could have an impact 

on volunteer and donor relationships.  Carman et al. (2010) conducted a survey of 

nonprofit executive directors in the Charlotte, North Carolina area.  Their findings 

suggest many nonprofits do not have formal or documented succession plans.  The study 

also found that when nonprofits have a succession plan, it is often kept a secret.   

Froelich et al. (2011) conducted a survey of nonprofit board members and 

concluded that nonprofits face a number of inconsistencies in their approach to 

succession planning.  Nonprofit leaders see the value of succession planning yet fail to 

take serious steps to ensure a plan for succession.  While they acknowledge the 

challenges of replacing their senior leader, they assume the search to find a new leader 

will be quick when it is often a lengthy process.  These board members also declared 

their desire to have an internal candidate become the new senior leader, yet most boards 

are not actively developing talent within their organization. These findings agree with 

Carman et al. (2010) who found a majority, 69%, of the nonprofits were expecting their 

executive director to retire within five years, yet, less than a quarter of the nonprofits had 

a succession plan.  Of the nonprofits in the study, only 13% had actually named a 

successor.   

Despite the lack of succession planning in many nonprofits, there are examples of 

nonprofits focusing on succession.  Drucker (1990) advocates for nonprofit leaders to 
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establish a process for how succession is to be conducted within a nonprofit, suggesting it 

is best for the outgoing leader not to name his or her successor.  Bozer, Kuna, and 

Santora (2015) recommend that nonprofits create a structure to develop leadership within 

the organization and establish policies and practices with the nonprofit board to allow for 

internal succession.  McKee and Froelich (2016) also suggest using internal development 

efforts throughout all levels of the nonprofit organization as one way to substitute formal 

succession planning.  Wolfred (2008) provides three areas in which nonprofit leaders can 

think about succession planning.  The first is strategic leader development, investing in 

leaders who will be aligned to the organization’s vision.  The second is emergency 

succession planning or planning for how the organization would respond to an unplanned 

departure of key executives.  This is similar to Rothwell’s (2011) replacement planning.  

Finally, nonprofit leaders can think through how to handle succession when a leader with 

a long tenure announces his or her departure two or more years in advance.     

One of the potential barriers to succession planning in nonprofit organizations, 

according to Mckee and Froelick (2016) is found in charitable nonprofits that have a 

number of locations.  These nonprofits are seen as more complex organizations and the 

authors suggest this complexity can make it more challenging to engage in succession 

management.  Multi-site churches are one example of charitable, complex organizations 

that may face some of the barriers to succession planning that McKee and Froelich 

suggest.  

Leadership Succession in the Church 

 Succession planning in Christian churches can often be viewed as something that 

primarily involves the senior pastor.  Bird (2014a) speaks of the importance of succession 
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planning when the senior pastor, the highest position in most churches, transitions.  As 

the senior pastor functions much like a CEO of a corporation or executive director of a 

nonprofit, senior pastor transitions are critically important to the life of a church.  Bird 

(2014a) lays out four major models of succession planning used by influential churches 

in America: 

1. Family plan of handing off leadership to a family member or trusted 

follower.   

2. Denominational plan of allowing the churches denomination to find a 

successor. 

3. Process-only plan where a leader established the process but is not 

involved in the decision.  

4. Intentional overlap plan where the new leader and outgoing leader overlap 

their tenure and transition the leadership like relay runners hand off a 

baton.  

These four models contrast to the four models of corporate succession planning 

laid-out by Friedman and Olk (1995).  Most corporations utilize one of the following 

models: 

1. Crown heir, which is similar to the family plan of naming the successor.  

This model of succession is also referred to as a relay succession.   

2. Horse race where a handful of internal candidates each vie for the job.  

3. Coup d’ Etat or hostile take-over, where a certain group take-over control 

through buy-outs or hiring an entirely new leadership team.  
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4. Comprehensive search conducted by the board.  The result is an outside 

hire bring brought into the organization.  

Despite the four different models being used by some influential churches in America 

(Bird, 2014a), many churches and their leaders are not openly discussing leadership 

succession (Vanderbloemen & Bird, 2014).  There are corporate models of succession 

planning described by Friedman and Olk (1995) that are not frequently used in the 

church; the horse race and Coup d’ Etat being two examples.   

The next section will examine three factors found in the succession planning 

literature that impact a succession model: the current strategic direction organization, the 

influence of the outgoing leader, and the readiness of internal candidates.  Then, three 

specific succession models will be reviewed using the three factors as a way to describe 

each succession model.  The three succession models that will be reviewed overlap with 

the church models mentioned by Bird (2014a).  There are a number of succession models 

(Charan, et al., 2001; Drucker, 1990; Friedman & Olk (1995); Vancill, 1987; Wasburn & 

Crispo, 2006), but this study will focus on the succession models most germane to 

churches.   

The three models examined are the relay model, outside hire, and the strategic 

collaboration model as described by Wasburn and Crispo (2006).  The relay model is 

similar to Bird’s intentional overlap plan.  The outside hire is similar to Bird’s “process 

only plan” where an internal candidate is not named before the search process begins.  

Finally, the strategic collaboration model is loosely similar to Bird’s family model.  As 

the literature suggests, the strategic collaboration model is deeply relational (Wasburn & 

Crispo, 2006), however, this model is without the nepotistic overtones of a family model.  
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It should be noted that the denomination plan is out of scope for this research project.  As 

the literature review will indicate, the multi-site model is unique from a denominational 

model (Barman & Chaves, 2001).  Also, the Converge denomination helps resource 

church leaders (Converge, n.d.a), but they do not make hiring decisions for Converge 

churches, making that model outside the bounds of this study. 

Succession Model Factors  

 Additional research and literature have expanded upon the succession models 

mentioned by Friedman and Olk (1995).  The appropriateness of these models is 

dependent on three organizational factors that leaders may consider before employing 

any of these models.  Regardless of the succession model used, these three factors are 

supported by the literature as relevant factors for organizational leaders to consider when 

selecting a model for succession.  The literature pertaining to these three factors is 

reviewed below.   

Strategic Direction  

 The current performance level of an organization is a key factor when handling a 

succession event.  Parrino (1997) found evidence in looking at chief executive officer 

(CEO) turnovers that organizational performance is an important factor in how the board 

of directors handles the succession.  When firms were in need of a strategic change, often 

due to poor organizational performance, the board looks outside the organization to hire a 

new CEO at higher rates.  Internal candidates who have been working at the firm in 

management roles have a high level of organizational knowledge; these managers are 

often responsible for creating and implementing many of the organization’s policies.  In 

times of poor performance, the relative value of organizational knowledge decreases.  
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Outside candidates do not possess organizational knowledge but often come with 

different experience in running a firm.  According to Parrino, this outside perspective is 

more attractive to a board during times of poor performance.    

 Friedman and Singh (1989) collected data from publicly traded companies that 

experienced a CEO transition.  They examined information about the initiating force of 

the CEO change, the origin of the new CEO, and the stock price change within five days 

of the announcement of the CEO transition.  By collecting this data, Friedman and Singh 

were able to analyze the market’s reaction to the CEO transition.   Their findings agree 

with Parrino (1997), when the organization was performing poorly, the market responded 

favorably to the strong action of the board removing the CEO and replacing this role 

from the outside (Friedman & Singh, 1989).  This strong move by the board signaled a 

change in direction and was welcomed by stockholders.  This research suggests current 

organizational performance is an important factor in CEO succession for publicly traded 

companies.  

Boards of directors are responsible for the performance of an organization and 

board members may be influenced differently during times of poor performance.  Zajac 

and Westphal (1996) examined how psychological factors affect a board’s selection of a 

new leader in a time of transition.  The researchers pulled data on Fortune 500 companies 

from Dun & Bradstreet Reference Book, Standard & Poor’s Register of Corporations, 

Director and Executives as well as COMPUST data and the Wall Street Journal Index of 

CEOs of publicly traded companies.  The researchers include data from a five year period 

and only included companies that transitioned a CEO.  Coding was completed to compare 

the similarities and differences between CEOs and their Board of Directors in terms of 
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demographic data like age, education, industry background.  The researchers also coded 

the power dynamic of the CEO, was he or she Chairman and CEO or just CEO.  Finally, 

the researchers noted the change in characteristics of the new CEO compared to the 

previous CEO.  Their findings suggest when things are not going well with an 

organization, the board will select a new leader who is different from the outgoing CEO 

but is more similar to the make-up of the board.  This research suggests that in times of 

trouble, boards are more likely to find someone who is like themselves to help navigate 

the change.  However, this finding was true only when the board had the influence and 

power to make this change.  When the outgoing CEO had more organization influence 

and power than the board, the board was not able to make such a drastic shift in selecting 

a new leader.  This finding suggests that the power and influence of the outgoing leader is 

a second significant factor when selecting a succession model.   

Influence of Outgoing Leader 

 Graffin, Boivie, and Carpenter (2013) conducted research on how new CEOs are 

evaluated by their board.  At times, a newly appointed CEO will follow a significant 

individual, either the founding CEO or a “star” CEO who performed the job with 

excellence.  In these situations, the board often compares the new CEO’s performance 

and approach to the former CEO.  It can often be difficult for the new CEO to live in the 

shadow of the former star or founding CEO, and often the board views the new CEO less 

favorably.  The researchers also found evidence that CEOs who follow star CEOs are 

more likely to be dismissed within two years compared with newly appointed CEOs who 

do not follow star CEOs (Graffin et al., 2013).  One of the reasons for this harsh 

comparison stems from the decision-making heuristics the board uses to evaluate the new 
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senior leader.  Boards make evaluations on the new senior leader with limited data and 

rely on the most readily available comparison data, namely, the former CEO (Graffin et 

al., 2013). 

Readiness of Internal Candidates  

 The first two elements of the organizational assessment, the current performance 

of the organization and the tenure of the current leader, are objective measures. The third 

element is notably more subjective; assessing the readiness of an internal candidate.  Hall 

(1986) identifies the challenges that plague executives in assessing talent within the 

organization.  Leaders who are accustomed to dealing with objective data struggle to 

make sense of the subjective task of evaluating people.  The other challenge is 

uncertainty about what roles and skills leaders of the future will need to possess.  Most 

leaders simply do not know who is ready, who is not ready or even what “ready” looks 

like for future leaders.  In the midst of these challenges, Hall (1986) notes leaders tend to 

default to finding someone who resembles themselves.  Hall suggests senior leaders need 

to develop a clear profile of what they are looking for in future leaders and then create 

learning environments for potential leaders to grow both personally and professionally to 

develop a pool of qualified candidates.   

 To help assist leaders with the challenge of properly assessing talent, Charan et al. 

(2001) suggest plotting people into a nine-box chart.  The nine-box chart has on the 

horizontal axis a ranking for the levels of performance, low, medium and high 

performance.  Then on a vertical axis, each employee is ranked on his or her level of 

potential: high potential, intermediate potential and minimal potential.  The results are 

nine boxes which contain the names of employees along with practical steps of 
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development for the persons in each of these boxes.  Knowing the current pool of 

potential internal candidates is critical for succession management (Charan et al., 2001).   

 Taken together, these three elements of understanding the current strategic 

direction of the organization, the tenure of the current leader, and the available pool of 

internal candidates are relevant variables leaders may consider when conducting 

succession planning.  The following three models of leadership succession highlight the 

need to account for these three factors when conducting succession planning.  

Relay Succession 

 In track and field there is a type of race called a relay race in which runners pass 

off a baton to each other.  The goal of the race is to cross the finish line first, but unlike 

solo racers, relay teams must hand-off the baton at the proper time and in the proper way 

to be able to win.  In much the same way, many leadership successions are conducted by 

relay.  In this type of succession both the incoming and outgoing leader are in the 

organization and working at the same time.  At some defined point, there is a hand-off of 

the role and responsibilities to the new leader.  Dyck, Mauws, Starke, and Mischke 

(2002) argue that there are four factors that impact the successful transition of relay 

succession: sequence, timing, technique and communication.  

When a relay race is assembled, the runners are placed in a strategic order based 

on a desire to maximize strengths and minimize weaknesses of each runner on the team.  

In the same way, a proper leadership succession involves the proper sequencing of the 

transition.  This sequencing involves selecting and defining a process for the succession 

to occur and takes into consideration the organizational needs and the strengths of the 

incoming and outgoing leader (Dyck et al., 2002).  
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In a relay race, there are defined relay zones on the track where the baton must be 

passed.  If the passing of the baton happens before or after this zone, the team is 

disqualified. The timing of the hand-off is critical to the success of a proper relay.  In 

organizational leadership succession, the timing is equally important.  Dyck et al. (2002) 

argues that the organizational context will determine the proper relay zone for leadership 

succession.  Organizational cycles and working rhythms such as the end of a fiscal year, a 

product launch or end of a strategic initiative should be considered.  There is also a need 

for a pre-planned agreement for how the hand-off will occur and who is responsible for 

doing what, when.  Without a plan in place, the baton could either be dropped or the two 

leaders could experience a collision in the exchange zone.  

When relay runners exchange a baton in a relay race, not many words are spoken, 

but communication between the two is clear and direct.  When organizational leaders go 

through the relay transition, communication is equally important.  Trust is the key 

element that must occur between both the incumbent and the successor (Dyck, et al., 

2002).  If the outgoing leader does not trust the incoming leader to take hold of the 

important leadership elements, they will be tempted to hold on too long to the baton and 

might even pull it back, refusing to conduct the exchange.  Clarity of communication is 

also vital important to help minimize misunderstandings, conflict and misalignment of 

strategy.   

  The analogy of organizational leadership succession being similar to a relay race 

is largely credited within the literature to Vancil (1987).  Vancil notes that relay 

succession involves handing off the leadership role to a person that has been named 

internally.  This organizational event sends a message to the organization, and 
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shareholders, of leadership continuality.  The new leader is to keep running a similar race 

as the outgoing leader.  The organization tends to respond with a “sigh of relief” (Vancil, 

1987, p. 35) in the case of a relay transition the pace of change is expected to be more 

measured so the strategic direction of the organization will be maintained.   

Strategic Direction  

A relay transition is most proper when the strategic direction of the organization 

is positive.  This type of transition signals to shareholders or stakeholders a sense of 

stability and they can anticipate more of the same from the new leader.  However, this 

stability does not come from the fact they are an insider, but rather a relay signals an 

intentional plan to maintain direction.  Shen and Cannella (2003) found evidence relay 

transitions for CEOs of public traded companies resulted in more positive wealth effect 

than a non-relay inside succession.  Simply selecting an internal candidate is not a relay, 

but naming an heir apparent and handing off the baton to that person over time helps to 

reinforce confidence among stakeholders.  This increase in confidence can be especially 

true in situations where the outgoing senior leader held a significant amount of power and 

influence within the organization.  Zhang and Rajagopalan (2004) found evidence that 

when a relay succession process is followed, better organizational outcomes follow.  This 

was especially true in terms of stock price for publicly traded companies.  The 

researchers attribute the positive outcomes to increased confidence of shareholders with 

the direction of the organization and the ability of the management team to handle the 

transition of leadership.  In a relay succession, a message is sent that things are going 

well enough to ensure they keep going in this same direction.  
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Influence of Outgoing Leader 

One of the most important elements of a relay transition is that the power of the 

outgoing leader is transferred, at least in part, to the incoming leader.  Vancil (1987) 

describes this process as the incoming leader grows in his or her experience within the 

organization and begins to collect knowledge, influence and relationships from the 

outgoing leader.  This type of transition will result in the continuality of the strategic 

direction of the organization.  The actual passing of the baton will be identified by the 

last act of the existing leader and then marked by the first act of the incoming leader.  

This display sends a message to the organization that the baton has been passed and the 

new leader is in place.  However, in cases of a relay, because the new leader is known to 

the organization, this first act will likely be more of the same of the previous leader.      

Readiness of Internal Candidates 

In a relay succession, at least one person must be ready to make the pipeline turn 

(Charan, et al., 2001) to be promoted to the new leadership role.  This person must also 

be ready to make this turn and be identified before the existing leader steps out so there is 

the proper amount of time for the hand-off.  While a relay succession requires at least one 

internal candidate, more does not always allow for relay succession to occur.  Zhang and 

Rajagopalan (2004) reviewed CEO succession from 204 companies and found evidence 

of a negative relationship between the number of potential candidates and a relay 

succession occurring.  In some cases, an heir apparent is named, but other internal leaders 

outperform that heir apparent when the time for the actual transition occurs.  Being 

named an heir apparent is no guarantee of the job.  Cannella and Shen (2001) conducted 

research on the promotion or exit of an heir apparent and found evidence that suggests 
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many social and psychological factors influence whether the heir apparent actually 

achieves the promotion.  While it is uncommon for an heir apparent to exit, those exits do 

occur.  One of the variables in helping an heir apparent avoid exiting the organization is a 

long tenure from which that person is able to build relationships, influence and 

credibility.   

Outside Selection   

When an insider is not available or not desired to succeed a leader, an outsider 

may be selected.  The use of an outside hire is not limited to interim leaders, in many 

situations a direct and permanent new leader is found to come in and run the 

organization.  The decision to hire outside the organization is often driven by current 

poor organizational performance (Parrino, 1997) or the failure of the current leader to 

groom a qualified candidate (Vancil, 1987).  As Rothwell (2005) states, hiring people 

from the outside represents a gamble.  The outsider does not have a proven track record 

or history within the organization, and it can be difficult to assess how that person will fit 

with the culture of the organization.     

If a relay transition allows an organization to maintain leadership continuality and 

promotes consistency in strategic direction and stability, then an outside hire is the 

opposite.  Instead of maintaining direction, like runners in a relay, an outside hire often 

signifies that a new and different race will be run entirely.  Vancil (1987) argues that 

recruiting someone from the outside will mandate change within the organization and the 

organization will respond by cautiously evaluating the new leader.  This response is 

either seen as someone coming in as a savior or a destroyer, a lukewarm response is 

rarely found.  For many organizations, hiring a new leader from the outside can be an 
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intentional and strategic move, and for other organizations it can be a necessary outcome 

due to a weak and lackluster bench.  Outside hires are often brought in with little to no 

interaction with the former leader.   

Strategic Direction  

 When an organization has not been able to effectively achieve the desired results, 

or shareholders or stakeholders are unhappy with the direction, a change is needed.  

When it comes to the succession of leaders, looking outside to replace a leader can be an 

effective strategy if the intent is to create a disruptive event.  Shen and Cannella (2003) 

and Zhang and Rajagopalan (2004; 2010) found evidence that in cases of healthy 

organizational performance, an inside hire was made for a leadership change, but the 

opposite was also true. When times are bad, it is time to look outside (Parrino, 1997). 

  Karaevli (2007) noted the research on the effect of bringing in an outsider on firm 

performance was mixed.  In an attempt to go deeper than simply viewing new leaders as 

insiders hired from within and outsiders hired from a different firm, Karaevli examined if 

the outside leader came from a different or similar industry.  This allowed the researcher 

to assess different levels of “outsiderness.”  The findings suggest when an organization is 

performing poorly, the more of an outsider the leader is, the more likely they are in 

creating a turn-around in performance.  The evidence suggests this is because 

organizations and industries tend to be homogenous in their thinking and their behavior.  

So if a leader has seen a problem before, they are likely to approach in the same way, 

whereas a new leader might take an entirely different approach.  

Zhang and Rajagopalan (2010) found that when an outsider created change within 

a firm, the change was more dramatic compared to an insider making a change.  The 
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outsider has a larger positive effect on the direction of the firm, but the negative side of 

the change effort is also greater.  This suggests that bringing in a leader from the outside 

is a disruptive and potentially traumatic event for the organization.  When a significant 

shake-up is needed, the organization is wise to look outside as the needed dramatic 

change is unlikely to come from an insider.   

Influence of Outgoing Leader 

 Given that bringing in an outsider during a time of transition will cause a change 

in direction, the influence of the outgoing leader is tied to the strategic direction of the 

organization.  As Zajac and Westphal (1996) suggest, when things are not going well, a 

board of directors is tempted to look to outside candidates who will represent a different 

direction than the current leader.  In this way, the influence of the outgoing leader is 

mitigated by the significance of the strategic direction and current firm performance 

during times of transition.  

Readiness of Internal Candidates  

 When organizations hire from outside of their organization, this is a selection 

process and not a succession process.  As stated previously, outside selection might be 

the best option given the strategic direction or current performance of an organization.  

There are also times when outside selection is required because the current pool of 

available internal candidates is simply not producing a viable option.  Rothwell (2005) 

offers a three-part test to determine if an internal succession is wise.   

1. Determine what percentage of job this person is ready, today, to assume.  If they 

are ready to do at least 80 percent of the role they are ready to move into the new 

position.   
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2. Consider if they are willing to move.  If the person is unwilling to accept a new 

role within the organization there is no need to consider them further.   

3. Evaluate if they are able to move.  The ability to move is based on the 

organization being able to find a replacement for their position in a reasonable 

amount of time.  Being able to backfill their position avoids a negative ripple 

effect in their current role.   

Rothwell (2005) summarizes that a person must be ready, willing and able to move.  All 

three elements must be in place in order to make an internal succession.  If these 

conditions are not met, an outside hire is the wisest move.  

 One of the insights that Kesler (2002) suggests is organizations should evaluate 

the strengths of their bench frequently.  Bench strength is described as how many roles 

can the organizations replace internally following the three criteria of being ready, 

willing, and able.  Charan et al. (2001) suggests employees should be evaluated on their 

level of performance as one way to determine who is ready to be promoted.  The 

evaluation of bench strengths can provide leaders with a practical sense of the strengths 

of their current succession planning and management system.  The stronger the system, 

the less likely an organization is to hire externally.  If, however, the replacement roles are 

not available internally, an outside selection is needed to fill key roles within the 

organization.  

Strategic Collaboration 

 In the case of any succession management processes, a person must be known and 

identified by another person or process within the organization before they can be 

considered for future promotions or roles.  Evaluating a leader’s current level of 
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performance is one way to know if that person is ready for a promotion (Charan et al., 

2001).  When planning for future leaders within an organization, spending time with 

potential future leaders is essential.  Reeves (2010) suggests mentoring as a key element 

of succession planning for nonprofit and governmental agencies.  Mentoring, both formal 

and informal, allows for the transfer of knowledge, skills, and abilities.  While Reeves 

provides examples of a number of government agencies in the US and Canada that 

created mentoring programs, a detailed mentoring program was not offered by the author.   

However, mentoring programs connected with succession planning do exist.  

Wasburn and Crispo (2006) developed a mentoring-based succession planning 

approach.  This model maximizes the inter-personal interactions within an organization, 

helping the person being developed to be more self-aware and better known by the 

organization.  Wasburn and Crispo identify several of the benefits and limitations of 

traditional mentoring programs.  The researchers recommend a model which combines 

traditional and network mentoring combined with the Appreciative Inquiry approach to 

development.  The authors provide an overview of Appreciative Inquiry, a process that 

begins with a focus on what is right with a person and builds development off of their 

strengths.  This approach stands in opposition to the more traditional, deficit remediation 

model that seeks to identify and fill areas of weakness.  Wasburn and Crispo refer to this 

suggested approach to mentoring as the Strategic Collaboration Model or SCM.  

 The Strategic Collaboration Model takes two senior organizational executives and 

matches them up in a group with two to five junior executives from the organization.  

This team of four to seven agrees to meet at least once per month for one year and they 

must complete an assignment together.  Given the size of the group and the nature of 
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their task, the group experiences the stages of group development as suggested by 

Tuckman and Jensen (1977) and the participants develop a sense of trust with each other.  

The group is asked to reflect on each of the strengths each member of the team brings to 

the organization.  Then, the group constructs a new organizational initiative that will 

leverage their collective strengths and directly benefit the organization.  The authors 

argue this approach results in the benefits of mentoring without the traditional limitations 

of the formal mentoring process.  The focus on mentoring, especially from within a 

diverse team, provides an essential approach to succession planning.  Working in close 

proximity to other senior leaders can help open up additional career paths for emerging 

leaders (Wasburn & Crispo, 2006). 

Strategic Direction  

 The Strategic Collaboration Model is focused on the individual employee level 

and is based on the relationships that develop and emerge from the group collaboration.  

The unique approach this model employs balances the trade-offs that other mentoring 

programs typically suffer.  In a more traditional, top-down, formal mentoring process, a 

less experienced member of the organization is assigned to be mentored by an older 

member of the team.  This apprentice or grooming model works well for established roles 

in organizations where the needed skills, knowledge, and talent for the role in the future 

are similar to the current requirements (Wasburn & Crispo, 2006).  The example of a 

blacksmith teaching a younger apprentice is a simple example of this type of formal 

succession planning.   

In contrast to this formal approach to mentoring is the open, highly flexible and 

emergent network approach to mentoring where anyone within the organization learns 
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from anyone else.  The SCM model, however, suffers from a lack of rigor and passing 

down information from senior leaders to emerging leaders which does not occur 

formally.  In this model, important organizational context and knowledge could become 

lost and dynamic and dramatic change to the organization could result.   

Influence of Outgoing Leader 

 One of the strengths of the SCM is that each junior leader who is part of the SCM 

process has at least two senior leaders from whom they will be mentored and gain 

perspective (Wasburn & Crispo, 2006).  In terms of succession management, this 

provides the developing leaders information and insight from at least two sources of input 

and can help to provide a differing point of view instead of learning from only one leader.  

As the SCM uses the Appreciative Inquiry approach, less experienced leaders will have 

learned from the strengths of their peers as well as the strengths of the two different 

senior leaders.  This allows newer leaders to see how two senior organizational leaders 

used different strengths to effectively lead.  This aids in diminishing and diversifying the 

influence of outgoing leaders, as younger leaders understand why outgoing leaders had, 

or did not have, influence and how they accomplished results.   

Readiness of Internal Candidates  

 The Strategic Collaboration Model should result in junior leaders having a 

stronger network of relationships throughout the organization and provides current 

leaders with a clearer sense of the strengths of these new leaders.  Haynes and Ghosh 

(2008) created an evaluative approach for the SCM.  They suggest leaders should review 

their SCM using four categories of evaluation: context, input, process, and product.  For 

the product or outcome of the SCM, the authors suggest potential future leaders emerge 
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with a career development action plan.  This allows the organization to determine if the 

SCM has been helpful in succession management.  If done properly, the SCM will result 

in internal candidates for future leadership roles being ready for their next role.  The 

SCM puts future leaders into a working group aimed at matching the strengths of the 

team to the needs of the organization.  This strength identification of junior leaders will 

assist the organizations in determining if they are ready for the next leadership role.  

Since this SCM process is at least a year in length (Wasburn & Crispo, 2006), it is also a 

model that allows for and encourages the development of the potential future leaders who 

participate.  

 This literature review has identified and examined three different models of 

succession management for future leaders: relay transition, outside selection, and 

strategic collaboration.  For each of these models three relevant factors were discussed; 

how the model considers the current organizational performance, the influence of the 

outgoing leader, and the readiness of internal candidates.  Occasionally there is a need to 

fill a short-term leadership gap in the midst of a larger succession effort.  In these 

situations, an interim leader might be used by an organization.   

Interim Leader 

Transition of leaders within an organization can occur at an awkward or 

inopportune time.  In many situations, a relay transition is not feasible, and the 

organization needs time to conduct a proper internal or external search for the next 

leader.  In these situations, an interim leader can be put in place.  This leader is not a 

long-term solution; rather this person is filling a leadership gap for a short period of time. 

In the case that an interim CEO is installed, the performance of an organization generally 
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suffers.  Ballinger and Marcel (2010) studied 89 cases of firms using an interim CEO 

while a search was conducted for a permanent replacement, and they found evidence that 

the firms experienced financial hardship during the time of an interim leader.  There are 

many factors contributing to this downturn.  One is that the organization is distracted by 

the search for a new leader and often it can be challenging to properly run the business 

while searching for a new leader.  Another factor suggests the need for an interim 

indicates the organization was not prepared for the transition; either the outgoing leader 

left unexpectedly or was fired.  Finally, the use of an interim suggests the bench is not 

deep enough to find a replacement CEO, and it suggests more changes are coming when 

the new CEO is finally found.   

Additional research on interim leaders conducted by Mooney, Semadeni, and 

Kesnar (2017) examined the succession of 620 manufacturing corporations to understand 

under what conditions the use of an interim leader was more likely.  The researcher found 

when the CEO had been the top executive for a relatively short period of time or when 

the CEO was forced out by the board, an interim was more likely to be put into place.  

This finding held true even when an heir apparent was present in the organization.  

Mooney et al. concludes that interim CEOs can result in average to below average 

organizational performance.  Interim CEOs also signal the transition was not healthy and 

suggest the board may have used an interim because they needed to make a change 

quickly.  The use of an interim by the board might have been a strategic move, and they 

will accept short-term losses for the potential of longer-term improvement with a new, 

permanent leader.  
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Regardless which plan an organization has down on paper for handling the 

transition of the senior leader, a plan is not enough.  Being committed to a certain 

succession model is necessary, but it is not sufficient for true succession management.  

For true succession management to occur, strategic talent development is essential to 

ensure leadership continuality and organizational success. 

Strategic Talent Development 

Succession planning and management is more involved than simply changing out 

organizational leaders.  True succession management begins with taking a holistic and 

strategic approach to develop talent within an organization (Leibman et al., 1996).  The 

focus on leadership development is a key to strategic succession management for an 

organization (Bernthal & Wellins, 2006).  For strategic talent development to occur, 

organizations need to be aligned, committed, and focused on the proper roles.  

Organizational Alignment 

One of the many reasons organizations fail to have an intentional and 

comprehensive succession plan is that they do not have a team devoted to thinking, 

planning, and being held accountable for talent development.  When human resources 

policies are not strategically aligned with succession planning, the development of talent 

is not done intentionally.  As a result, talent development becomes a series of trainings on 

tasks and is not strategic (Hall, 1989).  The lack of organizational alignment could be one 

of the underlying reasons for proliferation of discrepancy identified by Froelich et al. 

(2011).  The researchers found nonprofit boards report succession planning to be 

important with over 70 percent rating it highly important, yet less than 20 percent of 

boards actually have a formal plan for succession.  Kesler (2002) explains true succession 
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planning is not merely replacement planning, but it is about developing people within the 

organization in a more intentional and formal way so they are ready to take on additional 

roles within the organization.  

A significant component of aligning talent development within an organization is 

the embedding of organizational culture into the development process.  Schein (2004) 

describes the culture transmission from leaders to new members of an organization as a 

form of socialization.  Essentially, those within the organization explain to those coming 

into the organization how to be accepted by and get things done within the system.  This 

cultural aspect of talent development is essential to strategic development within an 

organization.  As Schein points out, the basic cultural assumptions an organization holds 

are often woven so deeply into an organization that someone who holds different 

assumptions is automatically dismissed.  In order for future leaders to have influence and 

effectively lead within an organization, they must share the organizational values and be 

aligned strategically with how the organization actually operates.  

Commitment to Succession Management 

In order for succession planning to be effective within an organization, the 

organization must first display a commitment to a formalized process for developing and 

promoting people within the organization.  Bozer et al. (2015) examined data from a 

convenience sample of 54 human service nonprofit organizations in Israel to understand 

the relationship between talent development and succession planning for senior roles 

within organizations.  The study collected data from executive directors on the presence 

of succession policies and leadership development and its impact on organizational 

leadership development.  They concluded the presence of key succession building 
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activities were present when the organization’s leadership is committed to a formal 

organizational leadership development process.  This insight is further highlighted by 

Ready and Conger (2007) who argue that while a formalized talent development program 

is needed, it is not enough to help the organization make the transition successful.  In 

order for leadership succession to be effective, the leadership of the organization must be 

engaged, committed, and held accountable to using a talent development program.  Thus, 

the first step in succession planning is to gain alignment amongst senior leadership for 

succession planning.  In the case of a church, the senior leadership team is the senior 

pastor and board.  This team needs to develop a comprehensive and strategic plan for the 

succession management and intentional talent development of leaders at all levels of the 

church.  This plan is not simply a replacement plan for the Senior Pastor or other staff 

roles.  Rather, this plan is one of intentional development to help build the leaders for the 

future.  Talent development does not occur by happenstance, an intentional and 

formalized program is essential to effective leadership development.  

Focus on the Right Roles 

One of the realities of organization life is that less important but urgent tasks can 

rob leaders of their time (Hummel, 1994).  It is therefore important for organizational 

leaders to be intentional on where they invest their time.  In their article on succession 

planning, Conlon and Smith (2010) relate succession planning to insurance.  Because it is 

cost-prohibitive for the organization to insure 100% of their assets, the organization takes 

some calculated risks.  In the same way, each organization cannot conduct a 

comprehensive succession plan for each role in the organization.  There simply is not 

enough time.  The authors suggest the three areas of influence for succession planning 
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and management: the top job of the organization, the senior leadership team, and critical 

roles that would be difficult to backfill and could result in a strategic loss for the 

organization.  By focusing on these three roles, leaders can focus on what is most 

important, even if the transition of those roles do not appear to be urgent.  Fleischmann 

(2000) agrees it is important for each organization to identify key roles within the 

organization which contain specific knowledge that could walk out of the organization 

when a person leaves.  These roles should be considered high priority for succession 

planning to help protect the continuity of the organization.  

Succession planning and management involves strategic talent development 

throughout the organization.  As this section argued, focusing on organizational 

alignment, senior leadership commitment to ongoing development, and focusing on the 

proper roles are key elements to strategic talent development.  These elements come 

together to support succession management efforts (Ready & Conger, 2007; Bernthal & 

Wellins, 2006).  To understand how this process of succession planning could occur 

within a multi-site church, it is important to first understand how multi-site churches are 

organized.    

Organizational Structure of Multi-Site Churches 

Local churches are rooted in one geographic area and seek to minister to the 

community in which they are located.  For these traditional, single-site churches, 

succession management is typically focused on the senior pastor and perhaps an associate 

pastor (Bird, 2014a).  However, for churches using a relatively new model of ministry 

called multi-site, the challenge of succession planning and succession management may 

be more complex.  A multi-site church is one local church that meets in two or more 
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locations and share one overseeing board and one budget (Schaller, 1994; Surratt et al., 

2006; Tomberlin, 2014).  A local multi-site church is different from a denomination, such 

as the Assemblies of God, Converge, or the United Church of Christ, which are made up 

of several different churches that share a denominational identity.  

It is important to distinguish the difference between a denomination and a multi-

site church.  A local church is an organization unto itself.  Most local churches are legal 

organizations with a set of governing documents and responsibility for managing the 

finances, operations, and organization of the church and the local ministry.  

Denominations are different; they are comprised of many local, self-sustaining churches 

that agree to operate under a set of common doctrinal standards.  Depending on the 

denomination, the denomination’s level of authority over each church varies greatly.  For 

example, Barman and Chaves (2001) discuss the role and organizational structure that 

exists within the United Church of Christ’s denomination.  They describe it as a complex 

network of national level, regional level, and local level entities.  In a denomination, what 

is determined at the national level can often be disconnected from the local level.  One 

example cited by Barman and Chaves is the fact that local congregations in the United 

Church of Christ denomination can hire pastors who are ordained by other 

denominations.  This is an example of how the United Church of Christ is autonomous, 

giving a large amount of freedom to local congregations.  

Barman and Chaves’ (2001) description of the United Church of Christ’s 

denomination differs from the organizational structure of a local multi-site church.  In the 

case of the United Church of Christ, the denomination is focused on achieving 

denomination-wide goals, but does not have any authority over local churches (Barman 



DISTRIBUTED SUCCESSION 46 

& Chaves, 2001).  The Converge denomination is similar in its level of autonomy of local 

churches.  Converge is divided into 11 districts within the United States.  Each district 

has an executive minister that works to pursue Converge’s goals by recruiting church 

planters, by networking with Converge member churches, and by helping to provide 

training to churches (Converge, n.d.c).  However, the Converge denomination does not 

have authority over local member churches.       

 These denominational organizations differ from the organizational design of a 

multi-site church.  A denomination is a collection of several different churches, whereas a 

multi-site church is one church that meets in multiple locations (Bird, 2014b).  A multi-

site church may be part of a denomination, or it may be non-denominational.  However, 

what makes a multi-site church unique is its focus.  A multi-site church is not as narrowly 

focused as a single-site church, but its reach is also not as broad as a denomination.  In 

order to accomplish the mission of a multi-site church, the organizational design of the 

church embraces a form of distributed leadership.   

Distributed Leadership 

 A growing area of focus in leadership scholarship is the concept of distributed 

leadership, the study of how leadership practice is distributed among leaders, followers, 

and a situation (Spillane, 2005).  Distributed leadership is a shift in focus away from a 

prescriptive approach to leadership.  Instead of focusing on how leaders and followers 

should behave, the approach is descriptive; seeking to understand how leadership is 

actually distributed (Gronn, 2002).  Rather than focus on the heroic elements of a single 

leader and his or her qualities and actions, distributed leadership focuses on the product 

of interactions between the leader, the followers, and the situation (Spillane, 2005).  
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Gronn provides a proposed taxonomy of distributed leadership, which includes three 

elements.   

• Spontaneous collaboration.  This is the occurrence when a team of people gather 

together for a short-term project or assignment; these collaborations can be 

planned or unplanned.  Examples include budget planning or response to a crisis 

situation.   

• Intuitive working relationships.  As individuals work together, they develop 

intuitive working relationships and understand the strengths and expertise of each 

person. 

• Institutionalized practice.  In time, the intentional distribution of work can 

become formalized or institutionalized within the organization or leadership 

context.   

Educational leaders and scholars have explored distributed leadership as a tool to 

help schools create and maintain academic improvement efforts (Bolden, 2011).  Rather 

than focus on the leadership qualities of the school leader, the focus is on how ownership 

for improvements is distributed among several people within the school.  Spillane (2005) 

provides a caution that the distributed leadership is not “a cure-all for all that ails 

schools” (p. 149).  Rather, distributed leadership is a tool to help leaders think differently 

about how they can position their institution for success.  By stretching the leadership 

effort over multiple people and roles within a school, conjoint agency is achieved (Gronn, 

2002).  Improvements are likely to be supported throughout the school, both by 

administration and teachers.  However, once improvements are made in a school, 

sustaining those improvements is important for continuality.   
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Leadership succession at the school level is not often thought of as an issue 

impacting school improvement.  However, Rhodes and Brudrett (2005) argue that while 

distributed leadership has helped schools build leadership capacity and increased 

achievement, leadership succession is a key to sustaining improvements.  This argument 

is continued by Hargreaves (2009), who suggests distributed leadership is one possible 

solution to the lack of succession planning for school leaders.   

An example of how distributed leadership can positively impact succession 

planning for school leadership is found in the state of Kansas (Thompson, 2016).  

Thompson reports that a partnership between Kansas State University and local school 

districts was formed to provide faculty that conducted in-service training for school 

districts.  Through this program, the school districts saw the need for distributed 

leadership that extended beyond traditional administrative positions.  Many of these 

districts then opened up options for classroom teachers to attend a modified version of 

training that administrators attended.  The results have been more classroom teachers 

becoming employed at higher levels throughout their districts.  Thompson suggests these 

districts developed a deeper pool of internal candidates because leadership education was 

distributed throughout the school and was not reserved merely for those in administrative 

positions.  Distributed leadership may indirectly support succession-planning efforts 

within an organization by stretching leadership across multiple leaders and potential 

leaders (Thompson, 2016; Hargreaves, 2009).   

Another school district experienced how certain elements of distributed leadership 

aided their succession of school principals.  Myung, Loeb, and Horng (2011) conducted a 

case study at Miami-Dade County Public School to examine leadership succession efforts 
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within the district.  This study focused on survey data from 15,840 teachers, 583 assistant 

principals, and over 312 principals.  This study examined the effect that “tapping” had on 

a teacher considering a future as a principal.  The authors describe “tapping” as the 

informal or formal comments from a principal to a teacher encouraging him or her to 

consider becoming a principal one day.  The authors describe these comments as a type 

of “tap on the shoulder” to help the teacher think differently about his or her career path.  

The study suggested that teachers who were “tapped” were more likely to consider 

pursuing a career path toward school administration.  The study also suggested teachers 

who had experience leading an effort across the entire school were more likely to be 

“tapped” by their principal.  In other words, those whom had actually led something at 

the school-level were being encouraged more frequently to think about becoming school-

level leaders.  One way teachers experience opportunities to lead a project or effort at the 

school level is when a school embraces a distributed approach to leadership (Bolden, 

2011).  Myung et al. (2011) also concluded that “…many principals use tapping as an 

informal mechanism to identify and encourage promising individuals to pursue careers in 

school leadership” (p. 720).  Without a formal succession system, tapping serves to 

increase the pool of future school leaders.   

As suggested by the Myung et al. (2011) and Thompson (2016) case studies, 

distributed leadership may create the fertile ground for succession planning to take root, 

even when formal succession plans have not been created or managed.  Through the 

inclusion of multiple people from across the school or school district on school 

improvement efforts, schools are finding increased collaboration and increased leadership 
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development.  This increase in leadership development might aid these organizations in 

preparing, even informally, for leadership succession.   

Distributed leadership is not without its limitations.  As mentioned earlier, the 

focus of distributed leadership is on the interactions between leaders, followers, and the 

situation, “rather than viewing leadership practice as a product of a leader's knowledge 

and skill” (Spillane, 2005, p. 144).  Instead of focusing on how a particular leader is 

leading, the focus is on the interaction among various actors within a leadership context.  

Distributed leadership takes the focus off strong leaders and instead looks at the strength 

of interactions among leaders.  However, as Bennett, Wise, Woods, and Harvey (2003) 

argue, distributed leadership is not in conflict with the presence of a strong senior leader.  

In their review of the literature on distributed leadership, the researchers suggest a senior 

leader is often needed to provide influence and to create an organizational system that 

supports distributed leadership.  Without a leader to advocate distributed leadership, it 

may be challenging to manifest.    

Some of the structural and situational limitations that restrict distributed 

leadership are mentioned by Spillane, Harris, Jones, and Mertz (2015).  The researchers 

conducted a longitudinal study of new school principals in a large district and found 

evidence that certain environmental factors impact the implantation of distributed 

leadership.  In situations where new principals went into schools under threat of 

probation, distributed leadership was met with greater tension.  In these high pressure 

situations, the principals experienced a tension between taking charge and working in and 

through others.  These findings agree with Zepke (2007), who conducted a case study of 

an educational system in New Zealand.  Zepke found evidence that distributed leadership 
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can be restricted in organizations when power is pooled among a few leaders rather than 

shared.  The research suggests it is the flow of power among different actors that allows 

distributed leadership to thrive.  In situations of top-down, hierarchical control, 

distributed leadership is ineffective.   

Finally, the level of authority given to organizational members has an impact on 

the effectiveness of distributed leadership.  Ho and Ng (2017) examined tensions in 

distributed leadership through a case study of an elementary school in the country of 

Singapore.  The research suggests senior leaders can enable or restrict distributed 

leadership by granting authority to others within the organization.  Considering the 

research by Ho and Ng (2017), Spillane et al. (2015) and Zepke (2007), there is evidence 

distributed leadership is likely to occur only when it is enabled by senior leadership and 

when the organizational structure allows for a type of power distribution.  Even within 

the context of educational settings, when a few leaders hold a majority of power and give 

autocratic direction, distributed leadership is unlikely to thrive.     

Distributed Leadership in Multi-Site Churches 

The leadership structure of multi-site churches is similar to the leadership 

structure of school districts.  In a school district, a superintendent overseas the entire 

district, but each school is led by a principal who reports into the central office and to the 

superintendent.  In a multi-site church, the overall church is led by a senior or lead pastor, 

but each site is led by a campus pastor who reports to the senior or lead pastor.  The 

campus pastor is responsible for being the local pastoral presence and an extension of the 

senior pastor to the local congregation.  According to Surratt et al. (2006), who conducted 

in-depth interviews with selected multi-site churches, the campus pastor is the role that is 
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most critical to the success of a multi-site campus.  McConnell (2009) explains that 

campus pastors extend the influence of the church’s senior leadership to their specific 

site.  Similar to school districts, multi-site churches distribute leadership throughout the 

church.  Instead of having the entire church under one pastor, a multi-site church has 

congregational members under each campus pastor.  The influence of the senior pastor is 

therefore distributed to and through each campus pastor.  The formalization of the 

campus pastor role at a multi-site church aligns with the distributed leadership taxonomy 

from Gronn (2002).  

• Spontaneous collaboration.  The campus pastor is responsible for their assigned 

campus but will be supported by and collaborate with staff from a central team or 

with members from other campuses as needed (Surratt et al., 2006).   

• Intuitive working relationships.  The campus pastor is the person who is 

responsible for the ministry at their assigned campus.  As such, they are often the 

voice for their campus.  

• Institutionalized practice.  The formalization of naming a campus pastor is a form 

of institutionalized distribution of leadership where the influence of the senior 

pastor is formally extended through the campus pastor.     

Succession in Multi-Site Churches 

The multi-site church organizational design is complex.  As previously 

mentioned, each site is overseen by a campus pastor who ensures the essential ministries 

of the church are delivered but the church is unified as one central organization.  Despite 

the importance of the campus pastor role, there is virtually no research on the succession 

plan for campus pastors at multi-site churches.  While Vanderbloemen and Bird (2014) 
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mention campus pastors as a potential candidate pool for the succession of a senior pastor 

at a church, they do not explore actual succession planning for campus pastor positions.  

However, as Myung et al. (2011) suggest in the study on principal succession, the lack of 

a formal succession plan does not mean that informal or undocumented succession 

planning efforts are not happening.   

Even if information succession planning is occurring at multi-site churches, the 

role of campus pastor is significant enough for these churches to formalize a succession 

plan for this role.  Conlon and Smith (2010) state succession plans should cover members 

of the senior leadership team or critical roles within the organization.  Given the amount 

of unique organizational influence that campus pastors have in a multi-site church, it 

would be wise to have these roles covered by a succession plan.  When a campus pastor 

transitions his or her role at a multi-site church it is a significant organizational event 

(Fleischmann, 2000).  Not having a comprehensive succession plan for campus pastors 

leaves multi-site churches open to significant leadership gaps and a long-term risk to the 

fulfillment of their mission.  

An example of the danger of a church not having a proper succession plan in 

place is seen in the case study of the Crystal Cathedral.  Vanderbloemen and Bird (2014) 

document the history of the downfall of the Crystal Cathedral.  According to the authors’ 

research, the senior pastor of the Crystal Cathedral, Robert H. Schuller, announced at age 

69 that his son, also named Robert, would take over as senior leader.  However, when his 

son was formally named co-pastor four years later, Robert H. Schuller never stepped 

down.  Even when his son, Robert A. Schuller was named senior pastor in 2006, the elder 
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Robert did not give up control.  This is an example of the importance of communication 

and trust that Dyck, et al. (2002) mentions.   

Less than three years later, in 2008, it was announced that the younger, Robert A. 

Schuller, would no longer be preaching at the Crystal Cathedral.  Robert H. Schuller then 

told his congregation that he had a 20 year plan to continue preaching up until he was 100 

years old.  Additional Schuller family members were moved into leadership positions on 

staff and on the board.  Yet, the finances became tight for the ministry and eventually in 

2010, the Crystal Cathedral filed for bankruptcy.  The church that housed thousands of 

worshipers and a robust television ministry just a few decades before, ended quickly and 

dramatically in 2010.  Vanderbloemen and Bird (2014) argue this is cautionary tale of 

what can occur when a church does not have a succession plan or when they choose not 

to follow their succession plan.  While the Crystal Cathedral is not a multi-site church, 

their caution remains; churches are at risk when they do not have a succession plan.  

This leads to a perplexing question: Why would organizations so reliant on people 

in pastoral leadership roles risk not having an intentional succession plan in place?  

Clearly, in order to maintain leadership continuality for multi-site churches, intentional 

strategic succession management is needed. 

Summary 

In conclusion, planning for leadership transitions is akin to end of life planning.  It 

is something that will happen to everyone, but the topic is often not discussed due to the 

awkward nature of thinking and planning for the unknown future.  However, successful 

organizations not only have discussed a plan for leadership succession, they are 
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intentional in developing leaders ready to assume these leadership vacancies when they 

arise. 

While most organizational leaders acknowledge the need for succession 

management, few boards and senior leaders give the proper time to this important effort 

(Charan, 2005; Hewitt Associates, 2005; Larker & Saslow, 2014).  Karaevli (2007) and 

Zhang and Rajagopalan (2010) found evidence that the succession of key leaders within 

an organization can impact the organization’s performance.  Vanderbloemen and Bird 

(2014) discuss the performance impact of pastoral transitions within a church.  It is clear 

that when key leaders within the organization leave, handling their succession should be a 

strategic priority.  Given the importance of the campus pastor role for multi-site churches 

(Bird, 2014b; McConnell, 2009; Surratt, et al., 2006) planning and managing their 

succession is critical for the mission continuity of these churches. However, succession 

planning for campus pastors must be more than simply documenting a replacement plan 

(Kesler, 2002; Rothwell, 2005).  Intentional and intense talent development should be 

occurring with campus pastors and future campus pastors at multi-site churches in order 

to help these churches through the times of transition with their campus pastors.  
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 CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY  

Introduction 

 The role of a campus pastor is critically important in multi-site churches.  

Leadership succession of campus pastors for Converge member multi-site churches is a 

strategic challenge.  Because this model of ministry is still emerging (Bird, 2014b; Surratt 

et al., 2006; Tomberlin & Cool, 2014), there is a gap in the scholarly literature on 

effective multi-site organizational practices.  This study was a dissertation in practice that 

provided practical scholarship to a leadership challenge. The focus of this study was on 

the actions and plans of four multi-site churches in the succession management of 

campus pastors.  This section will describe the methodology and research design of this 

study that provided research-based insights for Converge member, multi-site churches.  

Research Questions 

The problem this study addressed is the lack of best practice succession 

management for campus pastors of multi-site churches.  It was important for this research 

to be both academically sound and pragmatically relevant to church practitioners.  Thus, 

the research questions of this study focused on the process by which multi-site church 

leaders think about, plan for, and execute succession management with their campus 

pastors. 

The following research question guided this qualitative study: What process do 

leaders of Converge member, multi-site churches plan to follow for leadership succession 

of campus pastors? Additional sub-questions included:  

1. What type of bench building occurs within the organization to identify 

future campus pastors?  



DISTRIBUTED SUCCESSION 57 

2. What process do church leaders use to develop future leaders?  

3. What leadership skills or qualities indicate a potential campus pastor is 

ready to be promoted? 

4. What type of succession transition does the church use in the transition of 

the campus pastor?  

5. What unforeseen challenges arose when a campus pastor transitioned?  

Research Design 

The qualitative method of research this study used was a multiple-case study. 

Creswell states that case studies focus on a unit of analysis that includes studying a 

program or activity (Creswell, 2013).  The succession management of campus pastors is a 

program and activity churches engage in, making this study a strong fit for the case study 

methodology.  Yin (2003) observes that research on community groups and business 

firms are frequently conducted using the case study method.  Multi-site churches are 

community groups, but are often organized more formally, like a business.  This gave 

further confidence for the use of this methodology for this study.  

Multiple-Case Study 

A multiple-case study replicates the research across two or more unique cases; 

this approach is different from a single-case study, which focuses on only one isolated 

case (Merriam, 1995; Yin, 2003).  According to Yin, a multiple-case study adds validity 

to the research and helps to avoid some of the criticism that single-case studies are too 

narrowly focused.  By researching multiple cases, common and contrasting themes can be 

identified and rival explanations may be examined.    
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There are three categories of multiple-case studies: exploratory, descriptive and 

explanatory (Yin, 2003).  Exploratory case studies, as described by Yin, define research 

questions after the data has been collected, which allows for broad exploration of a case.  

Yin describes an explanatory case study as one that seeks to find causal relationships for 

certain events occurring.  The descriptive case study, per Yin, can be organized through a 

series of questions and answers.  The research questions in a descriptive case study are 

informed by the literature and defined before the study.  This study was a descriptive case 

study because it is organized based on the predetermined research questions and the 

findings are organized by the research questions.  

Case Selection  

One of the most important aspects of a multiple-case study is being selective and 

purposeful about how the cases are selected.  Yin (2003) argues that defining the case is 

one of the most important aspects of the case-study research.  Following the guidance of 

both Yin (2003) and Creswell (2013), this study was purposeful and clear in the case 

selection.  One of the key considerations in case selection process was the transferability 

of the research findings.  

In some qualitative studies where the findings are descriptive, transferability of 

the data may not be a concern because the study is examining a phenomenon within its 

context (Krefting, 1991).  However, this study was aimed at providing a framework for 

multi-site churches in the Converge denomination, transferability was a priority.  

Krefting suggests one way to increase the transferability of qualitative findings is to 

utilize a nominated sample or the use of judges who select representatives of 

phenomenon under study (1991).  
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The judges best suited to nominate this study’s sample were leaders within the 

Converge denomination.  The judges for this nominated sample included one regional 

Executive Minister and the President of the Converge denomination.  These Converge 

leaders knew which churches best represented multi-site churches within the 

denomination and provided a list of all Converge churches that met the defined criteria as 

described in the participation and data source recruitment section.  These criteria were 

important because as the number of sites increase for a multi-site church, the complexity 

and commitment to maintain an organizational structure around the multi-site model 

grows (Bird, 2014b; Surratt et al., 2006).   

It was important to study churches that have fully embraced the multi-site model 

of ministry.  Although several churches are experimenting with one multi-site campus 

(Tomberlin, personal communication, July 21, 2016), it was important to study churches 

that have fully embraced the multi-site ministry.  By limiting the sample to only 

Converge member churches, a boundary for this study was established to keep the focus 

narrow.   

Participants and Data Sources 

 In case studies, collecting data from multiple sources such as semi-structured 

interviews, documents and other artifacts are necessary (Creswell, 2013).  The data for 

this study were collected interviews of key staff at four different churches, site 

observations, and artifact reviews.  Four different multi-site Converge member churches 

were studied.  The sample of churches came from a nominated sample provided from the 

Converge denomination leadership.  The Executive Ministry of Converge North Central 

and the President of Converge Worldwide provided a list of churches that fit the research 
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criteria.  They also provided the contact information for these churches.  The research 

criteria for this study were:     

1. A Converge denomination member church.  

2. Located within the United States of America.  

3. A multi-site church that has at least four campus or site locations and has been 

using a multi-site model of ministry for a minimum of three years.  

4. The church operates under a central budget and under the authority of a single 

church board. 

5. The church has experienced at least one campus pastor transition since 

becoming a multi-site church.  

A copy of the request letter to the Converge leaders asking for a nominated sample is 

located in Appendix A.  To protect confidentiality, the church’s name was not used in the 

study and the church’s data was kept confidential.   

 After the list was provided from Converge, it was reviewed and verified for 

accuracy.  There were 65 Converge churches in the United States who were using the 

multi-site model of ministry, but only 11 met the criteria for the number of campus 

locations.  The regional Executive Pastor personally recommended five of the 11 

churches that met the criteria.  These five recommendations were based on his experience 

and working relationship with these five churches and the interactions and involvement 

these churches had with the Converge denomination.  Of the five churches contacted, all 

five initially responded positively indicating interest in participating in the study.  

However, one of the churches did not respond to subsequent requests to schedule an 

initial phone call.  The other four churches did respond, and an email was sent to the 



DISTRIBUTED SUCCESSION 61 

Executive Pastor explaining the study and requesting permission to come on-site and 

have access to select staff to collected data.   

In the primary discussions with the Executive Pastors, a preferred timeline was 

discussed, a sample of that timeline is found in Appendix B.  The following staff 

members were requested to be interviewed:  

1. Campus pastors for all or as many of the campus locations as possible. 

2. The executive or administrative pastor who oversees the campus pastors. 

3. The human resource or leadership development leader who oversees the 

organizational development at that church.  

Additional supporting artifacts were collected such as job descriptions, on-boarding 

guides, and the church’s public website content.  Finally, on-site observations were made 

when each site was visited to conduct the interviews with each church’s participants.   

The challenge with this type of data collection is the time needed to converse with 

these leaders.  Being a campus pastor, executive pastor or senior pastor at a large, multi-

site church is a time-consuming job and one that often involves a full and highly 

programed calendar.  Since each weekend involves a large public gathering and 

additional programs that need to be conducted, most leaders within the church are 

protective of their calendar.  However, pastors are collaborative and view their mission as 

one that involves many churches, not just their own church.  Despite their busy calendars, 

the Executive Pastors at the four churches were accommodating and displayed a 

willingness to help make their staff available to participate in this research.   

One tactic that was helpful in scheduling these interviews was blocking time for 

an entire day to conduct these interviews.  The Executive Pastors found it was best to set 
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a day of these meetings when their staff was already planning on being at their central 

office location.  One benefit of having these interviews on times when many staff were at 

the central office location allowed for additional observation of staff interactions outside 

of the interviews.  Scheduling one-hour interviews was appropriate for the interviewees 

with most of the interviews completed in under an hour; a few interviews went over an 

hour.  Each interviewee was given as much time as they needed and no interview was cut 

off due to time.  The participants were not required to participate in the study.  Before 

each interview began, the participants were given an overview of the purpose of the 

study, had an opportunity to ask any questions about the study, and were assured of the 

confidentiality of the data collected.  All participants verbally consented to participating 

in the study and verbally consented to the interview being recorded.  All interviews with 

participants took place in a closed room so their comments were confidential.  One 

exception was one interview with an executive pastor and director of multi-site that took 

place off-site at a restaurant, this was at the request of the executive pastor who was able 

to meet during his lunch hour and he wanted to do the interview with the director of 

multi-site.  The director consented to the interview, after the meeting one-on-one time 

was spent with the director of multi-site in his office to give him an opportunity to speak 

privately.  The director of multi-site did not have any changes or additions to the 

interview and said he was able to speak freely during the interview.  

In all four of the churches that participated in the study, selected campus pastors 

were interviewed, along with the Executive Pastor.  In three of the churches the head of 

campus development was interviewed and two of the churches included their Senior 

Pastor.  At Church A, the head of leadership development was included.   The total 
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sample size for the study was 21 participants.  Table 1 shows the breakdown of 

participants by church.  

Table 1 

Staff Roles Interviewed by Church 

Position Interviewed 
Church 

A 

Church 

B 

Church 

C 

Church 

D 

Senior Pastor  Yes Yes  

Executive/Operations Pastor Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Pastor/Director of Campus Development  Yes Yes  Yes 

Director of Leadership Development Yes    

Campus Pastors  Yes Yes Yes Yes 

 

This nominated sample provided a diversity of ministry settings and contexts to 

the research.  While Converge denomination churches are similar in their theology, 

governance and approach to worship, the context and community each church ministry in 

is unique.  Each church reflects, to some degree, the community in which they are 

located.  Table 2 describes the demographics of each of the churches that participated in 

this study.    
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Table 2 

Demographic Profile of Churches 

Church Geographical Location Location Setting 
Number of 

Campuses 

Church A North Central  Suburban  6 

Church B North Central Rural  6 

Church C North Central Rural/Exurban 4 

Church D Southwest Suburban 5 

  

Each church that participated in the study provided access to five staff members 

that included a mix of campus pastors, the executive pastor, the senior pastor, the head of 

campus development, and the head of leadership development.  In each church, the 

Executive Pastor, or in one church the Senior Pastor, selected the staff members who 

would be interviewed.  Not all the campus pastors at all sites were interviewed.  This was 

due to schedules, availability or relevance in the situation of a new staff member.   

It was important for this research to meet with the senior level staff at these 

churches and in most cases the majority of senior level staff at these churches are male.  

One woman was interviewed in the Executive Pastor/Director of Operations role.  All the 

campus pastors and senior pastors were male.  Male dominated pastors are common in 

evangelical congregations nationally; only 3% of evangelical congregations are led by a 

female (Duke University, 2015).  All the interviewees were between the ages of 23 to 59.  

Of all the campus pastors interviewed, 55% of them were on staff at the church prior to 

their promotion into a campus pastor role.  Thirty-six percent of the campus pastors were 
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church attenders who were volunteers, but not on paid staff with the church, prior to 

being hired as a campus pastor.  Nine percent of the campus pastors were on staff with 

another church prior to being hired as a campus pastor.  

It is important that data collection continue at each case until the proper amount of 

data is gathered.  Creswell (2014) describes data saturation as the point when no 

additional insights are uncovered from fresh data.  A degree of data saturation was 

achieved at most sites with some limitations.  Church B included a number of campuses 

spread out across an entire state and one of the campuses was experimenting with 

different models of producing a weekend service.  It was time and cost prohibitive to 

physically visit each campus at all four churches, so a level of saturation was not 

achieved that might have been reached if a weekend service was attended at each of the 

various campuses.  A level of saturation was reached in the interviews with staff at 

churches A, C and D especially.  Consistent topics, phrases or stories were relayed from 

the different staff members in these interviews.  In some instances, if a staff member did 

not bring up a topic or example that was mentioned in other interviews, they were asked 

about that topic.  A level of saturation was achieved with church B, however, to a lesser 

degree.  One interview was postponed due to weather, and this interview was conducted 

via phone within two weeks of the originally scheduled time. The interview experience 

was less rich being conducted over the phone as non-verbal communication could not be 

observed and responded to during the interview.  Additional data collected from artifacts 

such as job descriptions and website information also contributed toward data saturation.   
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Data Collection Tools 

The data for this study was collected through in-person semi-structured 

interviews, artifact, and observation analysis.  An interview protocol was originally 

developed with six main open-ended questions that connected directly to the research 

question and additional questions of this study.  After the first round of interviews, the 

interview protocol was slightly adjusted.  Two questions that were not as effective were 

dropped and an additional question was added to help better align the protocol with the 

aim of the study and focus on the research questions for this study.  The final interview 

protocol contained five main questions.  This interview protocol follows the guidance of 

Jacob and Furgerson (2012) and began with a scripted opening and closing to help set the 

proper tone for these interviews.  The interview protocol was designed to be appropriate 

for all interviews for this study.  This protocol guided the interviews of campus pastors, 

executive pastors, talent development or human resource leaders.  By using a consistent 

protocol, the data could be analyzed across each case and allowed for the different cases 

to be compared and contrasted.  The interview protocol for this study can be found in 

Appendix C. 

Observational and artifact data was also collected and analyzed in this study.  For 

these observational and artifact reviews, a protocol to record the data was developed and 

is located in Appendix D.  This protocol was designed based on the observational 

protocol Creswell (2013) suggested and included a section for descriptive and reflective 

notes.  This protocol allowed for observational data to be collected that described what 

was observed during a site visit but also gave space to journal thoughts and reflections 

during site visits. 
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Data Collection Procedures 

The data collection process for this study began with recruiting churches that fit 

the criteria for inclusion in the study sample.  Once a list of churches consistent with the 

criteria listed in the participant section was provided from Converge Worldwide, an email 

was sent to the Executive Pastor of each church requesting their participation in the 

study.  A copy of this email is in Appendix E.  After the Executive Pastor responded a 

time was set to speak on the phone to conduct an exploratory phone interview to gauge 

interest and feasibility of participating in the study.  If the church agreed to participate, a 

formal planning call or email was conducted to review expectations and establish a 

timeline for the data collection.  After this planning occurred, a letter of consent was sent 

to the Executive Pastor and was signed before any data collection began on-site.   

Each set of interviews took place on-site at the central office locations of the 

church as well as additional campus locations in one situation.  The interviews were 

conducted in a conference room or office with a closed door with one exception where 

the interviewee preferred to be interviewed in a quiet restaurant during his lunch break to 

accommodate his schedule.  Each interview began with an overview of the purpose of 

this study; an explanation of the data collection process was given as well as assurances 

of participant confidentiality.  Each interviewee verbally consented to being interviewed 

and to the interview being recorded.  Interviews were conducted via a semi-structured 

interview protocol.  Campus pastors, the executive pastor, and the head of campus 

development were interviewed for this study.  In two situations, senior pastors were also 

included.  At the conclusion of the interviews, a list of artifacts mentioned in the 

interviews was requested from the executive pastor.  In some cases, the church’s website 
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was reviewed to triangulate data.  At one church, a process question arose after the 

interviews as to the steps the church actually took in the replacement of a campus pastor.  

In that situation, an email was sent to the Director of Campus Development to clarify.   

The interviews were recorded using a Philips Voice Tracer digital recorder.  For 

one interview, this digital recorder malfunctioned and an iPhone with a voice-recording 

application was used as a backup recording device.  The voice recordings were then 

uploaded to a cloud drive for storage.  Per the guidance of Merriam (1998), the first five 

interviews were transcribed from playing back the tape with the researcher as the 

transcriber.  The additional transcriptions were conducted via a service called Go 

Transcript.  Once the transcripts were returned they were reviewed for accuracy and 

compared against the recording.   

The researcher took notes during the interview of key words or phrases mentioned 

by the interviewee.  Once the interview was complete, memos about the interview were 

made before the next interview.  These memos included brief observations of the 

interviewee’s responses as well as church specific insights or stories.  During breaks 

between the interviews, site observations were collected using the site observation 

protocol (Appendix D).  These observations included taking notes of the physical layout 

of the buildings and offices.  Also, observational notes were taken of informal staff 

interactions and what content was displayed on the walls of the buildings.  These data 

provided additional insights into the culture of each church and reinforced the value of 

collecting the majority of the data in-person.   Merriam (1998) recommended that 

researchers conduct data analysis simultaneously with data collection.  This was done in 

the interviews by making notes to ask interviewees additional questions about topics 
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raised in previous interviews or looking for trends to follow and explore.  Once all the 

interviews at a church were concluded, the interviews were transcribed.  The transcription 

was loaded to the qualitative software Dedoose for coding and analysis.  

One of the significant limitations and considerations for this study was the budget. 

Since these interviews were conducted on-site and face-to-face, travel was required.  The 

value of being able to conduct these interviews in the natural setting of the case 

(Creswell, 2014) was worth the cost of the time and actual travel expense.  The 

researcher paid for all expenses for this study.  Additional costs involved the Dedoose 

software, the digital recorder and cost of transcription services.  

Ensuring Validity  

Krefting (1991) provides four areas in which qualitative researchers can increase 

the worth of their research: credibility, transferability, dependability, and conformability.  

The following describe how this study addressed these four areas to increase validity.   

Credibility. There are two ways this research increased credibility: triangulation 

and member checking.  Merriam (1995) defined triangulation as using multiple sources 

of input to investigate a finding.  For example, reading about a phenomenon in a written 

policy, hearing it mentioned in an interview, and seeing the phenomenon occur in action 

would be a form of triangulation.  Having a phenomenon recorded or observed from three 

different sources greatly increases the credibility of that data (Yin, 2003).  Findings from 

the interviews with campus and executive pastors were triangulated through other 

interviews.  Additional data, artifacts like websites, job descriptions, and online videos of 

organizational announcements made to the church were collected.  When a common 

theme or key story was mentioned during an interview, that data would be triangulated 
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using other interviews, site observations or artifact collection.  For example, at church D, 

several interviewees mentioned the church’s Distinctive Values.  These values were 

displayed on a common wall in their staff office area that was observed using the site 

observation protocol.  The importance of these values for church D was triangulated 

through the various interviews as well as the site observations.   

Member checking is having the interviewees review the findings from the 

interviews for accuracy and validity (Merriam, 1995; Creswell, 2014).  Once an initial 

draft of the findings from each case study was completed, that draft was sent to the 

Executive Pastor for his review to confirm or correct the process of succession 

management those churches conduct.  This type of member checking was appropriate for 

this study as it ensured the collective feedback from the interviews, artifact review and 

on-site observation accurately described the churches approach.  The Executive Pastor at 

each site was the most knowledgeable person about the succession management of 

campus pastors at each church, making them the proper person to perform this member 

check.  The feedback from the four different executive pastors seemed to be honest but 

high-level and general.  One of the four executive pastors did not respond initially to the 

opportunity to read over the findings and after two weeks a second request was made 

before a response was provided, once that feedback was received, it was generically 

positive.  

Transferability. Transferability was explained by Krefting (1991) as how 

generalizable or transferable the findings of the study are to a broader context.  Given this 

research was a case study, the transferability was limited.  However, by using a 

nominated sample, the transferability of the data can be slightly increased (Krefting, 
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1991).  Nominations for this study came from a panel of judges who were part of the 

Converge leadership team. These judges identified cases which were representative of 

multi-site churches within the Converge denomination.  Second, by using multiple cases 

in this study, as opposed to a single-case study, the transferability of the findings was 

increased (Yin, 2011).   

Dependability. The dependability of the findings relates to how consistent the 

findings are within the study (Krefting, 1991).  The use of the Dedoose software to store, 

code and analyze the data increased the dependability of the study as it kept the data 

organized.  The transcripts of the interviews were also read and in some sections 

compared against the recordings to ensure the accuracy of the transcripts.  These actions 

helped increase the dependability of this study.  

Conformability. A qualitative study is said to have conformity when the truth-

value of what the research claims to find conforms to the truth-value of the subjects and 

participants (Krefting, 1991).  Triangulation, member checking and the use of multiple 

cases aided in the conformability of the results.  However, this study was limited to the 

perceptions of the campus pastors and senior level leaders of the church.  The limitations 

of this study included the bias of the campus pastors made available for this study, as 

mentioned in the limitations section in chapter one.  The amount of time spent onsite with 

each the churches was helpful but was limited.  To increase the conformability of this 

research, more time could have been spent onsite observing different staff interactions, 

experiencing a weekend service and observing staff interactions with volunteers and 

congregants.  That additional data collection, which was cost and time prohibitive, would 

have aided the conformability of the findings.          
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Ethical Considerations 

The largest ethical issue this research contended with was my own bias as the 

researcher.  Creswell (2013) acknowledged that the researcher is an important part of the 

qualitative research process, yet each person brings their own set of philosophies, beliefs 

and biases.  I am a campus pastor at a large Converge member church, so my point of 

view is one that must be considered as an ethical consideration in this study.  Member 

checking and triangulation (Merriam, 1995) were important to help guard against 

unintentional bias coming into the data collection or analysis of the results.  This study 

did not pose harm to the research subjects; however, careful planning and ethical 

considerations were taken and reviewed by the IRB at Creighton University.  The letter 

of agreement used in this study is found in Appendix F.  The IRB signed off on the letter 

of consent as well as the initial interview protocol and the modified interview protocol.  

Initial approval of this dissertation was granted by Creighton’s IRB on October 17, 2016 

under package number 971817-2.  A copy of the approval letter is located in Appendix G.  

One ethical consideration was the amount of time the research participants 

invested in this study.  It was important to communicate the scope of this research to 

perspective churches upfront and then adhere to that schedule and timeline.  This 

information was communicated in writing to the executive pastors of potential cases 

before the data-gathering phase of this study began.  

An additional ethical consideration was related to the collection and storage of 

data.  These interviews were confidential and it was important to store the data of the 

interviews in a secure manner.  The actual interview files were saved on a cloud drive, 

which is password protected.  The transcripts were given a general code and all personal 
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identifiers were removed from the transcripts before they were uploaded to the Dedoose 

software.  Each interview was numbered, but the names of the churches or interviewee 

were not included on the transcript.   

Summary 

 This section reviewed the research design, participant selection, data collection, 

and ethical considerations of this multiple-case study.  The aim of this study was to offer 

practical guidance for Converge multi-site churches to help them engage in succession 

management of their campus pastors.  The selection of the nominated cases was 

purposeful and appropriate to achieve the aim of this study.  Careful attention was given 

to select interview participants and clear expectations were set prior to data collection.  

Interview protocols were established and modified to ensure the data was being collected 

in a consistent way that would answer the research questions for this study.  This chapter 

also addressed four steps taken to enhance the validity of the study: credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and conformability.  Ethical considerations were discussed 

along with the steps taken to ensure this study causes no harm to research participants 

and their organizations.    
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

Introduction 

As stated in Chapter One, the purpose of this study was to understand and identify 

how multi-site churches in the Converge denomination are planning for the succession of 

campus pastors.  This study was conducted as a multiple-case study in order to compare 

the results across cases.  The research focused on the plans church leaders have taken to 

manage the succession of campus pastors.  The study was driven by a central research 

question: What processes do leaders of Converge member, multi-site churches follow to 

plan for leadership succession of campus pastors?  Additional sub-questions included:  

1. What type of bench building occurs within the organization to identify 

future campus pastors?  

2. What processes do church leaders use to develop future leaders?  

3. What leadership skills or qualities indicate that a potential campus pastor 

is ready to be promoted? 

4. What type of succession transition does the church use in the transition of 

the campus pastor?  

5. What unforeseen challenges arose when a campus pastor transitioned?  

These research questions addressed a significant gap in the literature on this topic.  The 

role of a campus pastor is critically important to the success of a multi-site church.  

Planning for and managing the succession of this role is strategically important for multi-

site churches.   
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Data Organization and Analysis  

 This multiple-case study involved a substantial amount of data.  In an effort not to 

lose focus on the aim and purpose of this study, it was important to put boundaries on the 

data analysis.  Baxter and Jack (2008) mentioned one way to avoid getting lost in the data 

is to clearly address each research question or proposition.  Roberts (2010) also suggested 

organizing results by research question is an appropriate way to maintain focus in 

presenting and analyzing results.  When conducting a multiple-case study, Yin (2003) 

suggested each case should replicate the process so comparison between cases can be 

shown.  To allow for effective comparison between cases, each case was analyzed 

independently and then cross-case comparison was conducted.  Merriam (1998) advised 

that multiple-case studies follow a two-step process of analysis: within-case and cross-

case analysis.  By following this two-step process, this analysis was conducted for each 

case as well as the cross-case.  Figure 1 shows the process of analysis conducted for each 

case and then the cross-case analysis.   
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Figure 1.  Process for within-case and cross-case analysis.  

 At the conclusion of the data collection for each case, the data was transcribed 

and loaded to Dedoose.  Each interview was read at least twice and coded.  Merriam 

(1998) stated that coding is the act of assigning a shorthand reference to a section of data.  

The multiple reading and coding of the interviews happened over different days to allow 

for time to process the information over multiple sittings.  In total, 64 different codes 

were used across all data for the study.  However, not all codes were used across each 

case.  Churches A and D were assigned the most codes with 46 each, Church B was 

assigned the least with 41, Church C was assigned 44.  Once each interview within a case 

had been coded, the interviews and other artifacts were re-read to establish themes, per 

the advice of Merriam.  Each of the 64 codes fell under one of nine theme headings.  It 

was important to ensure the themes stayed within the bounds of this study, thus, once 

themes were established, they were grouped under the research questions.  This led to the 

exclusion of some themes which fell outside the bounds of this study.   
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After all the interviews and artifacts within in a case were coded and grouped 

under themes, an analysis was conducted for that case.  This analysis was conducted by 

taking all the codes under each theme and seeking to answer the research question for 

that church.  This allowed for each case’s data to be woven together into a composite 

picture of how the church approached succession management. To attempt to answer the 

research questions for each case, the themes and codes were read and re-read numerous 

times within each case to find contrasting and coalescing ideas.        

Once each case was analyzed, a cross-case analysis was then conducted, taking 

each theme from all four of the cases under each research question.  The methodology 

used in the cross-case analysis mirrored the analysis that was conducted on each case.  

Themes from each of the four cases were read, reviewed and re-read across each case to 

find contrasting and coalescing findings.  Managing data from the four different cases 

was a challenge.  To remain organized and focused on the boundaries of this study, a 

cross-case analysis was conducted separately for each of the research questions. This 

resulted in the analysis being conducted over multiple days to allow time to process, 

reflect and reengage with the themes from each case.  

The findings are organized in a way that reflects the process of the analysis.  Each 

case is presented with how that church handles the succession management of campus 

pastors.  The findings for Case A (below) as well as the subsequent cases are organized 

under the headings of the study’s research questions.  After each case is presented, the 

findings of the overall, cross-case analysis are presented.     
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Church A Case Study 

Church A is a large, six-campus multi-site church located in the upper Midwest of 

the United States.  This church utilizes a sophisticated live video streaming service during 

weekend services so each of their campus locations see the sermon from their broadcast 

location at virtually the same time.  This church reaches more than 20,000 people on a 

weekend with all of their site locations in the suburbs of a large metropolitan city center. 

This church has a clearly defined organizational structure with clear reporting 

relationships.  An Executive Pastor oversees the staff and a Director of Campus 

Development supports and oversees the campus pastors.  The church also employs a 

Director of Leadership Development who does not formally manage any staff but 

mentors and supports several upcoming leaders and works closely with the Director of 

Campus Development on the development of future leaders within the organization.   

 Semi-structured interviews were conducted at Church A with the Executive 

Pastor, Director of Campus Development, Director of Leadership Development and two 

campus pastors selected by the Director of Campus Development.  The following report 

is a summary of the data collected at Church A.  The findings are organized by the 

research questions for this study.  

What Process does Church A Follow to Plan for Leadership Succession of Campus 

Pastors? 

 The process for succession management of campus pastors at Church A is less of 

a formal process and more a collection of intentional leadership development activities.  

In the words of one of the leaders at Church A, “I'd like to say we have a great process in 

place but I'm not sure we do.  I think more so we are trying to create our leadership 
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culture as a whole.”  Focusing less on a formal process and more on developing their 

leadership culture, Church A is planning for the leadership succession of campus pastors 

through an intentional distributed approach to leadership.  Church A has experienced 

healthy and positive leadership successions with their campus pastors and much of the 

reason for these smooth transitions has been the level of care and intentionality that has 

gone into making these changes.  Based on the interviews with Church A staff, the 

smooth leadership transitions did not come from a clear succession process, but rather 

because of the leadership culture and organizational context that Church A has created.   

Intentionality.  The interviewees at Church A spoke about the deliberation and 

intentionality they take when hiring a campus pastor.  They spoke about the importance 

of selecting the proper person for this role.  When a campus pastor vacates his position, 

the transition can be difficult for a church.  One interviewee at Church A described the 

gravity of campus pastor succession for this multi-site church: 

There is no change in an organization that’s more challenging and painful than to 

make a campus pastor change because you are changing the face for that entire 

campus plus all of the team and you run a great risk if that campus pastor is loved 

by their team even if they aren’t delivering the results and the team will turn on 

you…so you have to be really careful. 

Given how significant an event the campus pastor transition can be for an organization 

Church A has created an environment that is not dependent on one person or a popular 

personality.  Rather, Church A has decentralized much of their leadership across the 

organization.  This leadership distribution allows for more bench building and minimizes 

the impact when a campus pastor does change.   
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Distributed leadership. Leadership at Church A is distributed throughout various 

teams.  As one of the leaders at Church A explained:  

Because the leadership is so distributed, I mean there is team teaching, you know, 

so it's not just [Senior Pastor] it's also [Teaching Pastor] it's also [Teaching 

Pastor].  Because even with music pastors, they’re off every fourth or fifth week.  

I think the congregation, they're used to seeing other people a lot; other teachers, 

other music pastors, I think it kind of decreases the cult of personality in a good 

way. 

This leadership distribution has resulted in the congregation of Church A identifying with 

the church as a whole and not with a certain pastor.  As the Director of Campus 

Development said, “What we've learned is that attenders, yes, love their campus pastor 

but generally love their church more than they love their campus pastor.”   

It takes great intentionality on the part of the executive team at Church A to create 

a distributed leadership approach in the midst of a mega church environment where 

pastors and musicians are paid to be on stage in front of thousands of people.  The 

executive team has created this approach by modeling leadership distribution.  As one 

executive explained 

We truly want to give as much leadership away as possible…sometimes people 

think “oh that's the executive team’s decision to make” but we don't really make 

that many decisions…we really want to give leadership to the people who are 

overseeing those areas.  

This level of distributed leadership is also modeled by the Senior Pastor of Church A.  It 

is common for the lead or senior pastor of a mega church to be on stage as much as 
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possible, however, the Senior Pastor of Church A has not allowed the church to focus on 

him, rather he has purposefully shared the platform with other leaders at Church A.  As 

one interviewee described:  

I think this is one of the benefits of our church is that we are not a church that's 

based on a personality…one of the benefits, I think, that when people talk about 

[Church Name] it's not even about [Senior Pastor], now [Senior Pastor] is a big 

part of that but you never hear “are you going to [Senior Pastor’s] church.”  It's 

always, “Are you going to [Church Name] church” and I think it's the same with 

our campus pastors. It is a combination of, the kids love going there, the worship 

is amazing… I see it as a very healthy thing. It is about the church, not the person 

upfront. 

For the congregation at Church A, there is a multiplicity of different leaders they 

experience during a service at Church A.  The congregation will see a worship team lead 

25 minutes of music, they will experience a few minutes from the campus pastor at their 

location and then they will hear from one of the three teaching pastors for about 30 

minutes.  Regardless of which campus they attend, the experience is similar and the focus 

is not about a personality, it is on the message.   

By intentionally and systemically distributing leadership from the Senior Pastor to 

the executive team to the campus teams, no one person becomes bigger than the 

organization.  This allows Church A to more effectively navigate the significant and 

complex transition of a campus pastor.  As one of the campus pastors shared, it is not that 

the succession of campus pastors is unimportant at Church A, this transition is critically 

important.  However, the role of a campus pastor at Church A is to invest in the campus 
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staff, develop leaders, and to build the culture of Church A at their campus.  By focusing 

on building the culture of the organization instead of a personal following, the church 

becomes bigger than any one leader, thus the impact of any one leader leaving is 

neutralized by the leadership distribution across Church A.  To understand more details 

for how Church A handles the succession of campus pastors, additional research 

questions were explored.  

What Type of Bench Building Occurs within the Organization to Identify Future 

Campus Pastors? 

 Despite not having an official process for how leaders get on the future campus 

pastor bench, the responses given in interviews from leaders at Church A were strikingly 

similar.  Each interviewee gave the number of people on the future campus pastor bench 

between five and ten with five being the most common number given.  Each interviewee 

also mentioned that while this was the number on the bench who could become a future 

campus pastor, not all of them on the bench were ready to step into the role of campus 

pastor currently.  The number on the bench that were ready right now was closer to three 

and varied somewhat between interviewees.  It was clear that this is a conversation the 

campus pastors and leaders have had and there was alignment from the leaders on how 

they were viewing the number of potential campus pastors on the bench.  Even though 

there is not a formal identification process of a person being on the bench, there are 

consistent bench building activities that occur at Church A.  These development activities 

are aimed at developing those on the bench and help grow the number of potential leaders 

on the bench.   
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Two levels up.  The Director of Campus Development shared that when Church 

A hires someone for their staff, they are not just thinking about the role they are filling, 

they are considering if that person has potential for two levels up from the role they are 

hiring them to.  As one interviewee stated, they look two steps ahead when hiring; they 

ask if this person has the potential to continue to move up a few levels within the 

organization.  This is especially true for hiring staff they feel could become a campus 

pastor.  

Church A does not typically hire outside the organization for a campus pastor, 

instead they look to bring people into the organization at a level or two below the campus 

pastor and promote them into that role.  While the Executive Pastor mentioned this does 

not mean that they will not ever hire a campus pastor from the outside, they have found 

that by bringing someone in at a level below, they can teach that person Church A’s 

values and see how that person performs before they move them into a campus pastor 

role.  To highlight this point, at the time of the interviews, Church A was looking to 

backfill a campus pastor at one of their locations due to a promotion.  In several 

interviews, this opening came up and some of the interviewees discussed the evaluation 

of current staff on the bench who might be ready to be promoted into this role.   

The church has a number of roles they use to bring in new hires with upward 

potential.  A role Church A uses as an entry point into the organization is the groups 

pastor role.  An example of this was discussed by one of the campus pastors interviewed.  

This person came into Church A as a groups pastor and was promoted to campus pastor 

in less than one year.  Bringing in highly talented people who have potential to be a 
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campus pastor into lower level roles has required a shift in thinking when it comes to 

hiring at Church A.  One leader explained his thinking when hiring someone:  

Are they a person who can do more than the job that we are hiring for... you can 

see that they've got something within them that's greater than just the job they 

applied for. You know I would say that's not a traditional mindset in the church. 

That's been evolved mindset. 

This type of hiring and promoting from within creates more change and growth on the 

staff of Church A.  Rather than view hires as stable and a person who will perform a role 

for a long tenure, they look to hire those who can grow and develop and are quick to 

move leaders into increasingly larger roles to help them, and the organization, grow.  

What Processes do Church Leaders use to Develop Future Leaders? 

Church A is analogous to a professional baseball team in the number of different 

people who help to develop and come alongside their staff.  A professional baseball team 

has several different people who are responsible for player management and 

development.  An owner is ultimately in charge but it is the General Manager who makes 

a majority of the hiring and firing decisions with players.  This person is familiar with 

player development and potential but they must manage the overall team, not necessarily 

individual players.  The Manager is the person who oversees the players and team and is 

responsible for putting players into situations that helps the team to be successful.  The 

Manager has additional coaches who help players with specific elements of their game 

and development.  A Bench Coach assists the Manger in coming alongside players and 

seeing things the Manager or General Manager might not have see.  The Pitching Coach 

helps players who play the position of pitcher to develop and the Hitting Coach helps 
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players hit the ball more effectively.  The development of a player on a professional 

baseball team is the result of a multitude of coaches and managers speaking into their 

development.   

Multiple coaches.  Leaders at Church A are constantly looking at internal staff to 

see who needs to be given a closer look for additional leadership opportunities.  Much 

like the game of baseball, development does not occur in a classroom, rather 

development occurs by having multiple coaches provide feedback from actual game 

situations.  Church A does not view development as something that occurs within a 

classroom, rather it happens through actual work being done and by providing feedback 

and coaching from real life leadership situations and experiences.  There are several key 

roles at Church A which play an important part in the development of future leaders. 

Executive pastor.  Much like a General Manger of a baseball team, this role at the 

church is responsible for overseeing the entire team and making sure the staff are 

positioned well so the team can win.  This role is one that does not directly oversee the 

development of future or current campus pastors but delegates that role to the Director of 

Campus Development.  However, this role is aware of the development activities that are 

occurring and will speak into some development opportunities when needed.  For 

example, the Executive Pastor mentioned some encouragement and coaching he provided 

to some campus pastors and campus teams recently, sending a congratulatory text 

message or even encouraging a certain leader to own more decision making for their 

team.  This role is clearly aware of the development of leaders and helps to contribute 

toward this development in a roundabout way.  This role does not hold the day-to-day 

development of future leaders, rather it oversees the process.   
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Director of campus development.  This role is a key role in the development of 

both current and future campus pastors.  On the organizational chart, this role is the one 

that is responsible to work with leaders on campus teams to help them grow.  However, 

this person was clear that it is the team that helps future leaders to develop, not just this 

person.  This role works with the campus pastors in terms of conducting a formal talent 

assessment on their teams twice a year.  In so doing, this role oversees the evaluation and 

development of all staff at all campus locations, representing a significant percentage of 

the personnel on staff at Church A.  This role does not have up front weekend 

responsibilities so each weekend this person is at various campus locations, keeping a 

pulse on how the staff is doing and checking in on the staff on a frequent basis.  In the 

words of the person in this role at Church A:   

I try to spend the majority of my time seeing, recognizing, and identifying 

potential and trying to help our people to be the best that they can be…I am in our 

campuses every service every Saturday and Sunday.  I try to coach and help give 

feedback and help unlock their potential.  

The Director of Campus Development spends about half of his time in the development 

of people at the campuses.  This allows this role to keep up with how potential future 

leaders are developing and has a sense on who is ready to make the next step in their 

career. 

Campus pastors.  The campus pastor is the person who is closest to the action of 

campus staff on their team.  This allows the role to be the most directly related to the day-

to-day development of staff at a campus.  The campus pastors spoke about the ongoing 

development with their staff and how they are in a constant state of providing feedback 
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and evaluating staff.  The campus pastors have also identified a few key roles within their 

campus teams that are potential grooming roles for possible future campus pastors: 

student pastor, groups pastor or a pastor of ministry.  The understanding campus pastors 

at Church A have is a model of development.  If people in these grooming roles are 

developing well, leading well and living out the values and behaviors of Church A, future 

leaders will be developed and the bench of potential campus pastors will grow.  In this 

regard, they see the development of future leaders as part of their day-to-day job 

functions.  If they are doing their jobs properly, their campus will be healthy by meeting 

their goals and achieving attendance growth.  Future campus pastors will also be 

developed from their teams.  As one campus pastor said:  

I know I will always have someone there that I’m like “okay, I’m getting him 

ready.”  But for me, what's not going through my head is I'm developing them to 

be a campus pastor but for me it is just more of I'm just developing them.     

Director of leadership development. The Director of Leadership Development is 

a strategic role that is constantly looking inside the organization at staff and working 

closely with those staff to help them grow and develop within their role and within the 

organization.  This person will personally mentor six to seven staff every year.  During 

this mentoring the staff member is growing as a leader and contributor to the organization 

and the organization can better evaluate the mentees continued potential within the 

organization.  The Director of Leadership Development also forms a leadership team 

each year of younger staff that allows these up and coming staff members the opportunity 

to gain some up front time to teach and allows the organization to see how these 

employees work together on a team.  This director-level position does not formally 
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manage any staff and as such, this role is described as a “quasi pastor to the staff.”  The 

Director of Leadership Development works with the executive leadership team on how 

certain people are developing within the organization and helps to identify who is ready 

for a close look when it comes time to add a campus or replace an existing campus 

pastor.  In this regard, the Director of Leadership Development is like a bench coach for 

the executive team.   

A culture of development.  Church A is a high feedback culture.  They have a 

clearly defined way of doing what they do as an organization and they are quick to point 

out when leaders do and do not live out the behaviors of Church A.  According to the 

campus pastors, Church A is a high feedback culture, so when a person on staff does not 

live out the behavior or value of the church, this is discussed with that person directly.  

Several of the leaders mentioned Church A’s organizational hedgehog, a reference to a 

concept made popular by Collins’ (2001) retelling of Isaiah Berlin (1993)’s essay.  The 

concept of the organizational hedgehog is when leaders understand what it is they are 

best at doing and focus the majority of their time and energy on that area.  Church A has 

a strong staff culture that is built around the concept of doing what they do best, knowing 

who they are and who they are not.   

In every interview, Church A leaders mentioned common themes of culture and 

cultural feedback as an important development factor.  Church A seeks to develop leaders 

who lead in a way that fits for Church A and their organizational direction.  As the 

Executive Pastor explained this leadership culture, “It is modeled.”  Or as the Director of 

Campus Development explained about perpetuating this culture of development as he 

considers his own succession plan:  
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I spend a lot of my time developing campus pastors who think like me…I take 

them in and expose them to the way that I think so the day I’m gone there are 

other people who can just step up and do what I do.   

This type of intentional feedback and development has a replicable nature across the 

organization.  As the senior leadership invests in campus pastors who understand the 

culture of development, those campus pastors are actively working to develop their staff 

at their campus locations.  Those staff are then in turn developing their volunteers, lay-

leaders and other paid staff.  Simply put, if leaders are not developing other people at 

Church A, they are not leading at Church A.  

Manufacture leadership opportunities. As a more formal extension of the 

culture of development at Church A, the Director of Leadership Development assembles 

a leadership development team each year of seven younger leaders, all whom are selected 

because of their future potential within the organization.  This team is then tasked with 

helping to teach out the elements of Church A’s leadership culture, often this teaching 

occurs at the monthly staff meeting.  This team provides the organization an opportunity 

to see how these upcoming leaders perform up front in teaching others and exposes them 

to the details of the leadership culture and the culture of development at Church A. In 

describing this leadership development team, the Director of Leadership Development 

stated, “It is like putting seven Mustang ponies inside a bouncy castle. It is hard to control 

them but you don’t want to!”   

 The assembling of a leadership development team at Church A is an example of 

how the church manufactures opportunities for staff to help them grow and develop as 

leaders.  These opportunities are not wasted as they provide a clear benefit to the 



DISTRIBUTED SUCCESSION 90 

organization; actual work is being done and leaders are being empowered to lead, but it is 

done in a relatively controlled environment that is aligned with Church A’s culture.  This 

allows the church to benefit from the empowerment and innovative ideas from younger 

leaders but keeps those ideas within the bounds of the culture of Church A.  This 

approach balances the need to help leaders develop and innovate while maintaining the 

strengths and clarity of the culture.  

What Leadership Skills or Qualities Indicate that a Potential Campus Pastor is 

Ready to be Promoted? 

In every interview with Church A leaders, three elements were mentioned for 

what they look for in a potential campus pastor: character, competence and chemistry.  

These were referred to as the three C’s.  These are the elements that the church looks for 

in all their leaders, but for campus pastors these three elements help to evaluate if 

someone is ready to make the move into this important leadership role.  Each interviewee 

also described these elements in similar ways, with some providing more detail or 

highlighting a certain aspect of the three, but all three matter to Church A when 

considering a campus pastor.  

Character.  Character for a campus pastor is the basic requirement of being in a 

pastoral role at Church A.  While this element likely has the most fallout potential 

associated with getting it wrong, it was spoken about the least by interviewees.  One 

interviewee described this element well: “They either have it or they don’t.”  One of the 

reasons Church A looks to promote campus pastors from within is so they can spend time 

getting to know a person and being able to effectively evaluate this person’s level of 

character.  When it comes to promoting certain staff into the role of campus pastor, this 
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element must be clearly present. There must not be any questions or concerns on 

character, if there are, those people simply are not considered for the campus pastor role 

at Church A.   

Competence.  The basic understanding of competence is being able to perform 

the job functions of a campus pastor.  To determine if a person has the competence to do 

the job, there are two elements that were considered; do they fit five basic criteria needed 

for a campus pastor and how have they performed in other job duties.   

Five criteria. The Director of Campus Development spoke about five essential 

elements that are needed for a campus pastor at Church A.  Those five criteria are:  

1. Ability to speak with spiritual authority.  This role is a pastoral role and this 

person will be a pastor to the congregation at their assigned campus.  As a pastor 

at Church A, it is important this person can speak with a level of knowledge and 

authority about spiritual things.  For Church A this means the person needs to 

bring a Biblical perspective and can speak confidently about this perspective.    

2. Ability to communicate effectively.  This person needs to be able to communicate 

clearly and properly to their campus, which means publicly speaking to several 

thousand people each weekend in a short campus pastor spot.  This person also 

needs to be able to effectively communicate with staff and the volunteers and 

attenders of their assigned campus.  

3. Lead their team.  As a campus pastor at Church A, this person is described as a 

Quarterback and not the coach.  This means he or she is expected to run the plays 

with the team and execute the strategy received from central.  However, the 

campus pastor is not to call his own plays or develop his own strategies.  This is 
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an important distinction for Church A, they look for someone who will execute 

well and lead a team in that execution but does not need to go and do their own 

thing and create their own church.  

4. People magnet.  As a campus pastor, this person will be around, work with and 

through a lot of people.  It is important that this person has the ability to connect 

with people and can help draw people in.  If a person does not have an ability to 

draw in others, they may struggle to connect with key people on their team.  

5. Vision casters.  This final criterion is different from the ability to effectively 

communicate; it goes deeper to the ability to inspire vision.  Each campus pastor 

at Church A is only given a few minutes per service each weekend to 

communicate to the campus.  It is expected that in that moment he or she will be 

able to communicate vision.  This person will also communicate vision with staff 

and with the volunteers in other forms and methods, but the campus pastor must 

possess the ability to inspire vision in others.  

Past performance. The second element of competence is if this person has a history 

of performing well in other job functions at Church A.  The leadership at Church A 

evaluates staff frequently on their level of performance and potential.  While the level of 

performance in one role does not guarantee a person will or will not be successful as a 

campus pastor, having a history of being able to perform effectively in a role at Church A 

is an important element when considering if a person is ready for increased responsibility 

at Church A.  

Chemistry.  This element received more of the focus and discussion than the other 

two elements of the three C’s.  This element was also referred to by each interviewee as 
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“the ‘it’ factor.”  In each interview when “the it factor” was mentioned, each interviewer 

almost apologetically said that it was not clearly defined at Church A, but they all went 

on to describe ‘it’ using the same three words: humble, hungry and smart.  These three 

elements came from author and speaker, Patrick Lencioni, who spoke at a conference 

many Church A leaders attended.  The three elements help to describe the person who is 

a good fit for a leadership position at Church A.   

Humble.  At Church A, the team is more important than the leader and it is the 

job of a leader at Church A to help the whole team succeed.  Each leader at Church A is 

expected to realize they are part of a movement and an organization that is so much 

bigger than them.  One campus pastor described the culture in talking about the impact 

that a campus pastor has on the congregation’s weekend experience:  

I tend to think that we are not as important as we think we are. I think at the end 

of the day we have impact on staff for sure and staff culture … [the worship 

experience is] just so much more of a collective than that, it's music, it's teaching, 

it is the [Campus Pastor] and so we are part of creating that culture but about half 

an hour of their experiences is from [the teaching pastor] and the teaching and 

twenty-five minutes of their experience from the worship pastor. 

At Church A, the campus pastor understands their role is crucial in creating and leading 

culture. Congregants who attend Church A, are coming for the collective experience and 

not because of a campus pastor.  By understanding this collective experience, it allows 

the campus pastor to focus time on building and investing in the health of their team at 

their assigned campus while making sure their campus properly fits into the entire 

Church A experience. 



DISTRIBUTED SUCCESSION 94 

Hungry.  According to the Executive Pastor at Church A, this element is what 

truly sets apart Church A.  When the leadership team at Church A begins to consider a 

possible new campus pastor, one of the questions they ask themselves is, “Does this 

person really want to go after it and go to that next level?”  It is that hunger to see the 

mission and vision of the church realized.  It is the drive to see those who do not yet 

know Jesus Christ come into a saving relationship with Jesus that Church A desires to see 

in their campus pastors.  As the Executive Pastor described the hungry element,  

I would say that is what we are looking for here, that is maybe more unique than 

other churches, I think a lot of churches get pretty comfortable, we can get 

comfortable if we aren’t careful, and so, does this person really go after it and go 

from good to great? 

When discussing how to know when someone is ready to move into the campus pastor 

role, this topic of being hungry to go after results was mentioned several times.  While 

Church A does not have any sort of objective measure for this level of hunger, it is 

something they feel they have a strong sense of by meeting with and observing their staff.  

Smart.  When it comes to the smart element of humble, hungry and smart, this 

element is about people smarts.  So much of the role of campus pastor at Church A has to 

deal with leading campus teams and developing other staff members.  This requires that 

Campus Pastors are wise in how they deal with and interact with other people.  As the 

Director of Campus Development summarized what he looks for in a potential campus 

pastor, he stated he is looking for “a leader among peers.”  This was something he stated 

could be determined largely through observation, paying attention to who others on a 

team or a staff look to and go to with challenges or issues.  The other element of being 
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smart when it comes to leading people at Church A is someone who helps to drive their 

culture.  When new ideas are discussed or when challenges are being addressed they look 

to those who are not simply reacting to the situation, they are looking for those who are 

helping to drive the culture of Church A in and through the situation they are 

experiencing.  This is an important element for campus pastors at Church A because once 

they are in the role of campus pastor, they will be facing daily decisions and they will be 

expected to drive and extend the culture of Church A. 

Never ready.  The final element of knowing when someone is ready to step into 

the role of campus pastor is to realize that no one is fully ready for this role.  This is a 

dynamic role that is constantly changing as Church A changes and adapts.  One example 

of this constant sense of change is the role of pastor of ministry.  The pastor of ministry 

role is a role at each campus that reports into the campus pastor and oversees staff and 

works with volunteer teams at their campus location.  This role has changed many times 

and has been called different titles, such as executive campus pastor.  In the interviews 

with campus pastors, a few of them misstated the name of this Pastor of Ministry role and 

corrected themselves. They acknowledged that the titles and roles change so often at 

Church A they can forget what title to use.   

Understanding that Church A is constantly in motion and knowing future campus 

pastors are never fully ready to serve helps reinforce the culture of development at 

Church A.  As the Director of Campus Development stated, when someone comes to him 

and tells him they are ready for the job of campus pastor, he becomes a bit hesitant.  

Instead, he values when someone has the humility and self-awareness to realize the role 

of campus pastor is a significant role and will require personal and professional growth, 
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“Nobody is ready.  If they think they're ready, they're probably not the right person. There 

has to be a certain humility that makes a person go, “I don't think I'm ready and I need 

others and God to be successful.”  This type of dependence on others and this openness to 

growth, feedback and development is a critical part of the culture that Church A has and 

expects from their campus pastors.   

What Type of Succession Transition Does the Church Use in the Transition of the 

Campus Pastor? 

 Church A has experienced two significant campus pastor transitions.  In each 

situation a different type of leadership succession was utilized.  The reason for selecting 

the method of leadership succession was based on the situation each campus was facing 

and the method was selected to help meet the specific needs of the campus during the 

season of transition.  In both situations the following factors were considered; the health 

of the campus, the relational strength of the campus pastor vacating their role, and the 

strengths of the bench.   

Relay transition.  In the first campus pastor succession event at Church A, the 

relay succession model was utilized.  This model of succession is similar to a relay race 

in track; the outgoing leader and the incoming leader are both employed for the same 

period of time.  During this time of transition the leadership baton is passed from the 

outgoing leader to the incoming leader.  When the first relay transition occurred at 

Church A, the campus pastor at one the locations announced that he was leaving staff at 

Church A to pursue church planting.  A lengthy transition time was announced and this 

staff had been communicating this news to the leadership of Church A before it was 

announced to the congregation, so there was time to plan ahead.  In assessing the 
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leadership bench at that time, a pastor of groups at another campus was identified as a 

possible campus pastor and after a series of interviews, he was named the replacement 

campus pastor before the outgoing campus pastor had left.  This resulted in a multiple 

week overlap between the outgoing and incoming campus pastor.  During this time of 

transition, the outgoing campus pastor helped to provide some basic onboarding to the 

incoming campus pastor.  He “passed the baton” by introducing him to key lay-leaders at 

the campus, having him shadow some meetings and helping to transition the management 

of the campus staff.  For this transition, the handoff was planned, smooth and well 

managed and it meant the campus location was never without a campus pastor.  

 One of the challenges with this transition was the health of the campus during this 

season of change.  The campus worship leader also left around this same time and while 

unrelated to the departure of the outgoing campus pastor, Church A felt it was necessary 

to have a strong leader take over quickly and not have the campus be without a campus 

pastor.  The campus team was also not as culturally aligned to the rest of Church A as the 

leadership team would prefer.  There was a concern that not having a leader at this 

campus for a time could cause more of a cultural drift with the team.  The outgoing 

campus pastor was moderately connected with the congregation, but the strength of the 

relationships was not strong enough to be concerned about comparison between the 

outgoing and incoming campus pastors. 

Since Church A had an available strong leader who aligned well with Church A, 

moving him into the role to assume the leadership baton before the outgoing campus 

pastor left provided a sense of stability.  This relay transition also signaled a direction 

change for the staff.  Given the situation of a campus that was not fully aligned with 
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Church A, a moderately connected outgoing campus pastor and a strong bench allowed 

for a smooth relay transition of campus pastors.  

Horse race transition.  The second campus pastor succession event at Church A 

was conducted using a horse race model of transition.  In this model of succession, 

several candidates for the position are considered and evaluated and eventually, one 

person wins the job.  During this type of transition, a formal relay does not occur and the 

outgoing leader leaves before the successor is named.  This type of transition can create 

more of a space between the outgoing and incoming leaders and allows for multiple 

candidates for the position to be considered before selecting the successor.   

In this second succession event at Church A, the campus pastor for the first 

campus location was promoted to a new role within Church A.  This outgoing campus 

pastor had been in the role for over nine years and had strong relational ties to the 

congregation.  The team at this campus was established and strong with clear alignment 

with Church A.  The number of staff members who were interested in applying for the 

campus pastor opening was also high and Church A felt it would be wise to give an 

opportunity for many of these different staff members to apply.   

 The outgoing campus pastor publicly announced to the congregation his 

promotion and after he officially moved into his new position, a number of different staff 

members filled in on the weekend for the Campus Pastor spot in each service while the 

search was ongoing for the new campus pastor.  Several internal candidates applied for 

the job and went through a few rounds of interviews.  The incoming campus pastor who 

was eventually selected valued the space between the outgoing campus pastor and his 

start as campus pastor.  In his words, the space between the two leaders provided a 



DISTRIBUTED SUCCESSION 99 

“palate cleanse” for the congregation.  From his perspective, this space was necessary 

because his style and the style of the outgoing campus pastor are different.  He felt this 

space allowed the campus to say goodbye to their former campus pastor in an honoring 

way and then welcome him without him feeling like he was in the shadow of the former 

campus pastor.  Once the new campus pastor was named, a series of meet and greet 

opportunities were provided for the congregation to get to know the new campus pastor 

since he was from a different campus.  This allowed him to connect with people 

relationally before being up front on stage with the congregation.   

 Given the situation of this second succession event of a long tenured, relationally 

connected outgoing campus pastor with multiple potential replacement leaders on the 

bench and a healthy, stable campus, Church A felt this horse race transition was most 

appropriate.  In both these succession events at Church A, consideration was given for the 

health of the campus, the relational strength of the campus pastors vacating their role, and 

the strength of the bench.  These three variables contributed toward the decision about 

how to best handle the actual succession event.  The church is not locked in to only one 

way to handle the transition of campus pastors.  Rather, Church A will consider the 

context of the situation and reason for the transition and select an option that will be best 

for the campus location.     

What Unforeseen Challenges Arose When a Campus Pastor Transitioned? 

 When it came to the actual transition of campus pastors one of the unforeseen 

challenges was with the incoming campus pastors getting acclimated to their new campus 

team.  Both campus pastors mentioned having some challenges with becoming part of the 

existing campus team.  For one of the campus pastors, it felt as if the campus team had a 
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clique or tight relational bonds that were formed and he was not able to get in with the 

team but felt like an outsider at first.  Another mentioned some initial awkwardness of 

being introduced to the new team for the first time and needing some time to connect 

with and adjust to the new team.  Both campus pastors took over campuses that were 

different from the campuses they had previously been part of, so for them they were 

moving to a new team within Church A.  While this move was within the organization, 

they felt a lack of depth with the new team and needed time to establish deeper, 

significant working relationships.  While both campus pastors felt they were able to 

quickly lead through this transition, both mentioned it as an unforeseen challenge with 

the change.   

At Church A, so much focus is put on the staff culture and dynamic that leaders 

within the organization are acutely aware of how changes impacts the staff.  The leaders 

at Church A reported the change of campus pastors at the campus location had a larger 

impact on the rest of the campus staff than it did the congregation of that campus.  While 

the overall impact of the campus pastor transition was deemed to be an important but not 

disruptive change, the general sense was the impact was greater on the staff.  When asked 

about what changes they would do differently during campus pastor transitions, one of 

the campus pastors mentioned that he wished he had been more prepared to work through 

the initial awkwardness of having to onboard to a new campus team.   

Culture of change.  One of the unforeseen benefits Church A experienced in the 

succession of their campus pastors is the impact their culture of change had on the 

campus pastor transition.  The actual changing of their campus pastors had a minimal 

impact on the overall church or the campus location that experienced the change of the 
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campus pastor.  In speaking about the change of campus pastors, one interviewee 

described the minimal disruption the succession event caused among staff due to the 

culture of constant change:  

What's really weird, then you know you're a mega church when, for the most part, 

it is not a big deal.  For the most part it is, I mean, it is but it isn't.  For that for the 

staff, it's such a part of ‘next man up’ because we are laser focused on our 

mission.  Our vision culture runs through our veins and so we always know that if 

we're going to keep growing and reaching people for Christ, that's why change is 

our M.O. around here, because you can't grow and reach more people for Christ 

without more staff and having staff who are ready to assume a different role of 

leadership. 

In conclusion, the role of Campus Pastor at Church A is a vitally important role 

because it helps to build and extend the culture of Church A at each site location.  

However, because of the distributed leadership that occurs at Church A, the actual impact 

of campus pastor changes was not overly disruptive or distracting to the congregation.  

Through the culture of development, the clarity around what makes a great campus pastor 

and the intentionality they used to handle the transition, leaders at Church A are planning 

for and managing the succession of their campus pastors through their intentional 

distribution of leadership.  

Church B Case Study 

Church B is a large, multi-site church located in the upper Midwest of the United 

States.  The church has six campus sites across the state in which they are located.  This 

church utilizes a video streaming service during weekend services so each of their 
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campus locations see the sermon from their broadcast location and hear a consistent 

message each weekend.  The campuses of Church B’s site are separated by long 

distances, ranging from 40 to over 90 miles away from the original campus where their 

central and executive team is located.  While the distances are far, the locations are also 

different and distinct.  The largest city where Church B has a campus has a population of 

130,000 and the smallest town where Church B has a campus is 3,500.  This distribution 

throughout the rural communities of an entire state makes Church B unique in how they 

approach multi-site ministry.  This state-wide positioning also impacts how they 

approach leadership development and succession planning.  

This church has a clearly defined organizational structure with clear and growing 

reporting relationships.  The Central Service Team includes the Senior Pastor, Pastor of 

Multi-Site Ministries, and a Pastor of Campus Development.  All of the campus pastors 

from the six different campus sites report into the Pastor of Campus Development.  

Communication between the campus locations and the central office is frequent.  Online 

video conferencing is utilized to help the campus staff and especially the campus pastor 

maintain close communication with the central team at Church B.  

 Data was collected at Church B with the approval of the Pastor of Multi-Site 

Ministry and included semi-structured interviews with the Senior Pastor, Pastor of Multi-

Site Ministry, Pastor of Campus Development and two campus pastors selected by the 

Pastor of Multi-Site Ministry.  The following report is a summary of the data collected at 

Church B.  The findings of this report are organized under the headings of the research 

questions from this study.  
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What Process does Church B Follow to Plan for Leadership Succession of Campus 

Pastors? 

A formal, documented succession plan for campus pastors at Church B does not 

exist.  When asked about what the church is doing for campus pastor succession 

planning, the Pastor of Campus Development commented:  

I would say that we’ve got several things in place that are relevant to that, but that 

probably wouldn’t fall in the category of like “this is our intentional plan.”  If you 

were to look for a succession plan for campus pastors and how we are 

intentionally planning for that, that doesn’t exist.  But I do think we are doing 

some things that would be really pertinent to that. 

While a formal succession plan is not in place, the church has several effective and 

ongoing processes in place to plan for the succession of their campus pastors.  Church B 

is planning for the succession of their campus pastors through the development of young 

leaders, clarity on their leadership profile and their management plan for challenging 

transitions.  

Young leaders.  The first thing that Church B is doing to plan for the succession 

of campus pastors is to invest in young leaders at Church B.  There are several aspects of 

leadership development that occurs for young leaders at Church B, including, a residency 

program, internship, and mentorship opportunities.  The church also has a formal 

partnership with a Seminary to offer Biblical and ministry education to their existing 

staff.  These efforts are helping Church B build a bench of future leaders who will be able 

to step in to campus pastor and other leadership opportunities at the church.  A number of 

these programs and efforts will be detailed in this case study.   
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Clarity on leadership profile.  The church is clear on who they are, who they are 

seeking to reach and who fits their unique culture.  Church B is clear and unapologetic 

for how they believe they have been called to do church and they are not looking to 

complicate their model of ministry.  The Pastor of Campus Development explained the 

focus on cultural values at Church B:  “Authenticity and simplicity. Those are -- if 

someone’s going to fail and not fit, they’ll violate one of those two.”  This focus on the 

culture and organizational DNA serves as a filter when deciding which future leaders 

they invest in and attract to their staff.   

Management plan for challenging transitions.  The church has planned and is 

prepared to manage through difficult, sudden and surprising transitions when campus 

pastors leave.  Through a series of situations where Church B needed to actively manage 

difficult and emotional departures, they have developed a process and method for 

handling these transitions.  The Pastor of Multi-Site Ministry has a prepared script to 

communicate the sudden transition of a campus pastor.  Both he and the Pastor of 

Campus Development spoke about the process of communicating key messages to 

leaders across all campuses throughout the course of a few days. Their process does not 

seek to fix or quickly resolve the void when a campus pastor suddenly leaves, but this 

process does help to provide stability to the church.  

What Type of Bench Building Occurs within the Organization to Identify Future 

Campus Pastors? 

 The focus on building a bench of potential campus pastors at Church B was born 

out of a painful experience when attempting to launch one of their locations.  As a 

church, they were feeling called by God to place a campus in a city that was located 95 
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miles away.  This distance was significant and Church B needed a leader who could be 

trusted to run the campus well without having day to day oversight from the church.  The 

church had the funding and was excited about the mission of putting a campus at this 

location; however, they could not find a campus pastor.  In the words of the Senior 

Pastor:  

…we didn't have anybody here ready to go or willing to go… it really was like 

you’ve got to be kidding me.  We've been working on young leaders and we've 

been kind of priding ourselves on... we're developing leaders and we got to this 

point and we don't have anybody that we can send. 

The church eventually found a campus pastor.  This person was related to another staff 

member, but this person did not come from within the staff.  This was a moment of 

realization for the leadership at Church B that simply having younger people on staff and 

developing them was not enough to build a strong bench of potential future campus 

pastors.  For Church B to live out their mission and place campus locations around the 

state, they realized they needed something more to build their bench of future campus 

pastors.  Three solutions to build the bench were put in place by Church B: a residency 

program, a seminary partnership and an internship.  The first focus on bench-building for 

campus pastors at Church B was the creation of a residency program.  

Residency program.  The residency program at Church B is created for 

individuals who recently completed an undergraduate degree and come onto staff for one 

year.  The residents apply for this program and, if accepted, receive a stipend, housing 

options, and a series of leadership development experiences during their one year on 

staff.  The residency program is an entry-level opportunity for new graduates who are 
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interested in exploring vocational ministry.  The residency is structured similar to a 

medical residency where the residents will be exposed to several different ministry areas 

within the church and make rotations through the different campuses and ministry areas.  

This program is an opportunity for the church to work with, invest in and evaluate current 

residents to see if they would be a fit for staff at Church B.  The program is also 

beneficial for the resident as they have an opportunity to experience vocational ministry 

and receive development, mentoring and coaching.   

This residency program is new for Church B.  While it is in the second full year, it 

has already provided some benefit for the church.  One of the residents has joined the 

staff in an associate role and another resident is taking over as a Campus Director of their 

newest campus location.  This position of Campus Director is a precursor to campus 

pastor depending on how the resident handles this new role.  In each interview with the 

leaders and campus pastors at Church B, they all mentioned the residency program as a 

clear way the church is seeking to build the bench of potential future campus pastors.  To 

help create this residency program the leaders at Church B have casted a vision to their 

congregation to fund this effort.  This funding comes outside of the general church 

budget and has its own designated fund.  By openly and actively communicating with the 

congregation about this effort, Church B is keeping the vision in front of the church and 

inviting them to help fund the development of future leaders at Church B. 

The goal of the residency program is to help prepare residents for work at Church 

B or another ministry setting.  For Church B leaders, this goal requires them to give the 

residents actual work assignments that will help Church B move forward and will help 

the residents grow in their leadership and influence.  To accomplish these goals, residents 
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are given a cross-church assignment that required them to work with multiple campus 

pastors as well as central support on a specific project for the organization.  One of the 

residents worked on a project to oversee the assimilation process at Church B, helping 

layout a process for how those new to Church B will get connected within the church 

community.  The other resident worked on a project to align the campus locations for a 

consistent approach to Discipleship.  In both these situations, the resident was able to 

help the church solve an actual problem facing all campus sites.  This allowed Church B 

to view the work habits and effectiveness of the resident.  The residents also have the 

opportunity to be engaged in campus pastor type activities such as leading a service at 

one of the site locations and experiencing what it is like to be a campus pastor. This 

allows residents to experience the work environment and culture of Church B and decide 

if they want to seek long-term employment with Church B.   

One of the challenges with the residency program is balancing the need to have a 

strong and robust pipeline without having an overflow.  The leadership of Church B feels 

hiring two residents per year seems almost too aggressive.  In their experience, they have 

found that once the one-year residency is over, they need a place to put the residents on 

staff.  As the Pastor of Multi-Site Ministry said of the number of residents hired, “We 

aren’t launching, at this point, two sites a year so that seemed almost too many.”  The 

residency program has been an effective tool for Church B to build the bench of potential 

campus pastors, however, it is not the only tool they are using.  There is also a formal 

seminary partnership to make Biblical and theological training available to their staff.  

Seminary partnership.  Church B views not only recent college graduates as 

potential future campus pastors, they are also looking internally to their existing staff.  To 
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help equip, educate and prepare their existing staff for this type of promotion, Church B 

has created a way to provide a quality, Master’s level education for their staff through a 

partnership with a seminary.  This program is a fully accredited, online, Masters of Arts 

in Ministry.  This program is made possible to the staff at Church B through a formal 

partnership with the seminary.  By utilizing a distance, asynchronous delivery, the 

program is accessible to all staff located throughout the state that would otherwise not 

have access to a seminary program while working full time.  To help encourage their staff 

to enroll in this program and to help offset the cost; Church B provides $2,000 a year in 

tuition reimbursement for any full-time staff who goes through the program.  The church 

pays for any current campus pastor who does not yet have a seminary degree to earn this 

degree while in their existing role.  

 All the interviewees mentioned the seminary partnership as a key strategy for 

helping to develop future campus pastors at Church B.  The current campus pastors spoke 

highly of the program and mentioned it was an encouraging long term solution.  

However, they acknowledged it may be a year or two before the staff begins to graduate 

from this program to realize the full benefit.  The interviewees described this strategy 

with the seminary as effective because it provides growth opportunities for existing staff 

that already know and live out the organizational values and culture of Church B.   

Internship.  The internship at Church B involves a cohort of 13 college interns 

who commit to ten hours per week of interning at Church B during the academic year.  

These interns will have the opportunity to attend a department meeting, meet with their 

supervisor and engage in their assignment ministry environment.  Interns are also 

expected to complete assigned ministry projects and receive written evaluations from 
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their assigned supervisor throughout the year.  This internship is a stipend program but it 

is only open to current college students who attend a college within their state.  This 

limitation is designed to help build and keep a pipeline of potential staff and pastors from 

within their state at Church B.  Interns serve in a variety of ministry roles across their 

organization and the internship is not limited to just potential future campus pastors.  

While students who complete an internship at Church B are not guaranteed a job, the 

leadership at Church B does look to those interns for future employment.   

 Church B has not formally laid out the three bench building activities into a 

formal process; however, an interviewee shared an example of a bench-building success 

story.  One of Church B’s college students who attended their college ministry program 

graduated and became an intern.  When the internship ended, Church B offered a 

Ministry Resident role believing he has the potential to be a campus pastor.  He was 

given the opportunity to help launch Church B’s newest site as a Campus Director.  If 

successful in this role, he will be promoted to campus pastor.   

Across all the interviews, the actual number of leaders currently on staff that 

could move into a campus pastor role was estimated to be either two or three.  The 

suggested ideal number in the pipeline was somewhere around six.  However, managing 

this pipeline of potential future campus pastors is a difficult balance.  As the Senior 

Pastor explained, “It’s a problem because I’m like, ‘we’ve got to get more, we’ve got to 

get more’ but if they are sitting here and they are two years out, what do we do with 

them?”  While Church B desires more young leaders and more potential campus pastors 

on their team and in their pipeline, they realize they need to have campus pastor or other 

leadership roles for those leaders to move into.  Determining how many leaders are 
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needed in the pipeline is a result of how many new campuses Church B plans to open and 

how many existing campus pastors are likely to turn over.  Church B is trying to manage 

their pipeline flow so they do not have another situation where they are ready to open a 

campus but do not have a potential campus pastor on staff.  Additionally, they do not 

want to lose potential leaders from their pipeline due to a lack of available roles.  

What Processes do Church Leaders use to Develop Future Leaders? 

 In addition to the bench building activities Church B is engaged in through their 

Residency Program, Seminary Partnership and Internship, Church B is committed to 

developing future leaders through a series of development days, mentoring and stretch 

assignments.  

Development day.  One day a month, the Senior Pastor, the Pastor of Multi-Site 

Development and Pastor of Campus Development hold a training or leadership 

development day with the campus pastors.  This is an opportunity for the leadership of 

the church to invest in the campus pastors and help to drive alignment across all campus 

locations on important ministry related items.  The residents are also invited to these 

monthly training sessions along with other associate staff who may be invited from time 

to time if they are being considered for a pastoral position at Church B.  

Mentoring.  One of the most effective, albeit informal, ways development occurs 

at Church B is through informal mentoring.  One of the most effective mentors 

mentioned by the interviewees at Church B is the Senior Pastor.  Given the personality 

and time pressure on the Senior Pastor, his mentoring is informal and is intentionally 

different from the day to day management of the staff.  In his own words:  
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For me, I hate doing, what do they call it? Evaluation forms…Now we've got 

[Director of Campus Development] doing that, holding them accountable and 

supervising them. I think we're going to find I can still play the role that I want to 

play. I'm the coach. I'm the uncle. I'm the dad. I'm the grandpa. I'm the grizzled 

veteran. 

Much of the mentoring the Senior Pastor does is bringing people along to see how he 

leads and pastors people at Church B.  For example, he will bring a young leader along to 

show them how he conducts a funeral or how he engages with the congregation in the 

lobby area.  Other interviewees mentioned the variety of people the Senior Pastor will 

meet with and bring along and they viewed it as an important part of the leadership 

development activities of Church B.  

 This type of informal mentoring is present throughout the organization.  The 

Pastor of Campus Development told the stories of a few interns and college students he 

personally mentored, one of whom was now on staff at Church B.  Likewise, one of the 

campus pastors mentioned that he personally looks for those in whom he can invest: “I 

think that's my biggest way of looking at it, at this campus level, of saying, "Who within 

my congregation can I invest in?”’ While this type of mentoring is not formalized and 

documented, it is important to help inspire those who are growing in their leadership to 

take these next steps in their own personal growth.  It is through many of these informal 

mentoring relationships that the leaders and pastors at Church B become aware that 

someone is growing, developing and is considering a bigger vision for their life.  In many 

of these situations they will then provide a stretch assignment to that person to help aid in 

their growth and development.  
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Stretch assignments.  One of the ways the campus pastors at the different site 

locations are developing leaders is by seeing people with potential and then inviting them 

into stretch assignments.  For example, a campus pastor may see potential in someone on 

his staff or even a volunteer leader and invite them to attend certain meetings, give them 

a project to own or even service host.  Some of the most dramatic stretch assignments are 

the cross campus projects the ministry residents conduct during their residency program.  

What Leadership Skills or Qualities Indicate that a Potential Campus Pastor is 

Ready to be Promoted? 

 Church B has a strong and palpable culture.  Much of the internal culture of 

Church B is focused on the context and culture in which their church is located.  They 

seek to connect with the culture of the state in which they are located.  In the Senior 

Pastor’s office hangs a map of the state and it is clear from their vision that they identify 

with the entire state.  The Senior Pastor feels if they are going to reach their entire state, 

they need leaders and campus pastors from the state to be on their team.  They need 

leaders that understand the uniqueness of rural life in their state and relate to people who 

have lived in the state most of their life.  In addition to finding leaders that connect with 

the culture of the state, they also look for leaders who connect with the culture of their 

organization.  

Culture fit.  The church has created four key values that were mentioned in the 

interviews.  These are the values church leaders are looking for in potential future 

campus pastors at Church B.  

 Biblical.  They are a church that makes decisions based on the Bible.  The 

messages, services and decisions made by the church are based on the Scriptures.  The 
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partnership with the Seminary to offer Biblical education to current and future campus 

pastors is a clear example of how Church B lives out this value.  

 Invitational.  The church is constantly looking for ways to invite others and draw 

people in.  Walking into the lobby of their original Church B campus there is a clear 

focus on helping those new to Church B connect.  A welcome area and café are located 

near the main entrance.  While the actual layout of the buildings is different at each 

campus, the goal of making the space inviting is consistent.  One of the campus pastors 

was overseeing the construction of a permanent site location for one of their campuses 

and much of his focus of the building was creating a more invitational place.  By 

establishing a permanent location in the city, he feels it sends a message to the city that 

Church B is committed to being in this small town and that will encourage those who live 

in the town to attend.  

 Authentic.  Church B leaders were very clear on the value of authenticity for their 

organization.  Leaders speak openly with each other about how they are feeling about 

certain topics and do not try to put on a face or keep up appearances, they are raw, open 

and honest.  This authentic value was mentioned and evident in each of the interviews.  

The Senior Pastor and Pastor of Multi-Site Ministry both mentioned the need to find 

future leaders who do not take themselves too seriously but have an authentic humility 

about themselves.  As campus pastor also explained:  

…part of what makes us a little bit unique is rural [state].  You know you've got 

to kind of be a fairly blue collar pretty down to earth authentic, real, person.  

People around [state] don't care about your pedigree. They don't care a lot about 

where you went to school or how much you know, they want to know that you'll 
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love them, you will shepherd them you are hard worker and you're just a real 

person and so we're also fairly casual and fairly laid back. 

 Simple.  The leaders at Church B have no desire to overcomplicate their 

organization.  They recognize that life feels busy for many people and they want the 

approach at Church B to be clear and simple.  One campus pastor summarized by saying:  

We're focused on, “We’re going to reach the state”, and we're going to do that 

very intentionally by launching our campuses, developing disciples to launch out 

of those campuses. If a person doesn't fit with that simple church mindset of 

We're “We’re not going to have programs every night of the week…” You won't 

fit.   

One example that came up in the interviews about this simplicity was a new assimilation 

process that was recently implemented.  The Pastor of Campus Development was 

explaining how one campus had created their own model for assimilation that worked 

well for their campus, but was not scalable across all campus locations.  To promote 

consistency and avoid complexity, he asked the campus pastor at that campus to not 

continue this different model of assimilation but instead adopt the model that the other 

campus locations were using.  The campus pastor involved also brought up this example, 

while he wished their process could have been kept, he was willing to go along with what 

the rest of the church was doing to help keep things simple and clear at Church B.   

Self-monitoring and self-motivating.  In addition to these four values, the 

leaders at Church B are also looking for potential campus pastors who are both self-

monitoring and self-motivating.  As an outgrowth of the authentic value, the church is 

looking for leaders they can trust to be wise and get results without having the central 
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team in close proximity.  The Senior Pastor described the tension in finding a campus 

pastor with the proper mix of these two elements.  Examples were provided of times 

when he felt the church hired someone who was too safe.  They were highly self-

monitoring but did not achieve the desired results at their campus locations.  They were 

too concerned about making a mistake so they did not find creative ways to grow the 

campus location where they were the campus pastor.  The expectation for campus pastors 

is they are expected to act as if they were the mayor of the town or city in which that 

campus is located.  This means being present within the community, getting to know the 

people in the community, being involved in what is happening within that city and 

working to try to make a difference in that community.  This requires a self-motivated 

individual to make this type of community engagement happen.  As the Pastor of Multi-

Site Ministry said, they are looking for campus pastors that “come batteries included.”  

  The tension, however, with finding leaders who are driven and self-motivating is 

to make sure they are self-aware enough to realize when they have tried something and it 

failed or when they need to learn from some of their mistakes.  The Pastor of Multi-Site 

Ministries mentioned they ask potential campus pastors a unique interview question: 

“Describe for us a memorable ministry blunder.”  This question is important for them 

because most ministry leaders have had a moment where something went wrong and this 

questions helps them know if the person they are interviewing was able to learn from 

their past mistakes and is able to admit they have made mistakes.  However, if the person 

they are interviewing is either unwilling or unable to come up with examples of these 

ministry mistakes they are likely not a good fit for Church B.  If someone has not made 

many mistakes, it signals to Church B this person is not willing to take many risks and 
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they may be too safe.  If someone is unwilling to admit they have made mistakes, Church 

B leaders worry this person is not a good fit with their authentic, down to earth culture.  

The Senior Pastor described this well, “We don’t think we are better than anyone, we 

don’t think that we are all that smart.”  There is a deep sense of humility and self-

awareness at Church B that future Campus pastors must have to fit the culture of Church 

B.  

 Church B provides several resources to aid their existing campus pastors and staff 

in growing in their own self-awareness.  Each month, in addition to their normal Paid 

Time Off, campus pastors are entitled to a personal retreat day to spend time reading, 

reflecting and in prayer.  The church also has a psychologist who attends the church that 

offers sessions to any staff member.  This allows each staff member access to someone 

who is safe, not on staff, and can work through some challenges they are facing and 

invest in their emotional health.  The church leadership expects their staff, especially 

those on the pastoral staff, to be willing to give and receive feedback with humility.  The 

goal of the Senior Pastor is to create and maintain a healthy culture among the staff.  This 

healthy culture begins with hiring people who are self-aware, fit their culture and then 

they invest in a culture of open and honest feedback while promoting emotional health.  

 Achieving results is an expectation of a campus pastor at Church B and this 

expectation is reflected in the campus pastor job description as well as the 90-day 

onboarding plan for new Campus pastors.  Each 30-day period in the onboarding plan is 

broken out into sections of who the campus pastor needs to build relationships with and 

what the campus pastor must accomplish during that time.  This onboarding plan is 

reflective of the expectations of a campus pastor, they are expected to build, maintain and 
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grow relationships at the campus while programing services at the campus.  Often the 

campus pastor will need to accomplish things through others and will use the 

relationships that have been established to achieve results.  When Church B is 

considering bringing in someone for a campus pastor position, they look for examples of 

how that person has been able to achieve results with and through other people.  

What Type of Succession Transition Does the Church Use in the Transition of the 

Campus Pastor? 

 The type of campus pastor succession transition model at Church B has been 

varied based on the unique circumstances of each transition.  However, the intentional 

and strategic use of an interim model has been their most successful model.  The relay 

model has been used with limited success.  Church B has experienced campus pastors 

leave the church suddenly in the case of a moral failure or suddenly announced career 

change.  The church also experienced a campus pastor transition due to an internal 

promotion.  

Interim.  The use of an interim role in the situations of a Campus pastor transition 

has been successful for Church B.  This role has proven beneficial in providing stability 

for the campus in transition and has allowed the church to move slower and more 

thoughtfully in finding the right replacement.  Given the success of the interim role, 

Church B is now prepared to step in and handle a campus pastor transition with an 

intentional interim plan.     

Providing stability. The Pastor of Multi-Site Ministry has been the main go to as 

the interim campus pastor in the three situations where a campus pastor departed 

suddenly.  As the Pastor of Multi-Site Ministry, this person has been out to each of the 
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campus locations once a month and works closely with those campus pastors and their 

teams.  This familiarity with the campus made this role ideal for stepping into this interim 

position while a new campus pastor is sought.  According to the Pastor of Multi-Site 

Ministries:  

All of these events are a little bit abrupt.  Next one, the guy resigned and we had 

to stand on stage and describe what happened.  I stepped in as interim for three 

months to just create some buffer and continuity.  Another one recently in 

[Campus Name], again I stepped in as the interim to provide some continuity until 

the next guy came... It's not perfect but that seems to have taken out all the drama. 

They perceive us as the old guys who-- we got the relationships. 

During this season of a sudden transition at a campus, having someone step in who 

knows the campus, has established relationships and can bring stability has been helpful 

to Church B.  However, the campuses have not necessarily grown during this interim 

season.  They have, however, been able to maintain during this season and it positions the 

campus well for the new campus pastor to come in and bring renewed energy and 

direction to the campus.   

  In the situations where a campus pastor left suddenly due to a moral failure or 

being involved in an inappropriate relationship, having the interim in place allowed for 

the leadership to keep a close eye on the campus.  Several interviewees mentioned one of 

the transitions due to a moral failure and how much pain this caused the congregation.  

As one person mentioned:   

Even to this day, like [Campus Name] for example, had that happen to them.  

Gosh, I think it's been three years now and it still is fresh for some of those 
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people.  I’ve been down there to do some discipleship leaders trainings, I’ve been 

down there to visit the campus and his name still comes up and there's [sic] still 

people that feel wounded by it. 

Having the interim in place sends a message to the campus that Church B is involved, is 

taking seriously the situation and is committed to taking the time to find a proper 

replacement for the campus pastor.  

  Going slow.  In multiple interviews, leaders at Church B mentioned the need for 

them to go slow in replacing a campus pastor.  The Senior Pastor shared that he has a 

tendency to try and solve problems quickly.  In the case of a campus pastor transition, 

one of the quickest and easiest solutions would be to have another staff member from that 

campus step into the campus pastor role.  This staff member already has relationships 

with the congregation, understands the culture and direction of Church B, knows the 

uniqueness of that campus location and is aware of the current context and climate of the 

campus.  However, Church B has found that it is not always wise to make the easy move.  

In one situation the Senior Pastor encouraged another staff member to fill the campus 

pastor vacancy at the campus where he led worship.  He begrudgingly agreed and the 

results were not successful, after six months another replacement was needed.   

 Intentionally putting an interim in place allows the church to take the time to vet 

and consider who is next to avoid hiring or promoting someone who is not a proper fit.  

One of the campus pastors mentioned how Church B handled a recent time of transition 

and by going slow and being thoughtful, they made a wise move that helped a campus to 

heal from a painful campus pastor exit.  
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Intentional interim plan.  Church B has recently promoted a former campus 

pastor to the role of Pastor of Campus Development.  In the event of another sudden 

change with a campus pastor at one of the campus locations, the Pastor of Campus 

Development would now be the person to step in as an interim.  This is something he is 

prepared to do as he described, “If a campus pastor were ever to quit unexpectedly, I 

would probably find myself down at that campus stepping in on the interim basis.”   The 

Pastor of Campus Development noted that while this duty used to fall to the Pastor of 

Multi-Site Ministry, Church B has grown to a place where the Pastor of Multi-Site 

Ministry does not have the margin in his schedule to take on those duties any longer and 

his role was created to help support the campuses in such a transition.  In fact, the Pastor 

of Campus Development already has experience stepping in as an interim.  The second 

campus location that Church B launched, which was their first step in becoming a multi-

site church, experienced a campus pastor transition and he stepped into that campus for a 

season, giving him credibility and confidence he can effective serve in the interim role. 

Church B has also developed and honed a series of scripts and plans for how to 

handle the communication across the church when a campus pastor leaves.  The Pastor 

for Multi-Site Ministry mentioned that he literally has a script that is relevant to Church 

B on his computer for how to message the announcement of a campus pastor departure.  

He also has a step by step sequence of who to call about the transition and the timing of 

how to communicate these details so the proper people are informed and respected with 

this information.  The Pastor of Campus Development also mentioned the scripts they use 

to handle the communication and messages of this type of transition.  While some of the 

campus pastor transitions at Church B have been emotional and painful for the campuses, 
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the church has learned from it and developed tools and a plan to be prepared to handle 

such a transition in the future.   

What Unforeseen Challenges Arose When a Campus Pastor Transitioned? 

 Communication and messaging about a campus pastor transition has been an 

unforeseen challenge in the succession management of campus pastors.  One of the 

challenges Church B has experienced is how to cascade the communication to the church 

after a sudden campus pastor transition.  Given the physical distance between campus 

locations, it is difficult for one of the church leaders to visit multiple campus locations on 

a weekend to make a live announcement.  However, if the Senior Pastor makes the 

communication part of his weekend message, this will be communicated to all the 

campus locations at the same time, meaning some campus locations and leaders are 

hearing about the news via the video message and not live.   

Given these challenges, the leaders at Church B have learned to take a direct, 

open and overly transparent approach to communication of campus pastor transitions.  In 

every interview this topic was mentioned and many leaders at Church B tied this 

approach back to their organizational value of authenticity.  As one leader mentioned, 

“We have chosen transparency over saving our own skin.  We have chosen that holy pain 

over trusting our own ability to manage all of the fallout.  I think that has served us.”  

Even in situations of moral failures, the church has chosen to be transparent with as many 

details as they are able to share without betraying confidence.  They have even been 

forthcoming with what the church was doing to help support the former campus pastor, 

continuing to pay his benefits, paying for him to attend counseling and other such 

generous actions.  As part of this transparency, the church has also been open about their 
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lessons learned in the process and what changes they will be making as a result of this 

situation.  

The final unforeseen challenge mentioned by Church B was the personal toll these 

campus pastor transitions have on the rest of the staff and on the leadership involved.  

One leader highlighted the emotional toll he took during times of helping a campus 

manage through a difficult season of transition and change.  Other leaders also referenced 

the pain involved in some of the moral failure situations and the frustrations felt of a 

sudden, unplanned campus pastor change.  Much of this open and honest feedback stems 

from the cultural value of authenticity and Church B leader’s self-awareness.  Instead of 

pretending these situations did not impact them, they were honest and direct about how 

these situations affected them and how they had taken steps to process and work through 

these feelings in a healthy and respectful way.  This provided insight into the ongoing, 

ripple effect a campus pastor transition has on an entire church.  

Church C Case Study 

Church C is a four campus multi-site church located in the upper Midwest of the 

United States.  The four campus locations vary in size of attendance from a few hundred 

to over 1,200 attenders on a weekend.  The four campuses are located in cities that range 

in size from 5,300 to 66,000.  One of the campuses is located in an outer-ring suburb of a 

major metropolitan area and the rest of the campuses cover a rural section of the state and 

a mid-size city in the state.   

Each campus at Church C experiences live preaching by either the campus pastor 

or the Senior Pastor.  At one point in their history, Church C experimented with video 

delivery of the sermons but found live preaching to be more effective for their context 
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and attenders.  To keep each campus aligned with the messages and sermon topics, the 

Senior Pastor sends the core outline of the message to the campus pastors each week, but 

they add their own stories and experiences to personalize the message.  Each campus has 

a sermon that feels unique, but is consistent across all campus locations to keep the 

church unified.   

The church is fast growing; it launched in the fall of 2004 and met in mobile 

locations until 2009 when land was first purchased.  Also in 2004 the church opened a 

second campus location and became a multi-site church.  Currently, the church owns two 

of the campus locations and has permanent facilities on their property; the other two 

locations are currently meeting in rented spaces.   

For this case study, in-person interviews were conducted at one of the locations of 

Church C.  Three campus pastors, the Director of Operations and the Senior Pastor were 

interviewed as part of this research.  The following report is a summary of the data 

collected at Church C.  The findings are organized under the headings of the research 

questions for this study.  

What Process does Church C Follow to Plan for Leadership Succession of Campus 

Pastors? 

 Church C is intentional in investing in and developing leaders who know the 

culture and Code of Values of the church.  The church has organized around their mission 

and reinforces their mission throughout all their leadership development activity.  One of 

their key development programs is their College.  The college serves as a type of process 

filter for campus pastors.  According to the Director of Operations, all campus pastors at 

the church completed their college program.  Church C’s College provides students with 
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Biblical instruction, ministry practice and leadership development that equips and aligns 

current and future leaders at Church C.   

A second element of leadership succession is the leadership development at 

Church C.  While this was mentioned by the interviewees, it was not described as a 

process.  The Code of Values and culture of leadership development at Church C is 

integrated throughout all levels of leadership and each campus location.  By investing in 

their culture of the church in each ministry area, the church has created a number of 

cultural advocates throughout their church.   

 Church C is an example of an organization creating leaders within a specific 

context.  The church is situated in a rural area and tends to cater to blue collar professions 

and those who enjoy outdoor recreation, hunting, fishing, and camping.  The church is 

focused on reaching those who are not currently going to church.  Many of the church 

attenders and even church leaders were not regularly attending church a few years ago.  

According to the interviewees, the church has sought to stay simple and remained 

focused on few things they do well.  This is represented in their Code of values which 

references the church is more like Starbucks and less like Old Country Buffet.  Focusing 

on their organizational strengths, the church has created a leadership development 

pipeline that would not otherwise exist.  In a sense, Church C has created a type of 

vertical market.  In order for the church to grow, the church needs church leaders; 

however, they do not reach typical church attenders.  Thus, Church C has created their 

own supply of leaders who fit their unique style of church to help meet their demand for 

leaders as the church continue to expand and grow.  
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What Type of Bench Building Occurs within the Organization to Identify Future 

Campus Pastors? 

 Church C has two primary activities that build the bench of potential campus 

pastors.  One is a formal college program that Church C offers and the second are certain 

roles on staff that help to grow and develop members of their team to be ready to be a 

campus pastor.     

College.  Church C has established a College as part of the church.  The College 

is an accredited institution that offers two different academic programs.  The first is a 

Diploma in Biblical Studies that takes approximately one year to complete and the 

second is an Associate in Church Leadership & Ministry and takes approximately two 

years to complete.  The college offers the courses for the program one night a week to 

accommodate those with regular work schedules.  According to the Director of 

Operations, the majority of students in the program are middle-aged, in their 30’s.  This 

College is aimed at those who are attenders or staff of Church C.  The college attracts 

people who have a desire to learn more about faith, the Bible, and ministry.  The degree 

programs have two primary components; pastoral ministry and leadership development.  

The program helps to equip students on becoming more informed about the Bible, but 

they also encourage students to grow and learn about how to lead a ministry.   

 The college was mentioned by each of the interviewees as a key way Church C 

was developing leaders and preparing for the succession of campus pastors.  The core 

curriculum taught in the college center around the core values of Church C.  As the 

Director of Operations explained about students at the College, “They are grounded in 

[Church C’s] Culture. By the time they're done, they think and bleed culture.”  The 
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College also encourages students to become more deeply involved in the life of the 

church through a required internship.  This internship runs for an entire academic year 

and requires student to be involved as a volunteer at the church.  By the time a student 

graduates from the program, they have learned the culture of Church C and have actively 

been part of one of the ministry areas of the church through the required internship.  One 

campus pastor explained the importance of the College this way:  

I think if you're going to be a campus pastor from the [Church C] we would want 

you to be either going through that or having already done through it.  That way 

you really know the ins and outs of what ministry is like at the [Church C] Church 

and how we do things.  What the heartbeat of the church is, and what the calling 

of the church is, and what the culture of the church is.   

Focusing on what the church values and why the church values those things equips and 

prepares students for more leadership opportunities within Church C.   

Having students at the College spend time in class one night a week with a church 

leader and having students engage in an internship during the program allows church 

leadership to see first-hand how the students lead.  This provides the leadership with 

hands-on insight into the potential of these students.  The church views this program as 

effective; they encourage all staff, even though with a Biblical or theological degree, to 

attend the College.  According to the Director of Operations, “Of our 22 staff members, I 

don't think there's any staff person that has not completed the college.”  Or as one of the 

campus pastors explained, “I won't say that if you don't go through the college you can't 

become a campus pastor... But we highly, highly encourage it.”  For the church, this is a 



DISTRIBUTED SUCCESSION 127 

cost-effective and efficient way to assess talent and to build a bench of potential staff 

members.   

 The church plans to continue to invest in and grow the College.  As one campus 

pastor explained, they are considering adding a certificate program in the near future that 

would be more specific to certain areas of ministry, possible even one about being a 

campus pastor.  Each of the interviewees recommended the College as a great step for 

people interested in exploring ministry.  One of the campus pastors mentioned the 

College as part of the reason he was on staff at Church C.  

We have The [Church C] College as something that we do as well.  Actually, 

that's kind of how I ended up, well that's part of how I ended up, being a campus 

pastor…As I went through that I felt a lot of people recognized something in me 

that I didn't recognize in myself.  They were like, "Hey, you could be a really 

good pastor..."  I'm like, "Do what? No."  Then the more and more I heard it and 

started really absorbing what God was doing in me, I was going because I wanted 

to get closer to God.  Then as I did that, He was showing me what He had planned 

for me so then that kind of happened. 

The college provides an opportunity for church leaders to see how God is working in the 

lives of the students who attend the College and it also creates a space for those attending 

to see if joining staff is something they may want to consider.  Throughout the internships 

and academic sections, students are exposed to the church in a unique way.   

Staff roles.  Most of the bench building activity for campus pastors happens 

through staff roles at the church.  According to the Senior Pastor, any up-front, on-stage 

role at Church C would be a potential bench-building role for a campus pastor.  These 
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roles would include student pastor, teaching pastor, or teachers at the college.  Hiring 

campus pastors from within is a key priority for Church C leadership.  The culture at 

Church C is strong and important to the leaders, by moving people into a campus pastor 

role from other roles on staff, they know they are investing in someone who already 

understands and lives out the culture of the church.   

One of the current campus pastors at Church C came from student ministries.  As 

a student pastor, this person had an opportunity to learn about being on-stage and it gave 

Church C the confidence that he was ready to step into the role of campus pastor.  During 

his time as a student pastor the church leadership asked him to consider going to the 

College and that quickly led to a promotion into the campus pastor role. 

Number on the bench.  The general agreement among the interviewees is 

Church C has four people currently on the bench to become campus pastors.  However, 

each person interviewed arrived at this number in a different way.  One person mentioned 

that there were really two different levels of a bench at Church C; a Junior Varsity level 

that contained four to five people and a varsity bench that had two or maybe three people 

that were ready to become a campus pastor.  The only interview that was certain of the 

number of people needed on the bench was the Senior Pastor.  He desires to have twelve 

people on a bench of potential campus pastors.  The reason for this number was his future 

vision for the church and his leadership style.  His preferred method of trying new 

campus locations, new ministries or new ideas is to find a leader who can be trusted and 

then let them see if they can make it successful.  He knows that this style will necessitate 

a larger pool of available leaders.  Church C has a goal to have 20 campuses and to reach 

this goal the Senior Pastor knows he needs leaders he can trust:  
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To me, the way in which I function in terms of launching campuses is like, "I 

throw stuff at the wall and if it sticks, great."  We go with it.  What I'm always 

looking for is, if I have the leader, I can take the big risk but if I don't have the 

leader, I can't take any risk… 

What Processes do Church Leaders use to Develop Future Leaders? 

 The church is committed to developing and investing in leaders.  In addition to 

the bench-building work that is done through the College, the primary way leaders are 

developed at Church C is through an apprenticeship model.   

Apprentice.  Each leader at Church C, staff or volunteer, is expected to have an 

apprentice.  This apprentice is someone who is shadowing them in their role and learning 

what it means to lead in that capacity.  For campus pastors, these apprentices are essential 

and campus pastors are held accountable to having an apprentice.  The importance of 

having an apprentice is one of the core values of Church C.  Upon walking into one of the 

campus locations at Church C, there is an attractive and prominent sign hung in the lobby 

that displays “The Code of Values” of the church.  This Code includes 14 values of the 

church; these values came up in each of the interviews with Church C leaders.  The 14 

values in The Code are:  

1. The Church of Jesus Christ offers the only hope in the world.  

2. We are united under the vision.  

3. We are an outreach church.  

4. We are a hospital, not a cathedral.  

5. It’s all about the weekend.  

6. We value both men and women in leadership.  
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7. We act with radical faith.  

8. We lead the way in generosity.  

9. We are Starbucks, not Old Country Buffet.  

10. We are a generation of honor.  

11. The 2-2-2 principle.  

12. We will not take this for granted.  

13. We embrace a culture of improvement.  

14. Think 3.  

The value that was mentioned most often was “The 2-2-2 Principle” which is based on 

the Biblical passage 2 Timothy 2:2.  That Bible passage, and the Church C core value, is 

based on the idea that each person should be teaching another person what they know 

about God.   

Church C expects and teaches that every leader or volunteer needs to be investing 

in another person to help them grow in their faith as well as ministry and leadership.  As 

one campus pastor explained about the expectation to have an apprentice, “The way we 

have been doing it is, have an apprentice.  The way we always say it is, “If you were hit 

by a bus today, does your ministry go on?”  

Each apprentice is found by an existing leader or volunteer.  For example, campus 

pastor apprentices are found by the campus pastor directly and are often volunteers and 

lay-leaders from that campus location.  Many of the apprentices are interested in being a 

pastor and enjoy the process of working closely with the campus pastor.  These 

apprentices are assigned actual projects and tasks and are expected to take on leadership 

roles within the church.  The campus pastors provide coaching, advice, and observe their 



DISTRIBUTED SUCCESSION 131 

apprentices to see if this person has the potential to become a campus pastor.  This 

apprentice model is a significant leadership development activity at Church C.  However, 

the apprentice model is not truly a bench-building activity.  Most apprentices do not have 

a future as a campus pastor.  As the Senior Pastor stated,  

In reality, many of those apprentices I would never hire as campus pastor, to be 

very honest…They're good guys with good hearts, but if it came down to it and 

one of those other guys left, I would probably look on staff for one of our student 

pastors or look for one of the guys that teach at the college. 

 
The apprentice model works well for leadership development but is not a consistent 

bench-build activity at Church C.   

One of the reasons for the lack of apprentices in the campus pastor pipeline is the 

transient nature of many apprentices.  One of the campus pastors spoke about an 

apprentice who suddenly quit serving in the church and left to try to go and start his own 

church.  That new church never manifested and that apprentice was trying to get back 

into a volunteer leadership role within the church.  Another campus pastor spoke at 

length about how some apprentices tell him they need a break or time off.  He really 

pushes these apprentices to consider if they truly are called to ministry or if they are just 

excited about the idea of ministry.  Since these apprentice roles tend to attract volunteers 

who are excited, but perhaps not fully aware of what ministry requires, the turnover for 

apprentice can be high.  Despite the lack of apprentices moving into the pipeline, the 

apprentice model still provides campus pastors the opportunity to develop apprentices 

and help them experience a meaningful leadership role at the church.  This model also 

helps those apprentices explore if ministry is something they are truly called to do.   



DISTRIBUTED SUCCESSION 132 

Multiplication.  One thing each campus pastor noted about the apprentice model 

was each campus pastor was focused not only on their own apprentice, they were also 

concerned about how their apprentice was finding and developing an apprentice.  The 

concept that these pastors are displaying is thinking about leadership development 

through a multiplication lens, not merely an addition lens.  When campus pastors spoke 

about how Church C was going to reach 20 campus locations, they referenced this 

multiplication approach.  As they described it, addition is the idea of adding an 

apprentice, training that person up, sending them out and then repeating the process.  

Multiplication, however, was articulated as each person investing in another person.  

When that happens, leaders develop more quickly because each person is investing in 

another instead of one person just adding one leader at a time to the organization.  

What Leadership Skills or Qualities Indicate that a Potential Campus Pastor is 

Ready to be Promoted? 

 Knowing when someone is ready to be a campus pastor at Church C has been an 

evolution for the church’s leadership.  One example of a time when a campus pastor was 

not ready for this leadership role weighed heavy on some of the interviewees.   While 

each interviewee gave their own version of what they look for in a potential campus 

pastor, several common themes emerged.   

Spiritual maturity.  Campus pastors are responsible for the health of their 

campus.  It takes a healthy leader to lead a healthy campus.  Church C expects a certain 

level of spiritual maturity in their campus pastors.  One campus pastor explained why 

spiritual maturity is important to Church C:  
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The biggest thing, I think, is that how long have they been a Christian?  How long 

have they been coming to our church?  Because we certainly made mistakes with 

that in the past, pull the trigger too soon on somebody who hasn't been a Christian 

long enough, and hasn’t been a part of our church long enough. 

When a person first makes a decision to become a Christian, or follow Christ, there are a 

number of new habits, new information and new perspectives they begin to gain.  

However, there are often some old habits they are in the process of working trough.  If a 

campus pastor is too new to being a Christian it could be unwise to have them in a role 

where they need to lead other Christians.  This truth presents a tension for Church C.  The 

majority of attenders at Church C are new Christians who are growing in their maturity in 

the Christian faith.  In fact, the church also reaches a number of people who are not yet 

Christians and are new to going to church.  Many of those attenders are attracted to 

Church C because the church does not feel like any type of church they have been to 

before.  Church C aims to attract those who are “rough-around-the-edges” and who might 

not feel comfortable in other church settings.  So for Church C, they want campus pastors 

who are spiritually mature, but they still want their campus pastors to be able to connect 

and relate to those who are either not-yet Christians or are new Christians.  One of the 

campus pastors explained this tension:  

When you're looking for a campus pastor, you're like, "That guy's rough-around-

the-edges." He seems perfect but a lot of times rough-around-the-edges comes 

with a couple of other things that you don't see at face value. You have to get to 

know him a little bit better. That's a little bit of the struggle. Finding someone 

who's rough-around-the-edges that is also solid in the foundation with their faith. 
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Multiple campus pastors explained a way they go about trying to determine a person’s 

level of maturity.  While they each cited a number of different ways to look at how the 

person behaves, one common and consistent theme was to watch how the person 

manages their family and home life.  By focusing on how campus pastor candidates treat 

their spouse, their kids, how they manage their finances and what it is like to be in their 

home, the leaders at Church C feel they can gain some important insight into the level of 

maturity of this person.   

Platform presence.  The role of a campus pastor at Church C includes giving the 

sermon on the weekend at their campus.  Preaching the sermon is expected for all but one 

of the campus pastors; one of the campus locations holds a Sunday evening service where 

the Senior Pastor speaks instead of the campus pastor.  But regardless of who provides 

the sermons, the campus pastor will play a significant role on stage and will need the 

ability to command the attention of their campus.  In the words of the Senior Pastor when 

it comes to what they look for in a campus pastor, Church C is “Looking for a great 

host.”  Another campus pastor described the credibility he earned when he displayed his 

own platform presence:  

The first time I ever spoke on stage across the church was a communion. Then 

after that they were like, "Oh my gosh, you're a natural onstage," and everything 

like that. Just seeing that, too, that I can get in front of people and hold the stage, 

and have a presence on stage, made a lot of difference. 

When a person can hold the stage at Church C they are considered to be someone that 

could grow into the role of a campus pastor.  
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Leadership experience.  Campus pastors at Church C are expected to accomplish 

the mission and grow their campus.  A few interviewees described a campus pastor that 

was on staff at one point who was not able to lead effectively and the campus he led was 

stuck.  Eventually he was removed from his position, that campus location was moved to 

a different location with a different campus pastor and growth began.  Before the 

leadership at Church C is willing to hire a campus pastor and provide the resources to 

support a campus, they want to have confidence that this person can lead others.  Many of 

the campus pastors look for this type of leadership even in the people they select for their 

apprentices or volunteer leaders at their campuses.  In the words of one campus pastor: 

“Personally, if I’m going to spend time training you, I want you to have led or something, 

and been successful out of it.”  A driving factor for Church C in making sure their 

campus pastors know how to lead is because of the span of their responsibility for their 

campus.  They are the one person at Church C who is responsible to make sure the entire 

ministry happens at their campus and if something slips through the cracks it eventually 

falls on the campus pastor.  This requires campus pastors to be leaders and not simply the 

person who tries to do everything.  One campus pastor described that obligation and need 

to build a team: 

That's just part of the gig.  You got to be the backstop.  Getting them to 

understand the weight of that responsibility.  There's one or two ways that are 

going to take that responsibility, they’re going to mop every floor, and wash every 

dish, and make every cup of coffee, and wipe every butt in the nursery.  Or they 

are going to get smart and go, I need to find people to do this for me. 
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Church C looks for leaders who know the importance of building a team and know how 

to recruit and delegate to teams before becoming a campus pastor.  If a person does not 

have this skill set, a campus pastor can quickly become overwhelmed by the scope of 

their responsibility.   

Attractional.  In addition to being a leader, Church C is looking for campus 

pastors who can attract others to join the church.  The life of Church C could be described 

as having vision beyond their means.  This means that the church is in a constant state of 

stretching resources, taking risks and pushing the church to expand.  One of the core 

values included in Church C’s Code is acting with radical faith.  The church wants to see 

God-sized dreams come true and this requires the church to dream beyond their current 

resources.  To help draw people in to be part of this vision, Church C looks for campus 

pastors who are able to attract others to join the church on these God-sized dreams.  As 

the Senior Pastor explained about potential campus pastors: “I’m looking for somebody 

who is attractional.  That’s why I keep saying, I want you to recruit 30 people.  It’s a big 

deal.  If you can’t recruit 30 people, I’m not going to do this with you.” 

The church has done a significant amount of work to create alignment between 

campuses on the core demographic the church is targeting.  They have established a 

persona called “[Church Name] Chris” and they seek to speak to this persona with all of 

their messages, services, communications and marketing.  The awareness of the 

demographic they are trying to reach impacts who the church looks at for campus pastors.  

As one interviewee said:  

To an extent, I think you can only reach who you are.  If I'm the trendy hipster 

from [City Name] and I got skinny jeans and all that stuff, I'm going to have a 
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really hard time recruiting Willie Nelson to be on board because I'm going to have 

a product that he doesn't necessarily enjoy. 

Church C is looking for campus pastors who know how to recruit and attract people to 

join them in their vision and mission.  One aspect of this type of attractional person is 

finding a leader who also is able to be attractive to the church’s key demographic and will 

be able to relate and connect with the “rough-around-the-edges” crowd.  

Culture-bearer.  As a multi-site church, each campus location at Church C has 

its own unique culture and identity.  Having their campus pastors preach at their 

campuses creates the potential for each campus to further develop its own identity.  It is 

important for each campus pastor at Church C to support and advocate for the overall 

church culture to help present any campus from drifting in their culture.   

One of the former campus pastors at Church C allowed a culture to develop at his 

campus that was unhealthy and not consistent with the culture Church C promotes.  

Eventually, this campus was moved and merged with another, healthier campus.  The 

Senior Pastor was open and honest with the former campus pastor about the direction the 

campus was heading, but that campus pastor was not able to properly live out the Church 

C culture and he was removed from his position as a result.  The current campus pastors 

have stronger alignment on Church C culture and the Senior Pastor spoke about the 

importance of this cultural consistency:  

Because we deal with all kinds of issues and stuff and good days and bad but at 

the end, we are all committed to the same core values and we all speak the same 

[Church C] culture and so it stays healthy. 
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The core values of Church C, otherwise known as “The Code” has helped to create unity 

and consistency with leaders at the church.  This is why “The Code” hangs on the wall of 

the campus locations, is published on the church’s website and is taught in the College.  

Despite all of this on-going communication about the core values, one campus pastor 

commented that there is never enough communication about the culture:  

It's still funny how I feel like you can't communicate that stuff enough. You know 

what I'm saying? Because even though it's on the wall, it’s like-- Yes, that's the 

struggle like in any church to say, "Hey, remember, this is the mission we're on. 

Do you know it?" Especially here we're always really mission minded because it's 

so easy to get off mission, and forget why we do ministry the way that we do it.  

It is easy for any organization to drift away from their core mission.  This is especially 

true for churches that seek to meet the various and differing needs of the congregation.  

Knowing how difficult it can be to keep the church on mission, it is critically important 

for each campus pastor at Church C to be a culture-bearer and culture promoter.   

What Type of Succession Transition Does the Church Use in the Transition of the 

Campus Pastor? 

 Church C has had a series of succession events related to campus pastors.  Some 

of their campus pastors have left due to performance issues and personal issues.  As the 

church has managed through these changes and continues to look ahead to adding more 

sites, they have developed a way of handled these succession events by considering 

internal candidates for these important campus pastor position.   

Planned interim.  The Senior Pastor of Church C has already thought through 

what would happen if any of this current campus pastors had to step out of their role 
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suddenly.  One of the staff members that teaches at the College is a talented and capable 

speaker and would be called upon to step in as an interim until the permanent 

replacement would be found.   

He’s the interim fill, if any of those three guys would go tomorrow, [fingers snap] 

he’ll be the interim the next week. We are always going to have that person 

coming on deck in case of emergency all the time. He’s just the guy. He knows it. 

Having someone on staff that the Senior Pastor has confidence in who is ready to step in 

as an interim helps prepare the church for stability in the midst of transition.  This interim 

would create the time and space for the church to make the best long term hire to replace 

a campus pastor.  By considering all of the available options on staff and those serving as 

an apprentice role, the church can conduct a horse race type succession plan to find the 

new campus pastor.  

Horse race.  The emerging model for Church C in succession planning is the 

Horse Race type succession model.  This is the type of succession model that involves a 

few internal candidates who are each considered for the position, but in the end, only one 

person wins the race and is promoted into this position.  The Senior Pastor is involved in 

the selection of campus pastors at Church C and in the situation of a campus pastor 

succession, he has been, and will continue to be, involved in the recruitment and 

selection.  The Senior Pastor mentioned that in his 12 years at this church he has only 

hired a pastor from another church once, and they would not look to do it again.  His goal 

is to look at the existing staff first and consider who would be the best person to step into 

the role.   
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Since each person on staff has also attended the Church C’s College, the Senior 

Pastor has experience and awareness of each staff member.  This provides him with a 

helpful insight and perspective on the strengths and weaknesses of the staff and can help 

him make a wise selection for replacing a campus pastor.  In one particular example, the 

Senior Pastor had asked a pastor of students to consider attending the College and toward 

the end of his time in the program an opening came available for a campus pastor.  Since 

he knew the pastor better from his time in the College, the Senior Pastor had increased 

confidence to put him into the role of campus pastor.  

Relay.  In one situation the church used a relay transition when a campus pastor 

was stepping into the executive pastor role.  In this situation the campus was in a healthy 

spot and the campus pastor was not leaving the church but was moving to a new role on 

the staff.  This campus pastor had an apprentice that had a long history with the campus.  

The apprentice was one of the first people baptized at the campus and was a longtime 

volunteer who led in highly visible roles.  As this apprentice grew in his leadership and 

maturity he began to gain influence at the campus.  When the campus pastor announced 

the transition, the campus already knew the apprentice well and the transition went 

smoothly.  In fact, the transition was handled so well that the Senior Pastor did not even 

need to be present at the campus to help with the transition.  This was the only relay 

transition at Church C.  

What Unforeseen Challenges Arose When a Campus Pastor Transitioned? 

The biggest unforeseen challenge at Church C in campus pastor transitions is the 

personal impact the role of being a campus pastor has on those coming into the job.  A 

few of the campus pastors mentioned how difficult the job can be, personally, and the 
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Senior Pastor commented on how each pastor goes through a difficult period when they 

transition into this role.  As the Senior Pastor described:  

That's when we talk about that literally, that first six months is going to make or 

break a guy. I just -- every time, I'm watching and it's the same -- literally, the 

same cycle each time as they go to the shell shock of what it's really like to lead a 

campus and to do these for long.  If they can make it through that time frame or 

whatever, they'll be just fine… 

The campus pastors also shared how open they are with apprentices and others who are 

interested in being a campus pastor.  They explain to them the stress and weight that they 

will be expected to carry and just how challenging of a role it can be.  One campus pastor 

described how he approaches apprentices so they understand the realities of the job:  

I don't want say I throw people to the wolves a little bit, but I would want them to 

experience hardship now in doing ministry, and not me be the one that bails 

people out.  If you are my apprentice, you figure it out.  You put a leader in place. 

You do this.  If you fail now, I want you to fail at this level, rather than fail, rather 

than realize later.  So I'm having those kind of conversations, and I'm brutally 

honest with people.  Pastor [Name] says this job, pastoral ministry is “brut-a-ful” 

[sic].  It's beautiful, but it's freaking brutal. 

Another interviewee mentioned that they would have been more intentional about 

following up with a campus pastor who was removed from the position.  While this 

person needed to step out and the role was no longer a fit, they mentioned how they did 

not realize how painful it would be for the person stepping out of campus pastor role.  

This former campus pastor attempted to stay engaged in the church as an attendee but 
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eventually they left.  While no specific changes were suggested, the realization was this 

job, getting into the role as well as coming out of the role, carries with it an emotional 

weight that deserve attention.   

Church D Case Study 

Church D is a large, multi-site church located in the Southwestern United States.  

The church meets in five locations throughout a major metropolitan area.  A majority of 

the site locations are permanent facilities, one location is a mobile location, meeting in a 

rented facility that requires weekly set-up and tear-down.  The church is growing and 

expanding and has plans to continue to expand to seven locations over the next three 

years.  Two of the five locations were churches that merged with Church D and two of 

the locations were started from Church D to reach into communities their original site 

was not effectively reaching due to proximity.   

 The leadership structure of Church D reflects their commitment to being a multi-

site church.  Each campus location has a campus pastor who is responsible for the 

ministry effectiveness at their assigned location.  The campus pastor is expected to impart 

and lead the culture of Church D, lead the staff to live out the values of Church D and 

lead the congregation at that location.  The campus pastors report to the Pastor of Campus 

Development who reports into the Executive Pastor. 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted at Church D with the Executive 

Pastor, Pastor of Campus Development and campus pastors.  The following report is a 

summary of the data collected at Church D.  These findings are organized by headings 

that correspond to the research question for this study.  
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What Process does Church D Follow to Plan for Leadership Succession of Campus 

Pastors? 

 When interviewees at Church D were asked about succession planning for 

campus pastors, they responded in terms of culture and leadership development of staff.  

One campus pastor articulated this directly: 

That's funny, as we talk about, “do we have a very definite structure” when it comes 

to the written documentation and different things like that, probably not as fine tune 

as we like.  But, definitely one of the things we're continually doing is 

training…development.  

While Church D may not have a documented process for succession planning, they do 

have a clearly defined sense of who they are as an organization.  In the middle of their 

staff offices in their central office location they have posted their eight Distinctive Values 

on a wall in the common area.  These are key cultural values and behaviors they expect 

from all staff and lay-leaders across their campuses and ministries.  These eight elements 

were created by the senior leadership team, including the Lead Pastor and are written in 

short, memorable phrases.  All staff members at Church D are expected to know, to live 

and to teach these values throughout the church.  The eight Distinctive Values are:  

1. Leadership: We choose to love first and lead second, but always do both. 

2. Outsiders: We exist for those who are not here yet.  

3. Risk: We have a big God, so we take big risks and trust Him for big results. 

4. Effort: We work hard, give our best and put family first.  

5. Attitude:  We live on the solution side of every issue.  
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6. Sober Minded: We know who we are and who we’re not and we do what is best 

for the whole. 

7. Team: We want to take the hill, and we want to take it together. 

8. Model: Follow me as I follow Jesus.  

These eight Distinctive Values find their way into every part of leadership development 

and campus pastor succession at Church D.  These eight Distinctive Values are so critical 

for campus pastor succession because these eight Distinctive Values are what make 

Church D unique and unified.  Campus pastors are expected to lead these eight 

Distinctive Values at their assigned campus, therefore it is of utmost importance for 

Church D to ensure their campus pastors embody these values.   

 The leaders at Church D are intentionally and proactively developing leaders 

throughout the organization in an effort to build a pipeline of future leaders.  The church 

is creating opportunities to develop leaders through an intentional leadership cohort, 

coaching and mentoring of young leaders, helping staff to develop within their role and 

encouraging staff to take on new assignments to help them continue to grow and develop.   

 The church has been able to clearly communicate who they are as a church and 

what type of leader thrives in the Church D culture.  This type of clarity helps leaders at 

the church find potential new leaders and it enables the church to maximize their time on 

those who fit the culture of the church.  Since the organization is clear about who they 

are, they know what type of leaders to find and how to attract those who fit the Church D 

culture.  This clarity is seen throughout their bench-building and leadership development 

activities.  
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What Type of Bench Building Occurs within the Organization to Identify Future 

Campus Pastors? 

 Church D is committed to expanding their site locations to seven sites over the 

next three years; they currently have five locations.  For the church, the bench of 

potential campus pastors comes from their intentional and ongoing leadership 

development work within the church.  This leadership development is done both for the 

staff as well as the congregation.  When it comes to building up the bench at Church D, 

the focus is on developing people internally to be future leaders, including campus 

pastors, at the church.  The Executive Pastor at Church D explained the importance of 

campus pastors coming from within the organization:  

Well, right now we are recognizing that campus pastor is a role that, it's really 

hard to hire outside because it's so central to the DNA of the church.  For us at 

[Church Name], our campus pastors don't teach. The role that they play is more 

replicating the culture, replicating the playbook, contextualizing that, but leading 

in such a way where someone would come to a campus to experience it and go to 

another campus and experience it, they'd feel like it's the same thing. For them to 

live and breathe and bleed [Church Name], something, we found [is] they need to 

be on the staff for a good year, before we're ready to put them into a role where 

they take responsibility for a campus. 

The need and importance of sourcing campus pastors internally was a common theme 

among the interviews at Church D.  Each person mentioned the importance of a campus 

pastor being on staff prior to stepping into the campus pastor role.  This insider 

knowledge helps them know and extend the culture of the church.  A few interviewees 
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mentioned an example of a Campus Pastor who was hired from the outside and how 

challenging that was for the church, the Campus Pastor did not last long in that role and it 

provided the church with the awareness that they need to find campus pastors internally.  

This requires a robust bench of potential campus pastors at Church D.   

Number on the bench.  Each interviewee mentioned the need to have at least two 

potential campus pastors on their bench to help them expand to seven locations.  

However, most interviewees acknowledged that in order to find the best fit for these 

future campus locations, at least four people should be on the bench to help to replace 

any turnover of existing campus pastors.  There was also an understanding that having 

several qualified candidates internally gives the church the best position to be able to 

select the best qualified candidate to lead a campus and not simply the only qualified 

candidate.  The interviewees also mentioned that some of the people they are investing in 

on the bench might not work out, either because the person does not develop in the way 

they thought they would or because another opportunity opened up for that person on the 

bench at another church or in another ministry area.  Having multiple potential campus 

pastors on the bench insures against any natural attrition and helps Church D to have a 

bench of internal qualified candidates at any time.   

 When asked about the actual number of potential campus pastors on the bench, 

the leaders at Church D gave careful consideration for actual people who came to mind.  

The number on the bench at Church D was reported by interviewees to be around three to 

four.  One interviewee felt the bench was empty but most felt the church would be able to 

elevate a person from staff to step into a campus pastor role if the need arose quickly.  



DISTRIBUTED SUCCESSION 147 

The confidence the leaders had in being able to find campus pastors internally came from 

the intentional and comprehensive leadership development that occurs at Church D.  

What Processes do Church Leaders use to Develop Future Leaders? 

Leaders at Church D are engaged in three primary leadership development 

activities.  These activities help to grow a bench of potential campus pastors to lead new 

site locations as well as to replace any turnover of existing campus pastors.  

Ongoing leadership development.  All staff members at Church D are being 

invested in and are expected to grow as leaders.  The leadership team teaches leadership 

development to all staff once a month at their staff meetings.  These gatherings provide 

an opportunity for staff to be reminded about the staff culture, to learn about leadership 

development, and to stay aligned as a staff.  However, leadership development at Church 

D is not simply a classroom activity.  Each role provides an opportunity for leadership to 

grow and develop.  Senior leaders at Church D are focused on helping all of the staff 

grow and to develop.  They expect future campus pastors will emerge from this growth 

environment.  In the words of one of the interviewees, “Leaders always rise to the top; it's 

always natural and normal.  Our job is to develop our staff right now and the campus 

pastors will rise out of that naturally.”  In a sense, growing campus pastors at Church D is 

analogous to farming.  A farmer is not able to make a plant grow, but when a farmer 

creates the right environment, seeds will naturally grow out of healthy soil.  By creating 

an environment that is focused on leadership and leadership development, there are many 

opportunities for campus pastors to emerge from within this culture.   

 Church D has several examples of current campus pastors who emerged from 

other positions on staff.  By growing as a leader, they became ready to step into this key 
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leadership role at Church D.  In some situations, these leaders emerged because another 

leader saw potential in this person and helped to cultivate their growth.  One of the 

current campus pastors explained his personal journey growing into a campus pastor: 

[Name] was the individual who-- I was a small group pastor, [Name] was my 

Campus Pastor.  We had a relationship together for a couple of years. [Name] 

modeled it for me in terms of: gave me leadership opportunities, coached me.  

Hindsight now, looking back, he saw something in me, he wanted to see me step 

into a leadership role more than the current role that I had. 

When leaders are in an environment where leadership is valued and expected, leadership 

grows.  For many of these leaders, it was not only someone personally investing in them 

that helped them to grow.  They were also given an intentional role or assignment that 

helped them to develop as a leader at Church D.  

Intentional development assignments.  Several current campus pastors at 

Church D were developed as leaders by taking on new assignments that allowed them to 

grow as a leader.  One of the current campus pastors came out of the Children’s Ministry 

team where he had successfully led for a number of years.  However, before he was 

promoted into the role of campus pastor, he was asked to step into a cross-ministry role 

for several months where he was responsible for establishing ministry development 

across all campus locations for Church D.  This new assignment forced him to replace his 

role within the Children’s Ministry and then gave him exposure to working with leaders 

across all campus locations.  When he moved into this larger role, he had to learn how to 

lead through other people and not simply handle the ministry himself.  This is a key 

leadership attribute of Church D leaders, as one campus pastor said, “Your real role is not 
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to be doing the ministry, it's to be empowering others to do the ministry.”  By putting 

emerging and developing leaders into roles that require them to lead through others, they 

grow as leaders.   

 Another example of a grow role or assignment is another current campus pastor at 

Church D.  This campus pastor started out working in Student Ministries and the leaders 

at Church D encouraged him to move into a communications role.  This role then allowed 

him to experience and work with leaders from all of the campuses and gave him a 

broader perspective of what it means to lead at Church D.  In each of his roles he was 

able to grow and expand as a leader in serving the church in a broader way and 

understanding where he could best serve the church.  Reflecting on his experiences he 

explained:  

I was doing student ministries. I love student ministries, I love students, I love 

their families. My passion though was to impact the greater whole of the church, 

that's why I loved going into communications and being able to be a part of that.  

But at the same time, wanted to have my mark in a campus, a staff, just to have 

that piece of it. I like to develop, I like to -- I’m also an innovator.  

For this particular campus pastor, he was moved out of the communications role and into 

a role of shadowing a campus pastor to prepare him to go and start a new campus for 

Church D.  Throughout his roles at Church D, he was able to grow and develop and each 

new role for him was an intentional opportunity for him to expand his leadership at 

Church D.  Speaking about this Campus Pastor, the Executive Pastor described the 

intentionality of his different role assignments:  
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We actually, we hired him as a student pastor, a high school pastor some years 

ago to work on one of our campuses.  He was in the mix on that and we liked him, 

we just didn't like him for that role and so said, hey, why don't we just hire him in 

and let him do communications where it's basically project management and 

cultural creation.  We got to know him and we thought he had a greater capacity.  

Not that communications was a bad fit for him, but we just thought he could do 

more than just sit in that role.  We hired him for a year and I paid him just to work 

for [Name] for a whole year and just learn how to be a campus pastor... 

This is an example of the intentionality leaders at Church D put behind staffing roles and 

assignments.  They intentionally use new assignments to see if a leader grows and 

expands his or her capacity.  These roles are also an important opportunity to see if the 

leader takes on more of the culture of Church D and is able to help infuse that culture in 

others.    

Leadership cohort.  The final bench-building activity mentioned by interviewees 

was the emergence of a leadership cohort.  The leadership at Church D created a 

leadership cohort to help identify leaders from within the congregation and to infuse them 

with the church culture.  The cohort began with the Executive Pastor collecting names 

from campus pastors of people they felt could be potential leaders within Church D.  

Those people were then invited to a meeting once a month with the Executive Pastor to 

go through comprehensive leadership development.  The majority of participants in the 

cohort are younger leaders and time is spent each month reviewing books or content on 

leadership as well as coaching on how to live out these leadership principles.  This cohort 

provides the senior staff at Church D an opportunity to see how these potential leaders 
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respond and react to the material and how they grow in their leadership throughout the 

cohort.  The expectation of Church D is that campus pastors will replicate this leadership 

cohort on their campus with their own potential leaders.  The campus pastors mentioned 

they were currently in process of collecting names of younger leaders from their 

campuses that they would invite into a campus leadership cohort to replicate what the 

Executive Pastor has been doing.   The way the Executive Pastor modeled the leadership 

cohort to campus pastors and then asked them to go to do what they saw modeled is an 

example of how Church D develops their bench through intentional development 

assignments.   

What Leadership Skills or Qualities Indicate that a Potential Campus Pastor is 

Ready to be Promoted? 

 There are several key and consistent indicators at Church D when someone is 

ready to step into the role of campus pastor.  These elements were mentioned throughout 

the interviews and were understood as a part of what it means to lead at Church D and 

what it means to be a campus pastor.  At the time of these interviews, the church was in 

the process of starting to put on paper what a campus pastor at Church D does, however, 

even though that had not yet been detailed out on paper, the interviewees were 

remarkably consistent in their description of when someone was ready to be promoted to 

be a campus pastor.  

Recognize, not appoint.  The first element of understanding when a person is 

ready to be moved into the role of a campus pastor is to realize that Church D recognizes 

leadership, they do not appoint leadership.  Church D operates on the understanding and 

philosophy that leadership is not a position nor a title, leadership is influence.  Given this 
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framework, the leadership team at Church D simply looks out into the organization to see 

who is leading well, regardless of their position within the organization.  One Campus 

Pastor described this framework, “We don't appoint leadership we recognize leadership.  

Have they proven themselves?  Have they been responsible with what we've given 

them?”  

 The church looks for a few key indicators of leadership.  These items were 

mentioned by most interviewees as clues that a person was displaying leadership at 

Church D.  

Influence. When the leadership team at Church D notices a person has been 

gaining influence among others on staff or within the congregation, this is a sign they are 

emerging as a leader.  One Campus Pastor described this influence:  

I think you can definitely see as people gain influence like with [Name] I see 

people are going to him naturally.  It's not because -- he really doesn't have -- he's 

helping lead part of our weekend teams and he's leading a small group but outside 

of that really people are going to him because of influence.  Because he's building 

trust with them and so that part you can see. 

What is standing out for leaders at Church D is when people are gaining influence outside 

of their formal position and they are influencing others beyond what would be expected 

in their current role.  The ability to have and increase influence within Church D is an 

important aspect of being a campus pastor at the church because so much of the work a 

campus pastor does is in and through relationships with other people.  

Relational capacity.   Campus pastors at Church D work among a series of 

interconnected relationships that form a complex network for leaders to manage.  
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Campus pastors are the local pastor, or one of the local pastors, to their congregation.  

However, campus pastor are also expected to grow and develop leaders from their 

campus.  They are responsible for managing, developing, and leading the staff at the 

campus.  The campus pastors are led by the Pastor of Campus Development, and 

ultimately they are responsible to the Executive and Lead Pastors.  In addition to these 

relationships, Church D also has a team of central support positions and key decision 

makers who can impact how certain ministry areas behave at their campus.  Given this 

complex network of relationships, a campus pastor needs to be able to effectively manage 

and grow those relationships in a healthy, God-honoring and productive manner.  One 

Campus Pastor explained this relational capacity was essential in evaluating who could 

eventually become a campus pastor:  

As I consider that, I'm thinking already on my staff who has the qualifications, 

who has the relational capacity.  To me as a campus pastor, that's a really, really 

important, the relational-- That's what we own, it’s the relational side of it, the 

ground war. 

The ground war that this Campus Pastor mentioned was affirmed by the Executive Pastor 

as the boots on the ground type focus that is required of campus pastor.  At Church D, the 

campus pastors take ground one relationship at a time.  This relational influence was 

described by another Campus Pastor as giving away responsibility to others at the 

campus.  This was described as the foundational expectation of this role at Church D.  

“That’s exactly what we look for in a campus pastor. It’s all about the relational side of it. 

Technically, our jobs are to — our responsibilities, our relationships with people and 

giving people responsibilities on campus.” 
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The tasks that are required of a campus pastor are tasks that move beyond being 

able to get things done as an individual contributor; the role of a campus pastor at Church 

D is about achieving results though others.  

Results.  Leaders at Church D are expected to make things happen and 

accomplish significant ministry though their teams.  It is important that a person has a 

proven track record of being able to make things happen before being promoted to the 

role of campus pastor.  One interviewee explained, “Results.  I think when to elevate 

somebody is when everybody just says, ‘Yes, that's a no-brainer.’”  However, as a 

campus pastor, this person should not be someone who produces results on their own; 

they need to be able to achieve results through others and through the team.  One 

interviewee described the outcome focus, “It's been some moments, where we've been 

able to see when leading and producing something, taking a team somewhere, we want to 

see that.”  The leaders at Church D understood that a campus pastor needs to be someone 

who knows how to get things done, but in a healthy way.  One of the many reasons 

Church D looks internally for campus pastors is because the type of results they expect 

are results that align with the cultural values of the church.  Simply making things happen 

is not enough; those results need to be done in a way consistent with Church D culture.  

Culture.  Every leader at Church D needs to lead the church in a way that is 

aligned and supportive of the culture of the church.  There was a clear sense from these 

leaders that they know when someone is reflecting their culture.  The Pastor of Campus 

Development described this cultural match, “When you know it's a leader that sounds 

like [Church Name], they behave like [Church Name].  The campus pastors, their 

personality, are all different.  There is a sense that it matches who we are.”  This sense of 
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culture is especially evident when it comes to how this leader makes decisions.  As one 

leader explained about this decision making filter:  

They have a proven track record of making decisions through our filter of making 

decisions, the way we would make decisions.  They want to build teams and lead 

teams.  Can they build leaders and lead leaders?  They get us, hopefully.  Can 

they lead us hopefully, through other people? 

Leaders at Church D recounted an example of a Campus Pastor who did not match the 

culture of the church and eventually left the church.  This person was brought in from the 

outside and was at a campus site located a considerable distance from the central office.  

That Campus Pastor was referred to in interviews as someone who was a bit rogue, not 

because this person did not have a pastor’s heart or because this person was doing 

anything sinful, he just was not leading in a way that fit the culture of Church D.  By 

focusing on the culture of Church D in campus pastors, the church is able to find a leader 

who keeps and extends their culture but does not change their culture.  

Humility.  One of the Church D Distinctive is the value of being “Sober Minded” 

which is described as “We know who we are and who we’re not and we do what is best 

for the whole.”  This type of humility is expected from campus pastors at Church D.  It is 

important that campus pastors put the needs of the entire church ahead of their own needs 

or desires.  As church leaders, campus pastors must be helping to lift of the mission of the 

church and not their own careers.  The Executive Pastor described what they look for in 

the type of decision making a campus pastor should make, “Not to make themselves 

famous or put themselves on display, but ultimately, put the mission on display.”  One of 

the Campus Pastors said what he looks for in potential campus pastors is humility, “We 
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need someone who's willing to humbly serve, humbly lead.”  Another Campus Pastor 

articulated the need for humility as a key characteristic of what he looks for when 

considering if someone has potential as a campus pastor:  

We much rather have [sic] a humble person who is willing to learn and work hard, 

train, than somebody who feels like they know what to do and isn't teachable.  

The attitude piece is a big part of that.  Are you willing to lay down your own 

interest for what's best for the organization? 

As a campus pastor who has influence over hundreds or thousands of congregants, 

Church D looks for campus leaders who have the humility to put the needs of the entire 

church ahead of their campus or even their personal needs.    

What Type of Succession Transition Does the Church Use in the Transition of the 

Campus Pastor? 

There are two different types of succession transitions Church D uses when 

replacing a campus pastor.  The type of succession transition the church uses is based on 

the situation and nature of the transition.  When things are going well at a campus 

location, the church is healthy and aligned to the mission and vision of Church D, one 

approach is taken.  However, in a situation where things are not going well at the campus, 

a different approach is taken.  Regardless of the different types of transition, the goal is 

always to extend the mission of Church D.  

Relay transition.  The first type of succession is a relay transition, this is similar 

to two runners in a relay race that pass a baton; at one point, both runners are running and 

an intentional exchange is made and other runner continues the race.  This type of 
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succession is used by Church D when the campus is in a healthy spot and there is a desire 

to continue the race the campus is running.   

An example of this type of succession transition occurred at one of the campus 

locations where the campus pastor was promoted internally to become the Pastor of 

Campus Development, overseeing all of the campus pastors.  This move was done to 

promote one of the existing campus pastors into a role of greater influence within the 

organization.  The campus he was running was healthy and he identified a successor in 

his Groups Pastor.  The Campus Pastor approached the Groups Pastor about this possible 

promotion in March of that year and the two pastors worked together over several months 

in bringing the Groups Pastor up to speed and for the Campus Pastor to slowly transition 

into his new role.  The official transition occurred in the end of August, almost five 

months from when the transition was initially discussed.   

In interviewing the former Groups Pastor who became the Campus Pastor, he 

commented on the value of making this type of transition internally:  

Ideally, we want to hire from within.  When it's the right culture, you can do that.  

When you're trying to replicate the culture that you have, you can hire from 

within.  That's how I came to be a Campus Pastor.  I was invited by [Name] who 

is currently still on staff and he's in a new role.  He was invited to be on the role 

that he is in now, which is overseeing all other campus pastors… 

This Campus Pastor felt the several month relay transition was helpful for him in learning 

the important details of being a campus pastor.  He felt this time of transition gave him 

valuable shadowing time and prepare him to lead the campus.  He mentioned that when it 

came time to finally take over, he felt ready.  This relay transition was also helpful for the 
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staff; the Groups Pastor was able to leverage the internal relationships he had built to 

influence the staff without having to get to know a new team.  This type of transition also 

helped to provide a sense of stability about the change to staff.   The outgoing and 

incoming campus pastors met twice a month during this transition to discuss the change 

and deal openly with any issues.  A Campus Pastor summed up this type of transition, 

“The whole organization wins, the whole church wins, everybody wins.”  The win is the 

continuation of the mission and ministry of the church through a new leader that was 

developed internally and is a part of the culture they are leading.  

 This type of transition did have a few setbacks and frustrations.  Throughout the 

time of transition, especially toward the end of the transition, reporting relationships 

began to become blurred and there was some leadership confusion.  The Campus Pastor 

mentioned that at one point some members of the staff were coming to his office and 

needed help and direction about which Pastor they needed to speak with about what 

issue.  The Campus Pastor suggested having a defined transition day when starting this 

process so the staff and pastors would know exactly when the roles and responsibilities 

would be changing.   

 When Church D launched their newest campus, they were able to hire the campus 

pastor for the new site from within the staff.  While this is not formally a campus pastor 

succession, it does speak to the importance and the commitment of hiring from within at 

Church D.  The leaders at Church D were clear that certain key leadership roles within 

the church were not spots they would fill from outside the organization, even if that role 

was an interim.  
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Internal interim.  The second type of transition used by Church D is an internal 

interim.  This type of transition is used when the campus is not in a healthy spot or when 

the direction the campus has been running needs to be corrected.  Instead of handing the 

baton to someone else, an existing leader steps into the role for a season to help realign 

the campus.  The Executive Pastor of Church D explained that the interim role is a 

strategic move to help realign the campus with the rest of the organization.   

You want to set the environment for the new campus pastor to win.  One of the 

things that we've done if there's staff members that they've not been coached 

properly and they're just not a fit on the team, that we manage some of those 

transitions prior to the campus pastor coming on board.  They don't have that be 

the first thing they've got to do.  We've had to do that a number of times, it's a 

clean slate.  They can come in, we've worked through some of the things that 

were misaligned so they can love and lead their team. 

Taking the time to come in and clean up the campus before a new campus pastor comes 

in saves time and effort for the new, in-coming campus pastor.  Instead of needing to 

come in and fix some broken elements of the team, they can focus on building the team 

toward the future.  This also allows the campus to identify positive direction with the new 

campus pastor.  It creates for a better starting point when the incoming leader does not 

need to remove existing staff members.   

 During the intentional interim season, church leaders are open, honest and 

transparent with the campus team about the need to make some changes.  In one example, 

the Executive Pastor met with the campus staff and volunteers and apologized to them for 

having a poor fit in the role.  Then, he and another Church D leader were physically 
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present to help rebuild trust and buy-in from the campus and to reset their expectations 

for what a campus pastor should do at Church D.  This open and transparent 

communication is important in reestablishing trust and fostering a sense of team at the 

campus.  In taking these difficult, but important steps, these interim seasons can infuse 

the Church D culture back into the campus.  

One important point about the interim role at a campus, this is not an interim 

position that can be filled from the outside.  Even if the interim role is only a few months 

in length, Church D feels strongly this position needs to come from within the staff and in 

particular the senior staff.  It is likely the Pastor of Campus Development or the 

Executive Pastor would step in as an internal interim.  The person stepping in as an 

interim must know the Church D culture and needs to have the organizational influence 

to be able to make some of the changes needed to realign the campus.  This internal 

interim allows for the campus to be brought back into alignment with the church, but this 

position also allows the church to find the proper leader for a permanent replacement.    

What Unforeseen Challenges Arose When a Campus Pastor Transitioned? 

One of the most consistent unforeseen challenges in campus pastor succession is 

not a challenge, but rather a surprising realization.  Several interviewees mentioned this 

surprise; the actual transition of a campus pastor is not a big deal to Church D.  “People 

don't care” one Campus Pastor put it, “It's very few people that really attach themselves 

to a campus pastor.”  Instead the focus is on the Lead Pastor and the mission of the 

overall church.  This does not mean, however, that the campus pastor role does not 

matter.  One Campus Pastor described the role of a campus pastor at Church D as like the 

Tech Team at a concert.  If the Tech Team does their job at the concert, no one thinks 



DISTRIBUTED SUCCESSION 161 

about the Tech Team, they are focused on the music and the band and the experience.  

However, if the Tech Team makes a mistake, or if they are poor at their job, many people 

notice and experience is unpleasant.  Campus pastors are much the same way, if they are 

doing their job people are focused on the mission.  However, if they are not doing their 

job correctly, it will be noticeable and will require a change.  

If we don't get it right, then the [Church Name] culture isn't transmitted into other 

areas, we are very committed to three things of authenticity, community and 

generosity.  If you get the wrong person in there, that's not authentic, then why's 

he there?  If you get the wrong person in there that isn't generous, doesn't care 

about surrounding himself with community, then it doesn't matter.  They're not 

going to be a fit. I think people, they may not care but if it's the wrong person, 

they'd know. 

A specific unforeseen challenge that was mentioned by one of the campus pastors 

was the lack of personal follow-up and ministry that occurs with campus pastor that are 

removed from their position.  The campus pastor role is one that is relationally charged, 

much of the role is building, developing and maintaining relationships.  Once those 

relationships are gone, at least from a professional sense, there is a loss and some 

grieving.  One Campus Pastor wondered in the interview if more could be or should be 

done to try to intentionally connect with former pastors to help minister to them and their 

families after the actual transition has been completed.  

Cross-Case Analysis and Synthesis of Findings 

 After examining each church and conducting the within case analysis (Merriam, 

1998), the following cross-case analysis was produced.  This cross-case analysis was 
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produced in two stages.  First, the data from the four different churches were examined 

and summarized.  Then cross-case analysis was conducted.  Appendix H shows a 

summary of the key findings for each of the research questions across all four sites 

involved in the study. These findings represent the synthesis and comparison from each 

of the four cases in this study.  To keep the findings organized and within the bounds of 

this research, the same pattern of organizing the findings under the heading of the 

research questions is continued.   

What Processes do Converge Multi-Site Churches Follow to Plan for Leadership 

Succession of Campus Pastors? 

 A key and consistent finding is that there is not a process of succession planning 

in most of the churches in this study.  Church leaders from Church A, B and D directly 

commented on their lack of a formalized, documented process.  This is not to say that 

succession planning is not happening within these churches, it is, and that effort is 

documented below.  However, this planning is not truly a process.  Instead of focusing on 

process, these churches focus on intentionality.    

In each of the cases in this study, there was an intentional practice that the church 

was using that fit their unique culture and demographic.  These practices were not aligned 

in a systematic process, but were intentional.  There are two common themes in the 

intentionality these cases use to plan for campus pastor succession.  These common 

elements described to potential campus pastor who the church is and what the church 

does.   

Culture infusion. Each of the churches that participated in this study had a 

different and unique culture of their church.  While each of those cultures was unique, 
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they each were easily defined by the staff at the church.  The culture of the church is a 

clear and important element that church leaders expect to be promoted and extended 

through their campus pastors.  In each case the culture was described consistently 

throughout the interviews and data collection.  A chief concern for church leaders was 

ensuring any campus pastor on their staff understood, embodied and taught the church’s 

culture at their assigned campus and to their campus teams.  Each church had a method, 

regardless of how formal, for infusing the culture of their church into potential campus 

pastors.   

Leadership development.  The second consistent element in each of the cases of 

this research was an intentional way of developing leaders at their church.  Each church 

had a slightly different understanding of leadership, albeit an undefined concept of 

leadership.  However, each church expected potential campus pastors to grow and 

develop as leaders before moving them into a campus pastor role.  In each of the cases, 

the expectations for being able to lead related to the unique context of the church.  It was 

not enough for church leaders to see that a person had led in another context or even at 

another church; they wanted to see if that person was able to grow and develop in their 

leadership at this church.  Each church had an approach of observing, investing in and 

then evaluating the leadership development of each possible campus pastor.  

What Type of Bench Building Occurs within the Organization to Identify Future 

Campus Pastors? 

 Finding an internal source for the bench of potential campus pastors was a priority 

for each of the churches in this study.  As stated above, the process by which church 

leaders prepare for campus pastor succession is to infuse culture and develop people to 
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lead within their unique culture.  This focus necessitates that leaders are coming from 

within the church onto the bench.  The help with this internal sourcing of the bench, two 

consistent bench building activities were discovered.  

Strategic hiring.  The leaders of the churches in this study made it clear they do 

not typically look outside of their organization for campus pastors.  However, they do 

consider the future potential of people when they are hired into the organization for other 

roles.  For example, instead of hiring the best qualified communications director, the 

church may hire a slightly less experienced communication director in whom they see 

potential to become a campus pastor.  By bringing into the organization people who may 

have the potential and talent to become a campus pastor they can put these people 

through their leadership develop process to see if they grow into being a campus pastor.  

Specific staff roles.  Each of the churches mentioned specific staff roles they had 

within their organization they felt were good training groups for possible future campus 

pastors.  While each of these staff roles were slightly different based on each church, 

there were several common elements in these roles:  leader of people, platform or up-

front communication, vision casting, metric-driven results, and culture promoting role.  

These are roles that allow the church to see how these future leaders are growing and 

what their strengths and development areas are before moving them into the role of 

campus pastor.  

What Processes do Church Leaders use to Develop Future Leaders? 

 In addition to the bench building that occurs within each of these churches, they 

each described a process by which future leaders at the church are developed.  While all 

future campus pastors would go through this development work, this future leader 
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development process was not limited to just campus pastors.  Three consistent elements 

exist among the cases in this study for how they develop future leaders.  

Relational investment.  A personal, one-on-one type of development was 

mentioned by each of the case churches in this research study.  These relational 

connections were called different names, some referred to them as mentorship, others as 

apprenticeship and others simply called this coaching.  However, in each case there was 

an established and influential leader at the church who was personally and intentionally 

coming alongside the less experienced person.  The more experienced person on staff was 

intentionally investing into the life of this other person and was making a deep relational 

connection with them.  It was from this relationship they were able to provide honest and 

trustworthy feedback on areas of strength and areas of needed development and growth.  

Development program. Development also occurs in a group setting at each of 

the churches in this study.  The development programs ranged in their level of 

commitment and structure, but each church had something formal in place to help 

develop leaders in a group setting.  For some these development sessions occurred at staff 

meetings and others included a formal program for college credit.  These development 

programs all had a defined or understood purpose; they intentionally equipped people for 

a specific topic or to help them develop in a certain area.  These programs were taught 

using existing staff members and leaders at the church, and they used these programs to 

reinforce the culture of the church as well as the way the church views leadership.   

Special assignments. The final way leaders are developed across all of the 

churches in this study was through the use of special or stretch assignments.  These 

assignments are different from the bench building that occurs from being in certain roles 
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on staff.  Instead, these were short-term, specific tasks or duties given to potential campus 

pastors to see how they respond and handle the assignment.  Some churches gave these 

assignments to non-paid volunteers to see how they would do at leading a certain project 

within the church whereas others were given to staff members to work on a major project 

that spanned across campus locations.  These special assignments were used to reveal the 

working habits and style of the potential campus pastor and to see how much influence 

this person was able to develop in the accomplishment of the work.  

What Leadership Skills or Qualities Indicate that a Potential Campus Pastor is 

Ready to be Promoted? 

 A common theme among the church leaders was it is impossible to know with 

certainty when someone was ready to be a campus pastor.  There is always an unknown 

element of risk about how a person will respond when given the responsibility of being a 

campus pastor.  However, there were some common indicators that were consistently 

mentioned that provide encouraging clues someone might be ready for this move.  

Proven leadership. The person has displayed the ability to achieve results 

through a team of people.  The role of campus pastor is not an individual contributor.  

They are expected to get things done, but this needs to happen through others and not on 

their own individual effort.  

 Relationally attractive.  The person who is showing signs of being ready to be 

trusted to be a campus pastor demonstrates the ability to draw people toward them.  This 

person has shown the ability to effectively manage a number of relationships and other 

people are drawn to spend time with this person.  A campus pastor is expected to spend 

significant amounts of time investing in others to help grow the ministry.   
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 Maturity. The most important form of maturity for a campus pastor is spiritual 

maturity.  The person who will be successful in this role needs the ability to be able to 

lead others spiritually which requires them to be well established in their own faith.  This 

person also needs to have a social or emotional maturity about them.  The role of campus 

pastor involves dealing with difficult life situations: birth, death, marriage, divorce, and 

other significant life events.  This person needs the maturity to handle these situations.  

 Humility. The person who is a campus pastor is the lead person at their assigned 

campus, but they are not the lead person.  The person who will be successful in being a 

campus pastor needs to know how to be responsible without being fully in charge.  They 

are required to cast a vision for their campus within the vision of the larger church, a task 

that requires humility.  At times this person will be told no, or their dreams and ideas will 

not be used and this person must have a humble spirit to be willing to lead their campus 

while following the direction of the church.  

 Culture.  Campus pastors are required to extend the culture of the church at their 

assigned campus.  One of the risks any church takes when they hire a campus pastor is 

the risk that this person will lead their campus away from the core of the church and have 

their assigned campus become their own church.  A key sign for when a person is 

becoming ready to be a campus pastor is when they are living out the culture of the 

church and are an advocate for that culture.  

What Type of Succession Transition Do the Churches Use in the Transition of the 

Campus Pastor? 

 Two very clear types of succession transition emerged from this research and the 

use of these two different types of transition were consistent across churches in the study.  
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 Relay.  When things were going well at a campus and the outgoing leader was 

making a healthy transition such as a promotion, a relay transition was used.  This type of 

transition was used when someone from within the organization was named the new 

campus pastor and intentionally overlapped with the outgoing campus pastor to help 

facilitate a smooth transition and hand-off of responsibility.   Examples of this type of 

transition were seen in three of the four cases and each of the churches in the study were 

working with existing campus pastors to help them think through possible future leaders 

in whom they could invest and hand things off to in the future.   

 Internal Interim.  In the situation of an unplanned or unhealthy transition, such 

as having to remove a campus pastor for performance or ethical reasons, an internal 

interim was consistently used.  This move involved having someone from the church 

leadership team or another staff member with influence step into the role of campus 

pastor for a short season.  During this interim time, the person in that role will be making 

any needed changes to the culture or direction of the campus team and would be 

preparing the campus to have a new campus pastor assume responsibility for this campus 

long-term.  The use of an interim from within the church helped to provide stability to an 

otherwise unstable situation.  This person was also able to determine if the campus 

needed some additional alignment based on the culture of the church.  In each of the 

cases in this study, they knew the person on staff who would step in and assume this role.  

In some cases, this role would be formal and publicly known or in the case of Church A, 

this person would serve as an interim type role for the staff but likely would not be seen 

by the rest of the congregation.  Despite the differing duties of the interim role, each 
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church has a person already on staff they would put in as an interim, which helps to 

protect the church during a potential disruptive transition.  

What Unforeseen Challenges Arose When a Campus Pastor Transitioned? 

 The consistent unforeseen challenge that was mentioned by most churches in this 

study was the personal impact the turnover of a campus pastor had on both the staff and 

the congregation.  A few of the cases mentioned how challenging this transition was for 

the outgoing campus pastor when the move was unplanned.  In the case of removing a 

campus pastor for performance or for ethical reasons, the sudden departure from the 

church and team was difficult for both the staff as well as the congregation.   

The focus on the personal impact is to be expected from church leaders.  Much of 

the work that happens within a church happens in and through relationships.  However, 

many interviewees mentioned how surprising the personal impact these situations were 

on people.  The role of a pastor is a professional one, but many of the relationships 

pastors establish while doing ministry run deeper than most professional relationships.  

When those relationships are quickly cut, there is damage that is done within the 

organization as well as in the lives of those impacted.   

Table 3 displays the summary findings from each church in this study.  This table 

provides a visual of the data that was distilled for the cross-case analysis.  
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Table 3 

Cross-Case Analysis Summary  

Research 
Topic Church A Church B Church C Church D 

Processes to 
Plan for 
Leadership 
Succession  

• No formal 
process 

• Intentional 
and ongoing 
cultural and 
leadership 
development 

• No formal 
process 

• Invest and 
develop 
young 
leaders 

 

• Code of 
values 

• Leadership 
development 

• No formal 
process 

• Teach 
distinctive 
values 

• Internal 
development 

 
Bench 
Building 

• Hire 
potential to 
move two 
levels above 
initial role 

• Developmen
t within key 
staff role 

• Residency 
• Seminary 

partnership 
• Internship 

• Internal 
College 

• Key staff 
roles 

 

• Leadership 
development 

Process to 
Develop 
Future 
Leaders 

• Multiple 
coaches 

• Leadership 
culture 
modeled and 
taught 

• Special 
project 
assignments 

• Develop-
ment day 

• Mentoring 
• Stretch 

assignment 

• Apprentice 
• Multiply 

mindset 

• Ongoing 
leadership 
development 

• Internal 
development 
assignments 

• Leadership 
cohort 

Indication a 
Potential 
Campus 
Pastor is 
Ready 

• Character 
• Competence 
• Chemistry: 

humble, 
hungry, and 
smart 
 

• Culture fit 
• Self-

motivating 
• Self-

monitoring 

• Spiritual 
maturity 

• Platform 
presence 

• Leadership 
experience 

• Attractional 
• Culture-

bearer 
 

• Influence 
• Relational 

capacity 
• Results 
• Culture 
• Humility 

 
 

Succession 
Transition 
Type 

• Relay 
• Horse race 

 

• Internal 
interim 

 

• Internal 
interim 

• Horse race 
• Relay 

• Relay 
transition 

• Internal 
interim 
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Points of Difference  

 The analysis above included the points of comparison across the four cases in this 

study.  There were also points of contrasting difference between these cases.  The major 

point of differences between these churches is found in the role of the campus pastor.  In 

some of these churches, such as Church A and Church D, the role of campus pastor is 

that of an implementer.  One of the campus pastors at Church A referred the campus 

pastor role as that of a “quarterback, not a coach.”  In American football, a quarterback 

runs the plans but it is the coach who calls the plays.  At Church D, the Executive Pastor 

shared that he does not want a campus pastor that is a true “entrepreneur” as that person 

will build something different than what Church D has already built.  These descriptions 

stand in contrast with Church B and C.  In those churches, leaders and pastors spoke of 

the role of Campus Pastor to be more risk taking and someone who will create and 

innovate.  One possible contributing factor to these differences is the size of the church.  

Church A and D are larger in overall weekend attendance than Church B and C by 

several thousand people.   

 The second area of contrast among these churches is the personality platform of 

the campus pastor.  At Church B, the Senior Pastor referred to the campus pastor as “the 

mayor” of their community.  This description is one of a public role, a known face who is 

highly visible.  This stands in contrast to how the campus pastors at Church A described 

how the congregation identified more with the church and less with the campus pastor by 

design.  Here again, Church B and C are similar in their description of the visibility of 

campus pastors and Church D was more closely aligned to Church A.  The Director of 

Leadership Development at Church A mentioned that the size of the church is likely an 
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important factor in how the congregation looks to the personality of the pastor.  Table 4 

displays a summary of the points of difference between the churches found in this 

analysis.   

Table 4 

Summary of Difference  

Differences Church A Church B Church C Church D 
Role of campus 

pastor 
Implementer Entrepreneur Entrepreneur Implementer 

 
Personality 
profile of 

campus pastor 

 
Focus on team 

not person 

 
Big personality 

creates the 
team 

 
Big personality 

creates the 
team 

 
Focus on team 

not person 

 

Summary 

 This chapter focused on the findings and results of this research.  The purpose of 

this Dissertation in Practice was to understand and identify how multi-site churches in the 

Converge denomination were planning for the succession of campus pastors.  In order to 

properly study this phenomenon, the study was conducted as a multiple-case study.  This 

allowed for comparisons across different cases.   

 This chapter was organized around the research questions of this study.  These 

research questions served as the boundaries to the study and acted as a fence to determine 

what data should be included in the analysis and which data falls outside of the bounds of 

this study.  Each case was analyzed on its own by the consistent research questions.   

Member checking was done to ensure validity of the findings for each case.  Then a 

cross-case analysis and synthesis was conducted based on the overall categories and 

themes that emerged from the research.   
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FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

The succession of campus pastors in a multi-site church is a significant 

organizational event.  The role of a campus pastor is to be an extension of the senior or 

lead pastor at their assigned campus; it is a role of strategic importance to the church.  

Despite the importance of properly planning for and handling the succession of campus 

pastors, there is a gap in the research on this topic.  The purpose of this study was to 

identify the perceptions and preparations of the leaders of Converge member, multi-site 

churches regarding leadership succession.  This study is designed to help fill this existing 

gap in the literature.   

This study utilized a multiple-case study that examined four selected multi-site 

churches that have succeeded a campus pastor.  This approach allowed for the 

experiences and perceptions of these churches to be compared and analyzed.  This 

research is both academically sound and pragmatically relevant to church practitioners.   

This chapter will put forward a recommendation for Converge member church leaders on 

how to apply this research to help them plan for and prepare for the succession of campus 

pastors at their multi-site church.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative, multiple-case study dissertation in practice was to 

identify the perceptions and preparations of senior leaders of Converge member, multi-

site churches regarding leadership succession.  This study examined the elements of how 

a church thinks about and plans for leadership succession of campus pastors.  A multiple-

case study design allowed this research to focus on the succession efforts of four different 
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churches.  The role of campus pastor is critically important to multi-site churches making 

this study relevant for multi-site church leaders.   

Aim of the Study 

The objective of this study was to produce a research-based succession 

management framework for campus pastors for multi-site churches in the Converge 

denomination.  The Converge denomination is committed to equipping and developing 

leaders within their member churches, making them an appropriate denomination to 

participate in this study.  This study presented this framework based on the thematic 

analysis of the collected data.  

Proposed Solution 
 
 One of the goals of this research was to propose a solution that was both 

academically sound and pragmatically helpful to church leaders.  Designing this type of a 

solution necessitates a simple yet comprehensive framework.  This framework will serve 

multi-site church leaders; they will be able to apply the framework to their current staff 

context to help them think through and plan for the succession of their campus pastors.  

Below is an eight-step process, based on the literature and this research, for multi-site 

church leaders to follow.  This process is designed as a set of filters to help church 

leaders with the talent development and management of their bench of potential campus 

pastors.  The intent of these steps is for a leader to list the staff within the church that 

passes each step or stage of this process.  This way, this process will help to filter down 

to those in whom the organization needs to invest.  This framework also helps leaders to 

see where the process is stalling and can take practical steps to continue to progress 

people toward being ready to be campus pastors.   
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A worksheet was developed as part of this proposed solution to help church leaders 

consider each step of the process for their own staff.  A copy of this worksheet is located 

in Appendix I.  The following is the eight-step process framework. This process begins 

with a step zero which is to be conducted before and separate from the rest of the steps.  

0. Identify an interim.  The first step of this process is actually a step that is needed 

before the process can begin.  The goal of this process is to create a bench and a 

process that allows campus pastors to be developed from within the organization.  

However, if a campus pastor has an unexpected transition and the successor has 

not yet reached the end of this process, an interim might be needed.  Having an 

interim from within the organization is critical because this person can help to 

maintain or correct the culture of the campus to ensure it is aligned with the 

overall church culture.  This internal person can also bring a sense of stability in 

the midst of this potentially disruptive event.  Having this person identified before 

they are needed can help the organization to respond quickly in the midst of a 

crisis with a campus pastor that requires immediate attention.  

1. Assess talent. Conduct an audit of all staff to determine who on the staff currently 

has the potential to step into a role that is at least one level above their current 

role.  In order to complete this step, clear descriptions of potential need to be 

defined and documented.  If church leaders are not aligned on how to assess 

potential, this first step will be problematic.  When done properly, this step should 

produce a pool of people on staff with potential for leadership roles.  

2. Infuse culture.  For those staff members that have potential beyond their current 

role, the leadership should spend time with these staff infusing organizational 
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culture.  It is important for these staff members to be able to understand, identify, 

and extend the culture of the church.  

3. Invest relationally.  The staff members who are showing signs of living out the 

culture of the church should be matched up with a senior level leader to coach, 

mentor, and encourage this person as they serve on the staff.  The expectation for 

this type of mentoring is that it will extend beyond the employee’s time on staff at 

the church.  This relational development is one that is good for the person and 

should not simply be based on their current employment status with the church.  

This sets a long-term expectation and continued follow-up with this person even if 

they end their employment.   

4. Develop leadership.  After these staff members have engaged in a relational 

mentor connection with a senior level staff member, that mentor, along with 

additional programs, invest in the leadership development of the staff member.  

This development should focus on how leadership occurs at the church and within 

the unique context of the organization.  This development is not simply education, 

it is hands-on.  Opportunities to lead actual teams and projects exist at this stage.  

This is a stage in the process where evaluation is needed.  In order to move a 

person to the next step in the process, he or she needs to be evaluated to see if the 

following characteristics are seen in this person.  Each element has a question a 

leader can ask in order to evaluate this person’s progress.   

• Proven leadership: have they been able to actually achieve results and lead 

others to achieve results?  
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• Relational attractiveness: Is this person able to develop relationships and 

grow a team? Are other people drawn toward this person relationally?   

• Spiritual and emotional maturity: how has this person displayed emotional 

and spiritual maturity to be ready to deal with the challenges faced by a 

campus pastor? 

• Humility: when has this person given up something personally for the 

good of the church?  

• Culture-bearer: To whom has this person taught the church culture? Are 

they replicating the culture of the church?  

5. Place strategically.  For those staff members who are growing in their leadership 

ability and influence on staff, this next role is a significant move.  It is to put this 

staff member into a visible role on staff where they will have an opportunity to 

work closely with a campus pastor.  This role should be seen as a grooming role 

for campus pastors.  This role needs to have accountabilities for actual results of 

leading a team.   

6. Test wisely.  This step involves a three-part test to determining if this staff 

member is ready to become a campus pastor.  The first test is giving them a test or 

stretch assignment.  This assignment should be wisely selected, it needs to be a 

large project of importance and involve complex, cross-campus input.  This 

should also be a project that will require this person to lead beyond their formal 

authority level to show they are able to gather influence even when they are not 

formally in charge. If they are able to be at least 80% successful with this test, 

they are ready.  This 80% suggestion comes from Rothwell’s (2005) suggestion of 
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how to tell when a person is ready for a promotion.  The second test is if this 

person is willing to take on the role of campus pastor.  The role of campus pastor 

is a challenging job, and it is important to confirm they still desire to have this 

role.  Finally, this person must be able to move, meaning there needs to be a 

campus pastor role to move them into and someone must be able to backfill their 

current role.   

7. Relay clearly.  Once a staff member has achieved the above six steps the final 

step is to relay clearly.  At this point the person has shown they are ready for the 

role of campus pastor.  If there is an opening for a campus pastor, a clear 

transition date needs to be communicated to the staff person so they know when 

they will be assuming the role of campus pastor and from whom will they be 

receiving the baton.   Failure to clearly communicate a handoff date can cause 

disruptions with a person who has made it all the way through the succession 

process.  

As mentioned above, these steps and stages act as a filter for church leaders.  Figure 2 

below shows how this framework is to be laid out visually to help a leader map out their 

current bench for potential campus pastors.  This visual also allows for a church leader to 

quickly see where the process has a gap that needs to be addressed.   
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Figure 2. Eight-step process framework for campus pastor succession management. 

Support for the Solution 
 
 This eight-step process framework was created from the analysis of the research 

conducted in this study and is supported by the literature reviewed.  The order of these 

eight steps is based on the descriptions and journey of the campus pastors interviewed 

who moved throughout their organization to develop into campus pastors.  There is a 

need for a simple, clear, and practical tool for church leaders to handle succession 

management of campus pastors.  The literature suggests that nonprofit leaders are pulled 

in many different directions in leading their nonprofit, they agree that succession 

planning is important, yet they rarely engage in succession planning until they have a 

succession event (Froelich et al., 2011).  In order to be useful for church leaders, this 

framework must be helpful, robust, yet simple and efficient to use.  

 Identify an interim. In the case of Church B, C and D, there is a person on staff 

who will fill an internal interim role in the event of an unplanned campus pastor 
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transition.  While Church A did not use this term, their Director of Campus Development 

would play this role with the staff, just not publicly.  However, for the context of Church 

A, this is most appropriate given the focus on the campus team and their distributed 

leadership approach.  In the situations of an unplanned campus pastor transition, this 

interim role was helpful for the church to be able to provide stability and realign the 

culture of the church.  The literature on this topic supports this value of an interim leader.  

When things are not going well in an organization from a performance or culture 

standpoint, the use of an interim can be helpful until a new leader from outside the team 

can be named (Mooney et al., (2017); Ballinger & Marcel, 2010; Shen & Cannella, 

2003). 

 Assess talent. Succession planning and management begins when leaders are able 

to properly and accurately assess the talent within their organization.  However, this first 

step is often times a struggle for many leaders.  According to Hall (1986), organizational 

leaders typically deal with objective data to make decisions.  Trying to evaluate potential 

seems subjective and ambiguous for many leaders.  

One method for properly assessing talent is presented by Charan et al. (2001) who 

suggested plotting people on a chart that measures current levels of performance and 

levels of potential.  While these tools are useful, only Church A mentioned using such a 

tool to assess talent.  The other churches used a more subjective method of assessing 

potential.  Based on this research and the clear evidence from literature on the need to 

assess talent, this process simplifies the steps to simply have a leader ask, “Does this 

person have potential beyond their current role?”  This will help leaders focus succession 

management on those who display potential to move into new roles at the church.  
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Infuse culture.  One clear theme that emerged from the research was the 

importance of teaching and embedding the culture of the church into all leaders at the 

church.  The concern for the churches in this study was promoting someone into the role 

of campus pastor who does not embody the culture of the church.  Schein (2004) speaks 

about the importance of this culture and how a leader’s influence within an organization 

is largely based on that person understanding and sharing the same cultural values and 

assumptions as the organization.  One could argue this element should be done for all 

staff, and it should.  However, those who show potential to move into different roles 

within the organization need to display the organization’s culture in a clear and 

demonstrative way.  This requires an intentional focus to infuse the culture to these 

people in the church.  

Invest relationally. Each of the churches in this study used a form of mentorship 

or coaching to help invest in the relationships of certain high potential people within the 

organization.  It is most appropriate for these people investments to be made in each 

person within the organization who has become a culture-bearer from the previous step.  

The relational aspect of this step is critical for the success of this step.  The Strategic 

Collaboration Model presented by Wasburn and Crispo (2006) was created to maximize 

inter-personal interactions within an organization for the purpose of succession planning. 

This approach utilized a method of Appreciative Inquiry to help both the mentor and 

mentee develop within the organization.  The strength and effectiveness of this model 

comes from the relational connection that is built and established in these interactions.  

When a person is known by another person, deeper levels of trust and coaching can 

emerge that move beyond a traditional performance review or basic job coaching.  Other 
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literature suggests that having a leader show interest in a person’s potential results in that 

person being more likely to peruse a leadership role (Myung et al., 2011).  It is important 

to note that the relational investment described in this step is expected to continue beyond 

a person’s time on staff at the church.  One of the unforeseen challenges cited by church 

leaders in this research was the personal impact and difficulties of a campus pastor being 

removed from their role due to ethical failures or poor performance.  These are 

opportunities for the mentoring role to continue, even though it will provide little direct 

value in terms of succession management.  When a campus pastor is let go from their 

role, they need support and encouragement and it sends a strong message to others on 

staff when they see someone well supported even if they had to be fired from their job. 

Develop leadership. The next step in the process is to provide ongoing leadership 

development opportunities for those who are being invested in by a senior leader at the 

church.  While each person on staff needs to receive leadership development, and most of 

the churches in this study provided leadership training and development to all staff, this 

step is more focused.  In this step, the person being developed will be given opportunities 

to actually lead a team and will be held accountable for the results.  This step is aligned 

with Ready and Conger (2007) who suggest the need to have a functional talent 

development program in order for an organization to be able to effectively develop 

people.  The key aspect to this step is making this development program functional.  This 

step needs to provide real opportunities to deliver real results and help a person to 

actually grow in their leadership ability.   

At this point in the process an evaluation is needed to see if the person being 

developed is displaying the needed abilities to be considered for a campus pastor role.  
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The consistent elements that church leaders looked for when determining if someone was 

ready to become a campus pastor were: proven leadership, relational attractiveness, 

spiritual and emotional maturity, humility and culture-bearing.  These elements should be 

evaluated and considered before moving that person to the next step in the process.  By 

placing this level of evaluation in the process, the only people who move to the next step 

are those who are displaying significant potential to be a campus pastor.  

Place strategically.  The churches in this study each had a set of grooming roles 

within their church where they would, or could, place potential campus pastors to see 

how they continue to develop.  These roles will be different at each church based on the 

ministry context of the church.  The literature supports this step in the process.  In many 

corporate settings, an heir apparent is moved into a strategic position before assuming 

leadership of the organization.  It is important to note that these roles are no guarantee of 

becoming a campus pastor.  Cannella and Shen (2001) conducted research on the 

promotion or exit of an heir apparent, not all heir apparent leaders get the next job.  

However, this strategic placement is important as it helps both the organization and the 

person assess their readiness to move into the next role.  Cannella and Shen also found 

evidence that one of the values of being in an heir apparent role, and what helped the heir 

apparent to avoid exiting the organization, were the relationship and influence that comes 

from being in this strategic role.   

Test wisely.  There are three tests in this stage that come directly from the 

literature.  Rothwell (2005) suggests a three-part test to determine if an internal 

succession is wise.  The first step is to determine what percentage of the role this person 

is currently ready to assume.  Rothwell suggests they need to do at least 80 percent of the 
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role, to be ready to move.  To help determine this, a stretch or test assignment should be 

given.  The need for a stretch assignment was supported by the churches in this study.  

Certain stretch assignments were given to people the church was considering for the role 

of campus pastor.  How they conducted themselves during those assignments helped to 

give credibility and confirmation this person was ready to move this move.  

The second test is if they are willing to move.  Rothwell (2005) suggested that if 

the person is unwilling to accept the new role within the organization, there is little sense 

in moving them into this expanded role.  This question and conversation is wise for 

church leaders to have with the potential campus pastor.  It would be wrong for leaders to 

assume this person still has a desire to be a campus pastor and this should be confirmed 

before planning to move that person ahead.   

 The third and final test according to Rothwell (2005) is to see if there is the 

ability to make the move.  This means there needs to be an opening for a campus pastor 

role for that person to step into.  This step of the process could be replacing an existing 

campus pastor or starting a new campus for the church.      

Relay clearly. The final step in the process is actually passing the baton of 

leadership from the existing campus pastor to the incoming campus pastor. In the 

conversations with the churches who utilized a form of relay transitions, the need for 

clear timelines and clear communication is essential in this final step. The literature also 

supports this need; Dyck et al., (2002) provide four factors that impact the successful 

transition of relay succession: sequence, timing, technique and communication.  In a 

relay race, two runners are required to pass a baton between them but they must make the 

handoff within a defined space.  In the same way, clarity needs to be provided for leaders 
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about to whom the baton is being given and when the transition will take place.  After all 

of the strategic development and investment in preparing this person to assume the role of 

campus pastor, being clear and coordinated about the hand-off is an important final step.  

Owners and Considerations of the Solution 

 Many frameworks look good on paper, but if the application is overly complex or 

cumbersome to use, leaders will not give their time to the tool.  A framework is only as 

good as it is helpful and is only as useful as it is actually used.  For this evidence-based, 

eight-step framework this research is suggesting, the following factors have been 

considered.  These factors consider the utility of this tool from the perspective of multi-

site church leaders in the Converge denomination.  

Potential Barriers and Obstacles to Proposed Solution  

Each new process, framework or tool requires certain barriers to be overcome in 

order for that new process or framework to be adopted.  Organizations have a tendency to 

embrace status quo.  The following barriers were considered when it comes to the 

adoption of this framework for church leaders.   

Lack of support.  Distributed leadership fails to succeed when power is pooled 

by a few leaders and is not allowed to flow to others within the organization (Ho & Ng, 

2017; Zepke, 2007).  Thus, senior level support for this solution is critical.  This effort 

will likely fail to produce lasting results if it does not have the support and approval from 

senior leadership.  In each of the cases in this study, senior leadership was committed to 

the development of campus pastors at each church.  However, it is unlikely these 

churches would have focused on campus pastor development if the senior leadership of 

the church were not supportive.   
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Lack of priorities.  One of the realities for church leaders, especially for senior or 

lead pastors, is that Sunday happens every week.  Each weekend the church puts on a 

service that requires the full attention of the church; a compelling sermon is to be given 

by a pastor, worshipful music or other artistic elements will be performed, other 

ministries such as student and children needs will be coordinated, and people will need 

prayer, care, and attention.  This constant rhythm can make it difficult for pastors to step 

away and give much time to strategic planning.  Thus, any strategically important 

decision is one of many strategic decisions that must be considered when the church 

leaders gather.  Often in those moments the “tyranny of the urgent” (Hummel, 1994) will 

focus the priorities.  Unless there is a crisis with a campus pastor or other senior level 

leader, succession planning is not given the time it is due.  One of the reasons for this 

lack of focus on succession management is the lack of simple, yet helpful tools that a 

leader can use to quickly evaluate their progress.  This tool was designed to meet this 

need, provide helpful but simple insights into the progression of succession management 

at the church. 

 Lack of funds.  Churches are nonprofit organizations that rely on the donations 

from their congregation to remain financially healthy.  The Converge denomination does 

not financially support or fund the churches who are members, thus each church is 

independent in terms of their ability to manage their finances.  It is not common for 

churches to have a large budget when it comes to the development of staff.  While this 

process is designed to work within any budget, this framework will impact a church’s 

existing budget.   
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 The primary budget consideration is having staff roles in which to place potential 

campus pastors.  In a situation where the church does not have the budget to hire on new 

staff, but the current staff do not show the potential to move into a campus pastor 

position, a change will need to be made.  Either that church needs to re-evaluate their 

current staff and or they need to re-evaluate their commitment to being a multi-site 

church.  The second budget issue is the naming an internal interim who would step into 

the interim role in the event of a sudden or unexpected transition.  The person to be 

named should already be on staff, but this will require this person to cover two roles for a 

season and may put a resource strain on this person and their effectiveness.  

  Lack of timing.  In an ideal situation, a campus pastor would make a planned 

and healthy transition to another role within the church and would be able to execute a 

seamless relay transition to a person who progressed through the eight-step process.  The 

actual reality of organizational turnover, however, is much messier.  Often times a 

campus pastor will be stepping out of their role before someone else is ready to step in or 

the person who might be ready to step in is still unknown and untested.   Other times, 

certain people will have progressed through the process and be in a role, waiting to move 

into the campus pastor role without an available opening.  In these situations, the church 

risks losing that person to another church or opportunity.   The reality of this timing is an 

obstacle that faces every organization.  This framework, however, aims to address this 

reality.  By knowing which people are at which stage, a church leader can properly 

evaluate the current succession situation and make an informed decision.   If a campus 

pastor suddenly turns over and the next best candidate is only at stage six, the leader at 

least knows what this person still lacks and can use that information to evaluate the 
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wisest move.  By having an internal interim already in mind, this will provide a leader 

with the gap coverage to help fill in time to allow for more people to progress through the 

final stages of the process.   

Two Steps of Implementation  

 As the author of this study, I wanted to ensure this evidence-based framework was 

not only academically sound but also practical.  I am currently a pastor at a large, multi-

site church within the Converge denomination.  The church at which I am employed did 

not meet the full criteria to be included in this study, however, any multi-site church 

within the Converge denomination should benefit from this study.  In order to apply this 

framework, I put our own staff through the filter to determine its initial utility.  

 The first step of the framework asks the church leaders to have an internal interim 

identified.  This is a person that would be known by the church leaders, but they would 

not be publicly named.  In the event of an unplanned succession event, this person would 

be able to step in and serve in this role.  This first step in the process proved to be 

insightful for our church as we do not currently have such a person on our staff.  This is 

leading to discussions about who on our team could serve in such an interim role should 

an unplanned succession event occur at one of our campus locations.  

 The second step of using this filter is to consider the current staff at the church 

and mentally put them through the filters.  When I did this with the names of our current 

staff members at the church, I made several observations.  First, we have a gap between 

the stage of infusing culture and investing relationally.  There were a number of names 

who have been infused with our culture in whom we are not relationally invested with a 

mentor or coach.  The second observation is for the people in whom we have been 
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developing their leadership, only one of them is currently placed in a strategic role.  This 

framework revealed a gap within our succession process that needs to be addressed.  

Finally, this framework gave clarity to the three things we need to test for with the one 

person on our staff who is placed strategically.  There has been a general lack of clarity 

on how, exactly, we would assess a person’s readiness and this step in the process now 

defines readiness.  

 Taking the time to actually put my current organization through the initial steps of 

this framework have resulted in some defined next steps for me and our organization in 

terms of how to help more people progress though this succession process.  This tool also 

revealed to me the different roles that church leaders and stakeholders will need to take 

on to implement this process.  

Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Implementation of the Solution 

 There are several key roles and stakeholders who are needed at a church to be 

able to effectively implement this new framework and actually put people through all 

eight steps of the process.    

Champion.  The first step that a church needs to use this framework is to have a 

champion.  This champion of the process needs to be someone from the senior level of 

leadership and must have the authority within the organization to actually make the 

needed changes this process might expose within the church.  This champion will be 

responsible for initialing this process and will gather the needed senior level leaders of 

the church to talk through this framework and run the names of all current staff through 

the filters. This champion owns the responsibility for gathering the team quarterly to 

evaluate how the church is doing at progressing people through the process.  
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Human resources leader.  Much of this process involves the career development 

and possible promotion of several people throughout this process.  The HR or 

development leader at the church needs to be informed of this process and where each 

person on staff is at within all of the different filters.  This collaboration with HR is 

important to ensure this process is conducted in a fair manner and is within the bounds of 

employment law. 

Senior management.  This process will involve the development and possible 

movement of several talented staff members at the church.  It is important for the senior 

managers of the church to understand this process is happening.  It is also critical to have 

their buy-in and support for this program.  As people move through this process it is 

possible that some of their most talented employees could be moved into a different role 

to help prepare them to become a campus pastor.  These senior managers need to know 

and plan for such moves so it does not disrupt their own ministry areas.  These senior 

level leaders will also be called upon to be the mentors and coaches as described in stage 

three.  Given this time investment their support for this effort is essential.  

Senior pastor.  If the champion is not the senior or lead pastor, then this person 

must be invited and involved in these conversations.  The role of the campus pastor is to 

help extend the influence of the senior pastor throughout the organization.  The senior 

pastor needs to be aware of and supportive of this process and ensure the process is 

producing the proper leaders for the church.   

Evaluation and Timeline for Implementation and Assessment 

 The timeline for this process is broken down into stages.  Succession management 

is an ongoing and ever-present part of organizational life.  This process is one that has a 
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clear starting point, but it should truly never end, as new leaders come into the 

organization, they should be continuing to think through how they are preparing for the 

next generation of leadership at the church.  

 Kick-off.  The kick-off meeting is run by the champion and all of the needed 

stakeholders are present.  The group will meet to evaluate as many staff members as 

possible using the eight-step filtering process.  Notes should be taken and documented.  If 

the initial meeting does not provide enough time, another meeting should be scheduled to 

complete this initial mapping of the organization.    

 Quarterly review.  Once each staff member has been mapped onto this eight-step 

process, the champion will call a meeting once per quarter for an hour to update the 

progress of the people and to add any new staff to the process and remove any staff that 

left the organization.   

 Annual evaluation.  Once per year the champion and the stakeholder should 

meet to conduct an evaluation on this process and to determine if the process is effective 

in preparing and developing future campus pastors.  The evaluation of this process needs 

to be based on if campus pastors are being developed and if the organization is growing 

its bench of potential campus pastors.  If a campus pastor succession event occurred 

within the past year, that succession situation should be reviewed to determine if this 

process was helpful in managing that situation.  This is also the time for the stakeholders 

to review any gaps within the process at which people are getting stuck and work to 

develop or tweak those aspect of this process.  
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Implications 

 This study has several important implications.  First there are practical 

implications in terms of who will benefit from this research.  There are implications for 

future research on the topic of succession management within a local church context.  

Finally, there are implications for leadership theory.  

Practical Implications 

The intent of this study was to add to the scholarly literature on the topic of 

succession management for campus pastors, a topic that is missing from the scholarly 

literature.  This study is the first of its kind, and it carries significant weight in helping to 

establish scholarship for this topic.  There are an increasing number of churches using the 

multi-site model for ministry (Tomberlin & Cool, 2014) and the need for scholarly 

research in this area will continue to grow.   

This study also was designed to provide practical insights that would improve 

leadership development at local multi-site churches in the Converge denomination.  

Organizational design and succession management have been unrepresented in church 

literature.  Church leaders such as senior or lead pastors and executive pastors will 

benefit greatly from the practical framework this study proposed.  The framework this 

study proposed is a researched based solution that was created by examining literature as 

well as researching the approach four different multi-site churches have taken.  This 

study is useful for multi-site church leaders in thinking about how they can create a 

succession management process for campus pastors within their own church and unique 

ministry context.    
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Implications for Future Research 

 There are two primary implications for future research.  The first area of future 

research is the study of gender in campus pastors.  The research conducted in this study 

found all of the campus pastors in the four churches interviewed were male.  In fact, only 

one female was found to be on the senior leadership team of the four churches involved 

in this study.  While the topic of gender and church leadership has a long history, this 

would be an area for innovative study.  Are there female campus pastors?  Under what 

conditions are female campus pastors more likely to be on a church staff?  What barriers 

exist for women to move into the role of campus pastor?  

 The second area of future research would be to explore the average tenure of 

campus pastors.  The multi-site movement within the Converge denomination is still 

young and many churches are still on their first generation of campus pastors.  Research 

questions about the general tenure of campus pastors and their career path would be 

helpful.  In one of the interviews during this study, a campus pastor mentioned he was 

wondering what role was next for him after campus pastor.  Is this a role someone can be 

in for the majority of their ministry or is this a role they fill for a season?  What roles do 

campus pastors move on to after being a campus pastor?  

Implications for Leadership Theory and Practice 

 How a leader handles their succession says a lot about their own leadership.  

Leaders are called to serve others, beyond themselves.  Robert Greenleaf (1970) argues 

that leaders must be servants first.  One of the tests that Greenleaf suggests is for leaders 

to ask if the people whom they are serving are growing as people; are they becoming 

healthier, wiser, more likely to become servants themselves?  The servant leadership 
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theory that Greenleaf advocates is evident within the church.  Church leaders are called 

not to serve their own needs but the needs of others.  In order for a leader to fulfill their 

moral obligation to lead by serving (Greenleaf, 1970), they must prepare for the day 

when someone else will lead in their place.  Far too few leaders take the time or commit 

the energy to prepare for the continuation of the organization without them.  Yet this is, 

in a sense, the primary obligation of a leader, to see the mission of the organization 

continues.  It is an important way for the leader to serve the organization.   

 The concept of disseminating leadership throughout the church by developing 

new leaders across the organization is reflected in the distributed leadership model 

(Gronn, 2002; Spillane, 2005).  According to Gronn, what matters in leadership are not 

the actions of a specific leader, but rather what matters are the interactions between the 

leaders, followers, and situations.  For Spillane, the actions of one defined leader are not 

nearly as important as the collected interactions of multiple leaders working in concert to 

bring about a shared goal.  While Spillane does not specifically mention succession 

planning, when an organization is more focused on the collective approach to leadership, 

the organization is less dependent on one skilled leader and is better positioned to handle 

leadership transitions.   

 A practical implication for multi-site church practitioners is to consider the 

leadership context before applying this proposed solution.  As mentioned in chapter two, 

one of the limitations of distributed leadership is that it can be restricted when 

organizational power is pooled by a few leaders (Ho & Ng, 2017; Zepke, 2007).  In the 

data collected in this study, church leaders were intentionally giving up power and 

sharing influence through leadership development.  The proposed succession planning 
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model is thus based on a distributed model of leadership.  In an organizational context 

where power, influence, and leadership are not distributed, the proposed succession 

planning model might not be effective.   

When it comes to the church, this focus on leadership succession started with the 

founder of the church, Jesus Christ.  Jesus spent the majority of His time during His 

earthy ministry distributing His leadership through His Apostles and when He was gone, 

the mission of Jesus lived on through those He developed.  Over 2,000 years later, local 

church leaders have the same obligation to invest deeply into the lives of others and 

ensure that Jesus’ mission is continuing to live on, beyond any one pastor or leader, but 

extending from generation to generation.  Church history reflects the leadership theories 

of both servant leadership (Greenleaf, 1970) and distributed leadership (Gronn, 2002; 

Spillane, 2005).  In a sense, succession management and intentional development of 

others has been at the heart of the church since its inception.  Continuing that focus today 

is simply a return to the foundation of the church itself.      

Summary of the Study 

Succession planning can be an awkward topic for organizational leaders.  

Planning for what life will be like after you is a strange and difficult task.  However, it is 

an important and needed topic, one that leaders must engage in actively.  The topic of 

succession management for campus pastors in multi-site churches is virtually untouched 

in the scholarly literature.  This study is a first of its kind study to provide research based 

insights into how succession management for campus pastors at multi-site churches in the 

Converge denomination is occurring.   
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This research conducted an interdisciplinary review of the literature on the topic 

of succession management, looking at how companies, schools, and other industries have 

handled leadership succession.  This study then conducted a multiple-case study, 

examining four selected multi-site churches within the Converge denomination that have 

succeeded at least one campus pastor.  A thematic analysis was conducted based on these 

four case studies.   

This research contributed toward the scholarly literature on this topic by 

providing researched-based case studies on how multi-site churches plan and execute a 

campus pastor transition within their church, a topic that has been unrepresented in the 

published literature.  The objective of this study was to produce a research-based 

succession management framework for campus pastors.  This study proposed an 

evidence-based succession management framework that multi-site church leaders can put 

into practice.   
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Appendix A 

Request for nominated sample   

My name is Kyle Robinson and I am a doctoral candidate at Creighton University 
in the Interdisciplinary Leadership program. I am conducting research on campus pastor 
succession planning and management in Converge multi-site churches. This research will 
contribute to the leadership sustainability and continuity of multi-site churches during the 
transition of a campus pastor. The aim of this research is to produce a research-based 
succession management framework for campus pastors for multi-site churches in the 
Converge denomination.  

In order to properly study this phenomenon, I am researching Converge, multi-
site churches that meet the following criteria:   

1. A Converge denomination member church.  
2. Located within the United States of America.  
3. A multi-site church that has at least four campus or site locations and has 

been using a multi-site model of ministry for a minimum of three years.  
4. The church operates under a central budget and under the authority of a 

single church board. 
5. The church has experienced at least one campus pastor transition since 

becoming a multi-site church. 
 

 I am requesting your assistance in providing me with a list of ten Converge 
member churches that meet the established criteria above and are churches you feel as 
representatives of Converge multi-site churches.  
 

Please be assured that all of the sample church’s data will remain confidential and 
the church will not be identified by name. If you’d be willing to provide me with a list of 
ten churches that fit this criteria, or to talk in more detail about participation, please 
contact me at the email address below or you may call me at 952-656-1092.    
 
Sincerely,  
 
Kyle Robinson 
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Appendix B 

Sample schedule for case church participant  

Meeting Person(s)  Timing  Length  Purpose 

Pre-meeting 
phone call  

Executive Pastor 
or key 
administrative 
leader and site 
contact for 
researcher  

At least one 
week in 
advance of 
interviews  

30 minutes to 
one hour 

Expectation 
setting, logistic 
review and 
confirmation of 
interviews and 
schedule  

Initial meeting  Executive Pastor 
or key 
administrative 
leader and site 
contact for 
researcher 

Morning of day 
of interviews  

15 minutes  Review of 
schedule, tour 
of building(s), 
confirmation of 
daily schedule, 
finalization of 
expectations  

Interviews  Campus pastors, 
executive 
pastor, senior 
pastor (if 
available), HR 
leader, other key 
leaders within 
church 

Day of 
interviews  

45 minutes to 
one hour   

Data collection, 
interviews will 
be recorded  

Additional data 
request   

Executive Pastor 
or key 
administrative 
leader and site 
contact for 
researcher 

Either end of 
day of 
interviews or a 
follow-up day  

15 minutes  Request 
additional data 
that was 
mentioned in 
interviews or 
outcome data to 
use as 
additional data 
artifacts 

Debrief  Executive Pastor 
or key 
administrative 
leader and site 
contact for 
researcher 

End of 
interview day 
or follow-up 
call after 
interviews and 
additional data 
request 

15 minutes to 
30 minutes  

Discussion of 
next steps, 
thank them for 
their 
involvement 
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Appendix C 

Succession planning and management of campus pastor interview protocol 
 
Date:  
Interview Number:  
Location:  
Interviewer:  
Position of Interviewee: 
Tenure with church:  
Introduction 
This interview is designed to gather your thoughts, observations and experiences of the 
succession planning and management of campus pastors at your church. This study is a 
comparative case study and will be gathering data from this church and other selected 
multi-site churches. The objective of this study is to produce a research-based succession 
management framework for campus pastors for a Converge, multi-site church. Your 
responses to this interview will remain confidential. There will also be an opportunity for 
you to review or restate anything said in this interview. A copy of this transcript can be 
made available for you to review. If you are interested, a copy of the final report can be 
made available at the conclusion of the study. I anticipate this interview to last about one 
hour and I will be recording the conversation and taking notes.  
Questions 

1. What is the church currently doing to plan for the succession of current campus 
pastors? 

a. Who is responsible for identifying and developing campus pastors?   
b. How many future campus pastors do you currently have on the bench?  

i. How many potential campus pastors do you need on the bench?   
c. What types of leadership development activities or experiences occur at 

this church?  
d. What process does the church use to know when a person is ready to step 

into the role of campus pastor? 
2. What is your role in the succession management of campus pastors?  

a. How much of your time is spent on identifying and developing future 
campus pastors?  

b. What accountabilities do you have for developing future leaders?   
3. What model/process does the church follow in replacing a campus pastor?  

a. How formal is this process?  
b. Who decides who the new campus pastor will be?  

i. What model is used to make that decision?  
c. What process does the church follow in formally announcing a new 

campus pastor?  
4. Reflecting on previous campus pastor successions, what key lessons did you 

learn? What went well? What went poorly?  
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a. What surprised you about the previous succession process?  
b. How significant of an organizational event was this succession?  
c. Was the change of a campus pastor a bigger deal for the staff or for the 

congregation?  
d. What has been the impact on the campus in terms of performance/metrics 

since that transition?  
5. What didn’t I ask you about the succession planning and succession management 

of campus pastors that I should have asked you?  

Conclusion  
Thank you for your time. Again, if you wish to review or restate anything in this 
interview please let me know, you are welcome to contact me directly at 
kjr95637@creighton.edu. I am grateful for your time, thank you for your participation 
in this study.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:kjr95637@creighton.edu
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Appendix D 

Observation and artifact protocol  
 
Date:  
Location:  
Time:  
Purpose of event or artifact:  
 
Type of artifact/observation  Descriptive notes Reflective notes 
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Appendix E 

Invitation to participate  

Dear Executive Pastor,  
 

My name is Kyle Robinson and I am a doctoral candidate at Creighton University 
in the Interdisciplinary Leadership program. I am conducting research on campus pastor 
succession planning and management at Converge member multi-site churches. This 
research will contribute to the leadership sustainability and continuity of multi-site 
churches during the transition of a campus pastor. The aim of this research is to produce a 
research-based succession management framework for campus pastors for multi-site 
churches in the Converge denomination.  

In order to properly study this phenomenon, I am researching Converge, multi-
site churches that meet the following criteria:   

1. A Converge denomination member church.  
2. Located within the United States of America.  
3. A multi-site church that has at least four campus or site locations and has 

been using a multi-site model of ministry for a minimum of three years.  
4. The church operates under a central budget and under the authority of a 

single church board. 
5. The church has experienced at least one campus pastor transition since 

becoming a multi-site church. 
Converge leaders recommended your church to me as a possible fit for this 

research study. The research that I will be conducting for this study involves an hour 
interview with you, a one-hour interview with any human resource or talent development 
leader and one hour interviews with each of your campus pastors. Additional data 
collection will include any relevant artifacts (policy manuals, leadership development 
processes, etc.) relevant to this topic.  

I am committed to making these interviews as minimal invasive as possible. We 
would work together to find one or two days that would work best for me to conduct 
these interviews on-site. I will also be able to provide you with a copy of the research 
once it has been completed.  

Please be assured that all of your church’s data will remain confidential and your 
church will not be identified by name. If you’d be willing to participate in this study, or 
to talk in more detail about participation, please contact me at the email address below or 
you may call me at 952-656-1092.    
 
Sincerely,  
 
Kyle Robinson 
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Appendix F 

Sample letter of agreement 
 

Organization’s Letterhead  
 
Date 
 
To the CU IRB: 
 
 We are familiar with Kyle Robinson’s research project entitled Distributed 
succession: Managing the transition of multi-site campus pastors.  I understand 
Church Name’s involvement to be providing access for in-person interviews with 
the Executive Pastor, the Human Resource or Talent Development leader and the 
Campus Pastors. These interviews may take place on our property. We may choose 
to provide any relevant artifacts such as policy manuals, leadership development 
processes, job descriptions, etc. that are relevant to this study. 
 
 We understand that this research will be carried out following sound ethical 
principles, that participant involvement in this research study is strictly voluntary, 
and that confidentiality of participants’ research data is ensured, as described in the 
protocol. 
 
 Therefore, as a representative of Church Name, I agree that Kyle Robinson’s 
research project may be conducted at our agency/organization. 
 
 
 
 
Name 
Title 
Church Name  
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Appendix G 

 
IRB approval letter 
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Appendix H 

Summary of Findings  

Site Process to plan for 
succession 

Bench building Develop future leaders Readiness to be a 
campus pastor 

Succession 
transition 

Unforeseen challenges 

A  Intentional 
development 

 Distributed 
leadership 

 Two levels up  Multiple coaches 
 Culture of 

development 
 Manufacture 

leadership 
opportunities 

 Character 
 Competence 
 Chemistry 
 Never ready 

 

 Relay  
 Horse race  
 

 Staff relationships  
 

B  Young leaders 
 Clarity on 

leadership 
profile 

 Management 
plan  

 Residency 
program 

 Seminary 
partnership 

 Internship 

 Development day 
 Mentoring 
 Stretch assignments 

 Culture fit 
 Self-monitoring 

and self-motiving 

 Intentional 
interim plan 

 Communication 
and messaging  

C  Intentional 
investment in 
leaders  

 Code of 
Values 

 College 
 Key staff roles 

 Apprentice 
 Multiplication of 

leaders 

 Spiritual maturity 
 Platform presence 
 Leadership history 
 Attractional 
 Culture-bearer 

 Planned interim 
 Horse race 
 Relay 

 Personal impact of 
change of campus 
pastor  

D  Intentionally 
develop 
leaders who 
live out 
Distinctive 
Values  

 Church-wide 
leadership 
development 

 Key staff roles 

 Ongoing leadership 
development 

 Intentional 
development 
assignments 

 Leadership cohort 

 Recognize, not 
appoint leadership 

 

 Relay 
 Internal interim 

 Minimal impact of 
campus pastor 
transition  
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Appendix I 

Proposed framework worksheet for church leaders 

 




