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During their education, seminarians generally are not trained to manage or administer 
the “corporate” side of parish organizations. In contrast, permanent deacons are 
men who enter Holy Orders in the second half of life with “real world” experience. 
Often (but not always), deacons bring self-employment or business administration 

experience. It seems logical and practical, then, for dioceses moving forward to consider deacons 
over priests to be parish administrator, letting the “sheep dog” who assists the pastor sacramentally 
be the “shepherd” for the parish administration. This article explores empirical data collected in 
2014 and published from 2014 to 2018 in scholarly professional articles on the leadership styles 
and parish structures reported by United States permanent deacons.

Background and Study Method

In 2013, with the support of my university, I began conducting the first set of national empirical 
studies on permanent deacons. With the fiftieth anniversary of reinstating the permanent 
diaconate looming for 2018, it seemed essential to learn more about what deacons (and men 
in formation) were all about. No national surveys during the past fifty years were conducted by 
social scientists about the personality structures, religiosity/spirituality, and leadership styles of 
deacons.

With the support of the National Association of Diaconate Directors (NADD), an online survey 
was posted for four months to a random half of the US Catholic deacon population across eight 
regions, yielding a respondent size of 1,997 deacons (Mean age = 58.8 years old) and 434 men 
in formation (Mean age = 40.8 years old). Demographic items (e.g., age, race, education, marital 
status, employment, ministry within and outside the parish, family/work life, parish structure, 
etc.) were collected. Also, respondents completed reliable and valid research measures on 
personality structure, leadership styles, religious commitment attitudes, spiritual transcendence 
beliefs, behaviors to a set of secular and sacred acts, social desirability tendency, and parish sense 
of community. We grouped the 1,997 men into one of three generations of formation cohorts 
residing across seven US geographic regions.

In 1971, the National Conference of Catholic Bishops authorized creating the “new, revised” 
modern cohort of deacons (labeled Cohort # 1 and in these studies, 187 deacons). By 1984, 

Should the Sheep Dog Become the Shepherd?

Deacons as Parish Administrators
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new guidelines began a second cohort (Cohort 
# 2; 907 deacons). Admission required a 
period of discernment, recommendations by 
one’s pastor, support of the applicant’s wife (if 
married), letters of reference, multiple personal 
interviews, and psychological adjustment 
testing. The most recent diaconate guidelines 
established in 2005 (Cohort # 3; 903 deacons) 
increased the length for pre-ordination 
education classes, adding FBI background 
evaluation and screening for sexual abuse 
toward children, and frequently completing a 
diagnostic psychiatric inventory. We used these 
three naturally created groups or “cohorts” for 
our analysis, exploring generational differences 
in classes of diaconate formation.

In addition, there are 177 US dioceses with 
permanent deacon formation programs. These 
Catholic dioceses are clustered into thirteen 
different geographic regions across the United 
States, grouped together by the bishops. Six 
regions participated in these studies. Even 
though eight other regions were not directly 
surveyed, some deacons in these areas learned 
of the survey and responded. Their responses 
collapsed together to form a composite 
geographic region, yielding seven regions 
assessed (median number of participating 
deacons, 231 per region) from across the US. 
The final comparison groups were compared: 
three generation cohorts by seven geographic 
regions.

What Is the Impact of Multiple Deacons and 
Priests in a Parish? Does Size Matter?

I wondered if the number of priests and 
deacons within a parish impacted on (the 
responding deacons’ impressions of ) the parish 
sense of community.1 The short answer is “No.” 

1  J. R. Ferrari, “Size Does Not Matter: Exploring 
the Number of Clergy on the Parish Sense of Community,” 

I examined how the parish sense of community 
varied by the number of deacons (and priests). 
In this national data set, 33.1 percent of 
parishes had one deacon; 28.7 percent, two 
deacons; 28.2 percent, three or four deacons; 
and 9.6 percent, five or more deacons. Results 
found no significant correlation between the 
number of deacons (or the number of priests) 
on perceived parish sense of community 
(controlling for parish size). Thus, even though 
some parishioners say ‘‘if only’’ we had more 
priests (or more deacons), then we would all 
get along better, these results found, once 
again, size does not matter. This could suggest 
that if a deacon is the parish administrator, it 
may not greatly matter whether there are many 
or few other clergy within that parish.

What is the Impact of a Parish School on the 
Parish Sense of Community?

Deacons (n = 1,628) were also assessed on their 
perceived parish sense of community (P-SOC). 
We took into consideration whether there was a 
parish elementary school, and, if so, the school 
principal’s gender and status as a religious or 
lay person.2 Results indicated that there were 
no significant differences on P-SOC between 
parishes with (n = 809) or without (n = 819) 
a school. Those parishes with a school also had 
no significant P-SOC difference regarding 
whether the principal was a woman or man, or 
a religious or lay person. Results suggest that a 
local faith-based elementary school’s presence 
or absence may not influence perceived parish 
sense of belonging.

Review of Research on Religion 57 (2015): 151-152.

2  J. R. Ferrari and A. Dosen, “Perception of the 
Parish Sense of Community: Does an Elementary School 
Heighten Parish Belongingness?” Education 136 (2016): 192-
200.
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True, this study does not address directly 
whether a parish school might make being a 
parish administrator more or less of a challenge 
for a deacon, as the “shepherd.” But these results 
suggest that a parish’s sense of community 
remains intact under various settings where 
a priest manages the parish. There is no 
immediate, suggested reason to expect adverse 
effects if that parish manager is now, instead, 
a deacon. Parish sense of community may be 
robust regardless of who manages the setting.

What Do Deacons Report Is Their Leadership 
Style?

Although deacons are active in their local 
community and congregation, mobilizing 
faith formation events, liturgical services, and 
community social action programs, little is 
known about deacon leadership styles. 

One leadership style that seems logical for 
deacons to live, express, and report is called 
servant leadership. Servant leaders fulfill others’ 
needs, focused primarily on the growth and 
well-being of people and the communities they 
belong to, sharing power and helping people 
develop. Servant leaders are ethical, practical 
persons who effectively use self-awareness, 
foresight, and listening skills; are systematic 
thinkers with character, putting other people 
first; and are skilled communicators and 
compassionate collaborators, who exercise 
moral integrity. They emphasize collaboration, 
trust, and empathy, with the objective of 
enhancing the growth of individuals in 
the organization, increasing teamwork or 
community. We expected that deacons 
would report high scores on attributes of this 
leadership style compared to published reports 
on other groups. It was expected that deacons 
would self-report being servant leaders, 
regardless of their cohort year and geographic 
region.

In addition, permanent deacons may 
“transform” organizations by focusing on 
followers, motivating them to high levels 
of performance, and helping followers 
develop their own leadership potential. Such 
transformational leaders inspire followers 
to change expectations, perceptions, and 
motivations, to work toward common pro-
social goals. Transformational leaders are 
viewed with trust, respect, and admiration. 
They inspire and motivate, showing change in 
the organization through example, energizing 
vision, and challenging goals. These leaders 
“walk the talk” and connect with the people. 
Studies find that transformational leaders 
among Protestant pastors promote effective 
parish operations; and congregations are more 
satisfied with such pastor styles, willing to give 
additional effort for a successful congregation.3

We found no significant differences by 
generation cohort and/or geographic 
region among self-reported servant and 
transformational leadership styles by deacons. 
Results suggest that US Catholic deacons, 
regardless of their age or residence length, self-
identified as compassionate, engaged leaders 
who transform members of their parish to 
achieve the best they may become. Moreover, 
the deacons in this sample were compared to 
men in spiritual formation for the diaconate, 
aka candidates (n = 205:).4 Results indicated 
that for both candidates and deacons, 
personality dimensions of agreeableness and 
conscientiousness were the most important 
predictors of transformational leadership styles. 
For deacons only, higher levels of honesty, 

3  J. R. Ferrari and D. S. Vaclavik, “The Leadership 
Styles of Permanent Deacons: Servant and Transformational 
Married, Middle-Age Ministers,” North American Journal of 
Psychology 18 (2016): 1-16.
4  J. R. Ferrari, “Called and Formed: Personality 
Dimensions and Leadership Styles among Catholic Deacons 
and Men in Formation,” Pastoral Psychology 66 (2017): 225-
234.
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humility, extroversion, and openness to new 
experience also led to higher transformational 
leadership styles. Demographic variables as 
co-variates (age, years in a parish, number of 
children, and number of families in a parish) did 
not seem to predict leadership style; however, 
years in formation (for candidates) and years 
as a deacon did affect servant leadership style: 
higher number of years predicted higher 
servant leadership styles. Deacons as leaders 
may grow in that role. 

Finally, one might ask if the deacon’s leadership 
style, especially if he is a parish administrator, 
is similar or different than those men working 
in non-profit agencies as middle managers. A 
study explored this question with a random 
sample of 203 deacons compared to 202 
male directors of community-based non-
profit agencies on their transformational 
leadership style.5 Deacons and directors 
differed significantly; deacons scored higher 
on promoting positive values and leadership 
as service; directors scored higher on building 
a sustainable organization. Results suggested 
that the transformational leadership styles 
of US permanent deacons are more value- 
and service-centered; and, in comparison, 
community-based non-profit leaders seem to 
focus more on the group’s structure and the 
health of the organization. In short, it seems 
deacons have the leadership skills that promote 
healthy, and maybe happy, parishes.

5  J. Reed and J. R. Ferrari, “Permanent Deacons and 
Non-profit Directors: Comparing Leadership Styles among 
Facilitators of Community Agencies,” Review of Religious 
Research 59 (2017): 21-29.

Summary: So Now What? 

 Taken together, these studies suggest 
that deacons are compassionate and competent 
leaders who transform the people they serve. 
Regarding perceptions of a parish sense of 
community, there does not seem to be an 
impact whether there are many or few priests 
or other deacons, and whether there is a parish 
school. True, we do not know the parishes’ 
financial, budget, or fund-raising skills—
future studies might assess these variables. 
But deacons may make effective leaders for 
parish administration. This conclusion would 
suggest that bishops might more carefully 
explore appointing deacons (especially those 
with business and corporate experience) as the 
“shepherds” of the parish administration.
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We are clergy, now and forever. Yet we live a lay lifestyle.

One issue we discern during formation is the “permanent” side of the diaconate. 
This calling is for life: not like a temporary Protestant deacon serving his 
congregation only a set number of years, assisting in his administrative duties. 

Catholic permanent deacons are formed, ordained, and sent to serve for life.

Catholic deacons have a “life” outside of their sacramental life, into their secular roles and 
duties. Author and speaker Deacon James Keating called Catholic deacons, “clergy, living the 
lay-lifestyle.”1 When the Mass is over, the priest returns to his rectory; but the deacon returns to 
a home in the community. Many deacons are married, with children, often employed, providing 
an income with benefits (deacons do not receive compensation or benefits from their diocese, 
unless they work for the diocese). One wonders about the demographic, lifestyle characteristics 
of Catholic deacons. What do we know about the deacon’s lay lifestyle?

The Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate (CARA) conducts surveys across US dioceses 
on the number of deacons who fit different demographic categories (e.g., age, years ordained, 
education level, employment, marital status, etc.). This information is necessary for macro-level 
planning but not sufficient to understanding micro-level deacon lifestyles. In 2013, I conducted 
my university sabbatical on the first national, empirical study on permanent deacons, to inform 
our fiftieth anniversary in 2018.

With the support of the National Association of Diaconate Directors (NADD), an online survey 
posted for four months to a random half of the US deacon population across eight regions 
yielded a respondent size of 1,997 deacons. Demographic information plus reliable and valid 
research measures were collected. In the current piece is a review of several professional, social 
science journal publications that were highlighted. They provide initial insight to the lay lifestyle 
characteristics of US deacons.

1  James Keating, The Heart of the Diaconate: Communion with the Servant Mysteries of 
Christ (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 2015), 1.

Living the Lay-Lifestyle: Deacon Education, 
Employment, Marital/Family, Being Single, and 

“Female Deacons?”

Deacon Joseph R. Ferrari, PhD
Diocese of Joliet, Illinois; DePaul University, Chicago, Illinois
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Educational Status: Comparing Deacons by 
Degree

 Published studies on the psychology 
of religion often mention that persons with 
higher education degrees are less religious; they 
do not see a place for faith in life. I wondered 
about deacons with higher education degrees. 
More specifically, what if the deacon has a 
doctorate—how does he handle the cognitive 
dissonance?

 Ferrari (2015) compared deacons 
with a doctorate (234 men), master’s degree 
(690 men), and those with high school 
diplomas or associate degrees (538 men) on 
self-reported religious commitment attitudes, 
spiritual transcendence beliefs, and secular 
and sacred acts.2 Deacons with a doctorate 
degree reported higher religious commitment 
through interpersonal activities and a higher 
sense of a spiritual transcendence (i.e., that 
there is something larger than oneself, like 
God) through a connectedness with others, 
compared to the other groups. In contrast, 
deacons with a high school diploma or associate 
degree experienced the transcendent more 
through prayer (than community), compared 
to both graduate educated deacon groups. Also, 
in the last six months, deacons with a high 
school diploma or associate degree displayed 
an increased enthusiasm for church work and 
spent more time in spiritual reflection. During 
that same time frame, deacons with a doctorate 
were more often likely to change their secular 
job compared to the other groups.

What does this all mean? Well, deacons with 

2  J. R. Ferrari, “‘Rev. Doctor’ or ‘Rev. Mister?’ 
Examining the Role of Education on the Religiosity, 
Spirituality, and Secular Lives of Permanent Catholic 
Deacons,” Research in the Social Scientific Study of Religion: A 
Research Annual 26 (2015): 87-98.

doctorates are religious, and they do not seem 
to find any challenges between their academic 
education and their formation training. To 
me, that is good news. Furthermore, this 
study showed that graduate educated deacons 
(interestingly) find God in community—with 
others, as opposed to in solitary worship.

Employment Status: Unemployment—Money 
and Ministry

 Imagine that after ordination, you lose 
your job. How do you manage your minister 
responsibilities with minimal money for life?

A study (Ferrari, 2016) compared 904 retired 
deacons, 879 employed part- or full-time 
deacons, and 216 unemployed deacons.3 
Specifically, two leadership styles, “servant” and 
“transformational,” were examined. Servant 
leadership was reported higher among the 
unemployed deacons; they were more likely to 
engage in being a “good overseer” or guardian of 
their parish than retired or employed deacons. 
Transformational leadership by unemployed 
deacons promoted the well-being of their 
followers by fostering growth and empowering 
their skills, more than retired deacons and 
employed deacons.

 These results are fascinating, yet 
counterintuitive. We might not expect a deacon 
who is not working (maybe, also with a family) 
to be more effective than employed or retired 
deacons. Employed deacons must divide time 
between career and job plus parish life. Retired 
deacons no longer work. Unemployed deacons 
also most probably must take time to look for a 

3  J. R. Ferrari, “Higher Calling, but No Wages? 
Examining Differences in Leadership Style of Employed, 
Unemployed, and Retired Catholic Deacons,” Journal of 
Diaconate Review 3 (2016): 50-56.
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new job, yet (in comparison) reported stronger 
leadership styles than both other groups of 
deacons. Fascinating results, calling us to 
engage in follow-up research.

Marital/Family Status: Married, with Children?

I do not see the family life of deacons given 
much attention. One study (Ferrari and 
Guerrero, 2017) focused only on employed, 
married-with-children deacons (317 men) and 
their self-reported life stressors during the past 
six months, as well as their level of religious 
commitment.4 Results found that participant 
enthusiasm for church work and weekly 
spiritual reflections predicted their religious 
relationship with God. A continued study of 
Scripture predicted their religious relationship 
in community, helping them reflect on God’s 
presence. In some married-with-children 
deacons (“daddy deacons”) who are working 
are religious and express their faith through 
different routes.

A different study (Ferrari and Guerrero, 
2018) also assessed family structure with 
married deacons with children, with 1,733 
respondents.5 On average, daddy deacons 
reported three children, and no consistent 
gender frequency. These dads also responded to 
a well-known research measure on personality 
structure. There was no effect of their children’s 
gender on their personality style (e.g., having 
daughters did not make the deacon father more 
or less compassionate). Among personality 

4  J. R. Ferrari and M. Guerrero, “Children, Careers, 
and Clergy Stressors: Predictors of Religious Commitment 
from Life Stressors among Catholic Deacons,” Journal of 
Spirituality in Mental Health 19 (2017): 287-294.
5  J. R. Ferrari and M. Guerrero, “‘My Dad, the 
Deacon’: Assessing Personality Dimensions as Predictors 
of Number and Gender of Catholic Clergy Married with 
Children,” Journal of Spirituality in Mental Health 20 (2018): 
185-197.

factors, the more conscientious the deacon dad 
reported, the higher was the predicted family 
size—that is, the number of children in the 
family.

Taken together, married deacons with children 
have a strong faith life, and the number of 
children they have does not seem to impact on 
their religiosity reflected in worship or works. 
Deacon dads also are conscientious men. What 
is not known (and I think should be explored) 
is the profile of their wives and, especially, 
of their children. How do young or older 
children view their father as both a deacon and 
a parent? Clearly, we need more research (not 
just opinion and theological pieces) on the 
family structure and dynamics of deacons.

Single Deacons: A Life Alone May Make One 
Less Outgoing

 What if you entered the diaconate 
single—how does your personality style 
compare to that of married or widowed 
deacons? One study (Ferrari and Collins, 
2015-16), using the national online survey 
data, compared fifty-one self-identified single 
deacons to a random sample of fifty-four 
married and fifty-three widowed deacons on 
measures of religious commitment, spiritual 
transcendence, and personality structure.6 
Results found no significant difference by 
marital status for religious commitment, but 
single deacons claimed lower spiritual belief in 
“something higher” through a connection with 
others. Compared to married and widowed 
deacons, single deacons reported being less 
agreeable and less extroverted. Married and 
widowed deacons did not differ on any of these 

6  J. R. Ferrari and K. Collins, “Single, Married, 
or Widowed: Describing the Religiosity and Personality of 
Deacons,” Journal of Diaconate Review 1 (2015-2016): 97-
103.
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measures.

 There is a message here for deacon 
directors and bishops: single deacons report 
they are not like married or widowed deacons 
(and to me, not in a good way). True, the group 
size of single deacons was small, suggesting 
a potentially biased sample. But their self-
reported scores compared to a random sample 
of married and widowed deacons (who are 
single yet were once married). Widowers and 
married deacons, perhaps, learn to be more 
engaging and flexible given their marital 
life. Single deacons seem not to find God 
in community, and they believe they do 
not get along well with others and are more 
withdrawn. Of course, we need single deacons. 
We also need to consider their style and its 
impact on their parish. Workshops, training, 
and continuing education for these men seem 
warranted, and diaconate programs might 
desire some attention to these men of service.

Women Deacons: How Do Female Protestant 
Deacons Compare to Male Catholic Deacons?

 Quite aside from the question whether 
the Catholic Church should ordain women 
to the diaconate (or, some say, a form of 
diaconate), I wondered how Catholic deacons 
compared in personality, leadership, and 
religiosity to Protestant (Methodist) deacons, 
who are frequently women. A study (Ferrari, 
2016) compared fifty Methodist deacons to 
a random sample of fifty Catholic deacons 
(matched by age, years of ordination, and 
location [all were Midwestern]), on self-
reported personality structure, leadership style, 
and levels of religiosity.7 Results found no 

7  J. R. Ferrari, “Male and Female Ministers: 
Comparing Roman Catholic and Methodist Deacons on 
Personality Structure, Religious Beliefs, and Leadership 
Styles,” Journal of Pastoral Care and Counseling 71 (2016): 

significant differences between denominations 
on personality dimensions, leadership 
styles, or religiosity. In fact, forty-three of 
the Methodist deacons were women; results 
found no significant differences between only 
these women and the Catholic deacons on 
personality, leadership, and religiosity.

 This small study looked at a small 
sample of female deacons from a small section 
of the country: we need more information. 
Nevertheless, Catholic and other Christian 
deacons seem to have the same profile. Of 
course, God knows that—He knows our name 
before we are even created. This study, however, 
demonstrates the similarity between diaconal 
ministers serving others (regardless of sex) who 
come to answer, “your servant is listening” (1 
Sm 3:10). 

Summary

 Using self-reported responses from 
a large sample of US deacons, in the past 
few years, several empirical analyses were 
performed. True, these are exploratory studies, 
all based on self-report surveys, and sometimes 
using small sample sizes. Still, we must begin 
someplace to understand the lay lifestyle of 
Catholic clergy. I welcome follow up studies by 
research colleagues and fellow deacons. To say, 
“you can’t measure aspects of faith—they are 
not open to science” is incorrect. We must be 
creative, clever, committed, always using God-
given intelligence to understand life. Today’s 
Catholic deacon appears typically to be living 
a healthy lay lifestyle; we must continue to 
examine his blending of the sacramental with 
secular matters.

5-11.
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