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Abstract: This paper analyzes the work of chaplaincy and spiritual care from the perspective of care
recipients. Chaplains call their work a “ministry of presence,” a term of art that is often unclear to
many who are not chaplains. How else might we conceptualize “presence” in order to ground it in
the social science literature? Using sociological theory, we show that care recipients may experience a
chaplain’s work as emotional labor, specifically “other-focused emotional labor.” Based on in-depth
interviews with a sample of 38 care recipients, we find recipients feeling reassured by the chaplain;
being offered support and help by the chaplain; and not feeling judged by the chaplain. These
findings enlarge sociological concepts about spiritual care to include what recipients experience as
emotional labor and call for a broader engagement between sociologists of religion and emotions.
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1. Introduction

Emotion is central to many people’s experiences of religion, yet insights about emo-
tional and connective labor are rarely deeply engaged by scholars in the sociology of
religion. Emotional labor, defined as the management of one’s own and others’ emotions by
paid workers, is one insight that has important potential for conceptualizing how members
of the public interact with religious leaders. Such interactions occur in houses of worship
as well as in individual relationships inside and outside of local congregations.

In this paper, we focus on chaplains—religious or spiritual leaders who work with
a broad cross-section of the population mostly outside of congregations in contexts such
as hospitals, the military, colleges and universities, and other public settings. Much of
chaplains” work takes place in one-on-one interactions with constituents who are diverse
and often different from the chaplain in terms of religion, gender, race, ethnicity, and
other factors. Chaplains frequently describe their work as a “ministry of presence,” a
term with many definitions in the literature. Religious studies scholar Winnifred Sullivan
describes the ministry of presence as a “minimalist, almost ephemeral, form of empathic
spiritual care” (Sullivan 2014, p. 174) that centers on a “chaplain’s willingness to simply
‘sit with” a client without anxious expectation” (ibid., p. 175). When chaplains speak of
“presence,” they are usually describing how they work to create psychological, spiritual,
and emotional spaces for people where and as they are (Cadge 2023). Although the term
“ministry of presence” is nebulous to some, it is nonetheless axiomatic to spiritual care
practitioners (Cadge et al. 2011; Jacobs 2008; McCormick and Hildebrand 2015; Nolan 2011).
Yet observers are left to wonder how presence is something more than just being present,
which would describe every person and every object in the setting, not just chaplains.

In this paper, we explore how constituents experience the work of chaplains and their
ministries of presence. In listening to how recipients of care describe their interactions with
chaplains in interviews, we did not hear recipients talk about what chaplains describe as
a minimalist “sitting-with.” Instead, care recipients described how chaplains made them
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feel and reflected on what sociologists of emotions and of work call the emotional labor
that chaplains perform. Our analysis foregrounds the care recipients” experiences and
emotions: how they felt reassured by the chaplain; how they were offered support and
help by the chaplain; and how they did not feel judged by the chaplain. Our findings lead
us to categorize the “ministry of presence” as a form of emotional labor. Using emotional
labor as an analytic framework heightens the visibility of presence within social science and
allows us to perceive what happens in the social worlds surrounding a ministry of presence.
Through this analysis, we expand the conceptual toolbox in the sociology of religion and
show how emotional labor offers conceptual clarity to the elusive concept of “presence”—as
used by chaplains, religious studies scholars, and theological educators—which is itself
fundamental to the practice of spiritual caregiving.

2. Background

Religious professionals, often but not always chaplains, speak in various theological
languages of offering a ministry of presence. By presence, chaplains mean everything from
being physically present to indicating divine presence to accompanying people through
a range of life transitions. Chaplains carry out this work with patients, family members,
students, prisoners, and others in the military, healthcare organizations, prisons, and a
range of other settings.' The aim of the current study is to elucidate the concept of “ministry
of presence” by using the sociological framework of emotional labor.

With its origins in theology and philosophy, presence is “a mystical, metaphysical con-
cept, and as such, hard to define, hard to qualify, and is seemingly non-quantifiable” (Smith
2001, p. 306). Smith traces the history of presence from the Psalms to the philosophical
writings of Martin Heidegger and Gabriel Marcel and, starting in the 1960s, to the nursing
literature, where presence has been thoroughly theorized. Nursing is considered a “caring
presence” (Covington 2003), which chaplaincy is as well, but a chaplain can also be a “faith
presence” or a “sacramental presence” (Holm 2009). The distinction between a chaplain and
other members of a healthcare team is not necessarily clear-cut. A taxonomy of chaplain
activities in palliative care lists “convey a calming presence” as one of the intended effects
of chaplain intervention but does not explain how the calming presence of a chaplain
would be different from the calming presence of a medical professional (Massey et al. 2015).
Presence has thus remained a murky concept to social scientists, even though “ministry
of presence” is the term officially used by governments and institutions to describe what
chaplains do (Sullivan 2014).

Researchers have made several attempts to define or delineate the ministry of presence
in the work of chaplains. Presence “is short-hand for helping create or support psycho-
logical, spiritual, and emotional spaces for people as they are and where they are with
difficult issues” (Cadge 2023, p. 80). Another researcher proposed that presence means
“establishing an environment of care based on empathy, curiosity, and respect” (Adams
2019, p. 1155). Presence is slippery and is “dictated by the changing needs of the partici-
pants in each encounter” (McCormick and Hildebrand 2015, p. 68). Presence can also be
defined by “a deliberate rejection of utilitarian action” (Sullivan 2014, p. 185). There is an
ongoing discussion among chaplains and chaplain supervisors about whether presence
can be considered an “intervention with therapeutic intent” (Massey et al. 2015).

Scholars have paid more attention to how chaplains offer ministries of presence than
to how their work is experienced by those they serve. A survey we conducted in 2022 found
that one in five Americans have interacted with a chaplain, largely through healthcare
organizations. This article extends that work by exploring how members of the general
population described their interactions with chaplains. In interviews, we consistently heard
from respondents about interactions in which the chaplain enacted one or more definitions
of presence, yet the stories were not relayed by respondents in the same language of
presence used by chaplains. Instead, recipients of care recalled how the chaplain made
them feel. This intentional evocation of emotion by a worker in another person is what
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Karen Pugliesi calls, “other-focused emotional labor”—"efforts to help others manage
distress, to enhance others’ self-esteem, and to mediate conflicts” (Pugliesi 1999).

The term “emotional labor” was coined by Arlie Russell Hochschild in her landmark
study of flight attendants (Hochschild 1983). Hochschild described the processes of “surface
acting” (faking emotion), “deep acting” (summoning emotion), and the “transmutation
of feelings” (from a personal to a public product) to illustrate how employees maintain
a desired emotional state during interactions with the public. The term emotional labor
originally carried connotations of coercion and inauthenticity, but subsequent research has
revealed ways in which emotional labor is also a positive experience and can confirm or
enhance the laborer’s identity (Humphrey et al. 2015).

Hochschild first defined emotional labor as labor which “requires one to induce or
suppress feeling in order to sustain the outward countenance that produces the proper state
of mind in others” (Hochschild 1983, p. 7). There are two components to this definition: the
management of one’s own emotions, or “self-focused emotional labor” (Pugliesi 1999), and
the “efforts to change others” emotions” (Seery and Corrigall 2009), which has been termed
“other-focused emotional labor” (Pugliesi 1999). Much of the literature on emotional labor
has prioritized self-focused emotional labor. One well-known definition of emotional labor,
“the act of displaying the appropriate emotion” (Ashforth and Humphrey 1993, p. 90),
describes emotional labor solely in self-focused terms. Yet the “effort of management over
one’s own feelings will usually be made in order to create a desired emotional state in
others” (Himmelweit 1999, p. 35), and how well we manage our own emotions may depend
on the emotional labor of others (James 1989, p. 19). Other-focused emotional labor is thus
integral to a complete understanding of emotional labor.

Chaplains are “privileged emotion managers” (Orzechowicz 2008). In contrast to the
“emotional proletariat” of service and paraprofessional workers who are paid to interface
with the general public (Macdonald and Sirianni 1996), chaplains” emotional labor is self-
directed and chaplains have greater structural resources, such as high levels of education
and training, to aid in their emotional labor. Because chaplains are privileged emotion
managers, it is less important to focus on standardization and routinization, key elements
of emotional labor for the emotional proletariat.

The concept of emotional labor has been used across the social sciences to describe
emotional components of work (Wharton 2009). Along with Hochschild’s study of flight
attendants, other studies have focused on frontline service workers (Wharton 1993), teachers
(Brown et al. 2014; Isenbarger and Zembylas 2006), first responders (Mastracci et al. 2012),
and nurses (Hammonds and Cadge 2013). Studies describe both self-focused and other-
focused emotional labor, and many studies point to the often-gendered nature of care work.
Using the concept of emotional labor to describe the work of chaplains helps bring their
identities as religious workers to the forefront. It is to say that what chaplains offer by their
presence is, in fact, their labor.

3. Data and Methods

The Chaplaincy Innovation Lab partnered with the Gallup Organization to conduct
the first nationally representative survey about the United States’ public’s experience with
chaplains. An online survey was sent to members of the Gallup Panel in March 2022
and respondents who completed the survey were asked if they wanted to participate in a
follow-up interview. A total of 233 out of 1096 survey respondents agreed to be contacted.
We offered a USD 25 Amazon gift card as an interview incentive. We excluded anyone
who self-reported that they had never met a chaplain. Between May and November 2022,
we contacted 171 people for interviews and garnered a 29% response rate. Everyone who
replied to the invitation was interviewed. Two researchers conducted 50 interviews over
Zoom following a structured interview guide. The interviews generally lasted between 15
and 45 min and were recorded and transcribed. Thirty-eight interviews were with people
who had interacted with a chaplain by the Gallup definition; the other twelve interview
respondents had interacted with a congregational leader and were excluded from the
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current analysis. The research was approved by the IRB at Brandeis University. The names
of respondents are either first names used with permission or pseudonyms.

For the purposes of this research, we defined chaplains as “clergy or other religious
guides or spiritual caregivers who serve people outside of churches or other houses of
worship, in settings such as hospitals, the military, prisons, or institutions of higher educa-
tion, to name a few examples.” Chaplains are currently required in the military, Veterans
Affairs healthcare facilities, and federal prisons, and are also present in most healthcare
organizations as well as growing numbers of community settings. In the national survey,
18% of people reported interacting with chaplains, most commonly through healthcare or-
ganizations. The survey questions asked respondents about the content of their interactions
with chaplains, finding that chaplains most often offered support through listening, prayer,
and providing comfort. We explored these themes further in interviews. The interview data
presented in this analysis were garnered in response to the question, “Tell me about the
chaplain. What have your interactions with chaplains or spiritual care providers been like?”

To analyze the interviews, one researcher performed manual thematic coding using
Atlas.ti 22, qualitative coding software. The researcher coded interactions with chaplains as
positive or negative. Two researchers then analyzed the interactions abductively. Abductive
reasoning is often called “inference to the best explanation.” Abductive reasoning produces
likely explanations for observed data without guaranteeing the truth of the conclusion.
Abductive reasoning is frequently used in the social sciences to orient researchers to the
best place to focus their attention (Tavory and Timmermans 2014). Because chaplains
describe their work as “a ministry of presence,” but the phrase “ministry of presence” never
appeared in an interview transcript, abductive analysis allowed us to think about a variety
of other ways that presence might be described by recipients of care. We conceptualized
presence as, among other things, created spaces, environments of care, and rejection of
utilitarian action, following the literature on presence.

4. Findings

Across settings, chaplains encounter people who are in vulnerable times in their lives,
whether that is because of a loss, a transition, stress, or something else entirely. As a matter
of course, many chaplains respond to this vulnerability with something they call “presence.”
In 38 interviews with people who had interacted with a chaplain, most interview respon-
dents described the chaplain’s activities in terms of the emotional outcome the respondent
experienced. Respondents reported ways in which their interaction with a chaplain evoked
a feeling or managed the emotions of someone present, which is the definition of other-
focused emotional labor on the part of the chaplain. Interview respondents were majority
female (n = 21, 55%) with a mean age of 45. The majority of respondents were white (n =
26, 68%) and non-Hispanic (n = 34, 89%). Most respondents were Protestant (n = 25, 66%).
Future research without the limitation of self-selected respondents is needed.

4.1. Chaplains Reassure Care-Seekers

Interview respondents did not report that the chaplain’s physical presence was re-
assuring in and of itself. Rather, most reported ways in which the chaplain they met
actively reassured them emotionally. The chaplain’s physical presence was necessary but
not sufficient for recipients of care to feel reassured about their difficult circumstances. We
expected some respondents to report that the chaplain’s physical presence was in and of
itself reassuring, but there was no evidence of this in our interviews.

When Jeff’s father was dying,

“The chaplain reached out to me because they were giving us the bad news and
stuff like that and my aunties was crying and the chaplain was right outside the
door and then he came in there and just pretty much put everybody’s mind at ease
and just saying, the translation of life and what my dad’s going through. . ..He
was just sitting out there waiting, but he just knew that this family needed it.”
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The chaplain did what he could to alleviate the doubts and fears of Jeff and his family,
putting “everybody’s mind at ease,” and transforming a situation through his response to
what “this family needed.” Although the chaplain did not perform a utilitarian action that
could change the family’s situation, he was nonetheless actively shaping the situation with
not only his physical presence but also his emotional reassurances.

Another example comes from Matthew. Matthew, who took his young son in for
surgery and was shown around the children’s floor by the chaplain, also said that the
chaplain “put us at ease” with his actions: “Aside from that practical stuff, [the chaplain]
also spent some time praying with us, addressing some of the spiritual side as well, trying
to put us at ease as best as he could.” The chaplain helped Matthew and his son in a variety
of ways—not through a wholesale rejection of utilitarian action, but by simultaneously
taking the time to address their emotional states. Matthew’s chaplain, like Jeft’s, was
engaged in emotional labor.

A chaplain can provide reassurance not just by putting someone’s mind at ease, but
also by affirming whatever the recipient of care is feeling. For example, Jamie met a chaplain
when her infant daughter was diagnosed with cancer. Jamie was comforted when she
expressed her anger to the chaplain and had that anger validated:

“When we got the diagnosis that it was cancer, it was just that earth-shattering
moment where I was like, “This doesn’t happen. This is a one-month-old baby.’
...I felt so angry and just having the chaplain there to voice my concerns to,
but also to let me know, like, ‘Hey, it’s okay to feel angry and it’s okay to be
upset’. . .I'm okay to be angry in this moment and having someone of the religious
background kind of confirming that for me was really, really helpful.”

The chaplain was able to reassure Jamie that her response to the situation was rational
and acceptable. The chaplain’s emotional validation was an important part of Jamie’s
experience. A chaplain might describe this as standing with Jamie in the tension between
the world as it is and the world as it should be—an important element of presence—which
Jamie described as “confirming for me” that anger was an acceptable response.

4.2. Chaplains Offer Support and Help

More evidence of chaplains’ emotional labor is found in cases where respondents
say that chaplains are supportive and helpful. In these cases, being supportive or helpful
is a demeanor that the recipients of care perceived in the chaplain, without necessarily
naming any type of support or help provided. The operative part is the offer of support
and help. As Hochschild noted, “the emotional style of offering the service is part of the
service itself” (Hochschild 1983, p. 5). The offer on its own, even if no practical support
or help is eventually given, creates a positive impression in the care-seeker—evidence of
other-focused emotional labor.

Karla met a hospital chaplain when her brother-in-law was dying. Of the chaplain, she
said, “His demeanor, he was a very comforting person. He didn’t try to push his religion
on you and he even said that it didn’t matter what religion you were. He was just there to
help in any way that he could.” Karla did not name practical ways that the chaplain could
or did help, but she was comforted by the chaplain’s offer of assistance. It is reasonable to
assume that the chaplain made the offer in part to make Karla feel a certain way.

Kate described the support that she received from chaplains the night that her stepfa-
ther died:

“I ended up being the only one who stayed awake the whole night, so I sat there
and did that. But [the chaplains] just were generally trying to be supportive and
kind and asking like, ‘Do you need a water?” They were just kind of like, I don’t
want to say nurses for the people visiting but that’s kind of what it felt like.”

Kate was able to describe what the chaplains “felt like”—"nurses for the people
visiting”—without being able to explain exactly what the chaplains did, besides offer
her a water. Kate resonated with the environment of care provided by the chaplains—a
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characteristic of presence—but did not see the chaplains as faithful or sacramental per se,
reporting instead an emotional response that the chaplains evoked.
Like Kate, Cayce also met a chaplain in connection with her stepfather’s death.

“She was very warm and inviting, and she wasn’t super preachy, which I really
enjoyed. I liked that she didn’t trying to use that opportunity as a, “Well, let me
try to preach to you.” Just was more of, ‘Okay. What can I do to help you get
through this difficult time?” That’s the biggest thing I remember.”

Cayce specifically enjoyed that her experience of chaplaincy was non-religious. Instead
of religion, she associated the chaplain with an offer of help to “get through this difficult
time.”

4.3. Care-Seekers Do Not Feel Judged

Recipients of care widely found chaplains to be nonjudgmental. It was the first thing
Amalia noticed when she met a chaplain after enlisting in the military:

“[The chaplain] was an individual that you knew you could talk to, you know
you wouldn’t [be] judged by. .. He was one that was truly an open individual,
and nonjudgmental, so he made it easy for me to just know that I could come talk
to him. .. You didn’t feel like you had to hide anything.”

In Amalia’s recounting, the internal state of the chaplain is an unknown. He may or
may not have been as nonjudgmental as Amalia perceived him to be. However, we can
know from Amalia’s account that the chaplain was conveying a nonjudgmental stance.
Indeed, she mentioned it three times. This is another aspect of a chaplain’s “presence” that
can be described through the lens of emotional labor. The chaplain effected the feeling of
nonjudgment in Amalia.

Christina encountered a chaplain when her father, with whom she did not have a
good relationship, was dying. Communicating her internal difficulties to the chaplain was
helpful to Christina:

“I' had a lot of guilt and stuff that I had to get off in my past. I felt like a horrible,
horrible person. I didn’t have the best relationship with my father. So being
able to communicate that to somebody was helpful and [the chaplain] wasn’t
judgmental at all, just wasn’t.”

While Christina felt like she deserved judgment for her prior relationship with her
father, the impact on Christina indicates that the chaplain performed emotional labor to
lessen Christina’s feeling that she should be judged.

Jamie, who above found reassurance that her anger was a valid response to her
daughter’s cancer diagnosis, also reported that she continues to seek out chaplains in
difficult moments because she knows that they will not judge her for her feelings: “And it
just felt like, yeah, I could be more open with them than I could with other people in my
life because they came from a place of understanding and nonjudgment.”

Nicole was an in-patient for depression when she encountered a chaplain. She worked
with a chaplain who led group sessions and classes and met with care-seekers one-on-one.
Given the stigma associated with mental health problems, Nicole particularly valued that
the chaplain was nonjudgmental.

“It was spiritual in a sense, but it was also the teaching and just the, ‘I'm here
for you.” And he would come talk privately as well, if you wanted. I think he
came to, yeah, he did come to my room once, too. And just the warmth, the
understanding, comfort, just being there and not being judgmental.”

Nicole described the chaplain’s affect as “here for you” and “just being there,” phrases
that evoke presence but do not describe what attributes the chaplain brought into a situation.
A particular important attribute of the chaplain to Nicole was that the chaplain was there
in a nonjudgmental capacity.
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5. Discussion and Conclusions

Given its prominence in studies of chaplaincy and spiritual care, we expected to hear
a lot about presence in these interviews. However, the language of presence was virtually
absent. In listening for talk of presence amongst care recipients, we heard them talking
about emotional labor. Emotional labor has a value component by definition. In the case of
the ministry of presence, we heard that a chaplain’s success is not measured in classical
terms of cost-efficiency, as with “pecuniary” emotional management (Bolton and Boyd
2003, p. 291), but can be measured in other terms, without reference to business outcomes.
Its value is firmly located in the emotional state produced in the recipient of care.

This paper highlights the possibility of using emotional labor as a central concept in
the study of spiritual care, where the sociology of emotion has not been central. From the
perspective of care recipients, we did not hear about the chaplains’ “faithful” or “sacra-
mental” ministry of presence, which the theological and chaplaincy literature suggest.
Instead, we discovered accounts about how chaplains made care recipients feel. Through
a sociological lens, a ministry of presence can be conceptualized as a subtype of caregiv-
ing emotional labor. Previous studies have not utilized such a conceptualization and in
fact have excluded some types of religious workers, such as chaplains, from studies of
emotional labor altogether.

As shown, the recipients of care describe other-focused emotional labor on the part
of the chaplain and do not find the chaplain’s physical presence to be particularly salient.
While chaplains themselves have reason to continue to use the language of presence, that
language appears to have no meaningful resonance for recipients of care in this study.
Using the language and framing of emotional labor provides more leverage to decode what
actually happens in chaplaincy interactions from the perspective of care recipients, and
may be usefully extended to others who receive care from religious professionals in a range
of contexts. We suggest that we have added to the definition of presence by associating it
with emotional labor. This framing makes presence more interpretable to social scientists
and may be more accessible to some recipients of spiritual care.

In this study, we cannot speak to what the chaplains did to create feelings but can
inductively construct a narrative that explains the relationship between chaplaincy and
how respondents reacted to a chaplain’s care. This is both a strength and a limitation of
the study. It is a strength because recipients of care, or what we call the demand-side of
chaplaincy, are rarely the focus of research, and in gathering data from recipients of care,
we begin to fill an important gap in the research. The limitation is that this study provides
no data about the chaplains in these encounters—what emotions they felt, what emotions
they were trying to display, or what emotions they were trying to evoke in recipients of
care. Relying on the prevalence of “presence” in chaplain self-reports (Idler et al. 2015;
Jacobs 2008; Nolan 2011), it is reasonable to infer that, from the chaplains” perspectives,
presence constituted a significant part of what they were doing/how they were being in
these interactions, yet our study also highlights that recipients of care were not aware
of this.
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Notes

! Other staff in these settings do not necessarily know what chaplains do because the theological language used by chaplains is a

de facto “code language” that is not accessible to the rest of the team and can occlude the work of chaplains (Lee et al. 2017).
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