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Executive Summary 
 

Blake Stevenson Ltd was commissioned by the Church of Scotland (the Church) to undertake a 
review of the assessment process currently in place to recruit for the recognised ministries of the 
Church. The findings of this research will inform a wider recruitment strategy for Church of 
Scotland ministries for 2020-2025. 

The research was informed by desk research; a survey of current and recent applicants; 
interviews with applicants, mentors, assessors, conference directors and key delivery staff. 

Key findings 

Our findings show that there is strong support for the current assessment process and that both 
a large number of applicants and assessment staff regard it very positively. It is considered to be 
a rigorous process that benefits both applicants and the Church, and recruits individuals with the 
qualities and skills that meet the demands of ministry.  

Research participants noted that the strong emphasis on reflection at the heart of the assessment 
process is a positive element of the current process, which encourages applicants to thoroughly 
consider their call and the level of commitment that this would entail.  

The rigour and focus on evidence-based decision making, and the high level of transparency 
afforded to applicants was also recognised as very beneficial to the integrity of the process.  

The current process is multi-staged, but those we consulted were positive about the distinct 
value of each of these stages, although these multiple stages directly drive the level of resources 
required to administer the process which are not insignificant. 

There are some challenges associated with administering the current admissions pathway, 
especially as many applicants who apply this way are not in the UK and have a broad range of 
backgrounds and ministerial experience, but there are indications that the assessment methods 
used are equally as rigorous.  

Challenges to consider going forward 

Although the current process has many strengths, a number of areas were identified as requiring 
further consideration for the future: 

• the Indicators for Assessment have some gaps in assessing for new skills sets that 
would help the Church adapt to the changing context of ministry. More consideration 
needs to be given to future needs as well.  

• The effectiveness of the current process is challenged by the number of available 
mentors and assessors, which can lead to weak matching of mentors to applicants, 
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and variation in the quality of support provided by mentors and Presbytery assessors 
during the Period of Discernment.  

• There is not currently any systematic follow-up for mentors and presbytery 
assessors in the form of annual training or learning events which could address 
some of these issues of inconsistency of approach. 

• The overall recruitment process takes place over an extended timeframe and there 
are often significant gaps in between stages. This leads to a lack of continuity for 
applicants and also impacts on resourcing. 

• Whilst the Vocations Information Days generally receive positive feedback in terms of 
their content, the current timing and format constrains when people can apply for 
ministry because attendance is compulsory. It also hinders when they can move on 
to the next stages of the process.  

• The timeframe for the Period of Discernment is fixed at six months, however due to 
the higher number of applicants who are applying to ministry mid or even late 
career, there is a demand for further flexibility. There is a sense that applicants 
themselves (in discussion with their mentor) may be better-placed to determine the 
length of the period of discernment and when they are ready to move on to the next 
stage. 

• During the period following acceptance at the National Assessment Conference 
feedback suggests that many applicants are “left hanging” for what can be a period 
of many months, and some would value more extensive contact and guidance about 
opportunities for development during this time.  

• The rate of successful appeals is very low, which is unsurprising given the rigour of 
the recruitment process, but administering the appeals process is heavy in terms of 
the hours of staff time it requires. There is a strong sense that appeals should be 
limited in some way. 

The research resulted in a number of key recommendations which are listed below:  

Vocations Information Day 

Recommendation 1: Review the current timing and format of the Vocations Information Day and 
provide more opportunities for enquirers to receive information on the specific areas of ministry 
that they are most interested in.  

Specifically, we recommend moving from using a conference format to offering one-to-one 
sessions with applicants instead, which are facilitated by recruitment staff. One of the key 
benefits of this approach is that it would reduce time lag between applying and moving to the 
Period of Discernment. It would result in a more person-centred model which allows greater 
flexibility for enquirers and reduces the overall duration and cost of the process. 
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Application 

Recommendation 2: Recruitment staff to review the current paperwork and identify duplication 
that could be removed and aim to streamline and simplify all paperwork associated with the 
process. 

Recommendation 3: Continue to review the effectiveness of the Profile Match questionnaire and 
other psychometric tests that are being used to ensure that the current assessment remains fit 
for purpose. 

Recommendation 4: Maximise opportunities for recruitment staff to meaningfully contribute their 
knowledge and experience to the assessment process. For example, ensure that staff are able to 
apply their expertise to the filtering of applications, and input to local reviews or national 
conferences where they have the experience to do so.  

Period of Discernment 

Recommendation 5: Move from standardised requirements for the period of discernment being 6 
months in duration, to a more flexible, person-centred model where the period of discernment is 
based on an individual’s prior experience and needs. For example, where an individual has 
previous significant church leadership experience, this may mean that a shorter period of 
discernment is appropriate. A plan would be agreed between the mentor and the individual at the 
outset. This change could have the added benefit of applicants moving on and off discernment at 
different points, and sometimes more quickly, which could increase availability of mentors. 

Recommendation 6: Consider any opportunities there may be to grow the pool of mentors 
available across Scotland. This may include considering a more flexible model of mentoring, to 
include opportunities for applicants to be mentored by someone more geographically remote 
from them, communicating by Skype and phone when possible. We realise that this would 
require careful consideration in relation to how participation in Sunday services would then take 
place but we believe this model could suit some applicants. Ideally, mentor matching should be 
based on the best possible match between applicant and mentor, not on geographical proximity. 

However, it is of great importance that presbyteries continue to use the person specification to 
check suitability for mentors being nominated. The person specification is the key tool for 
ensuring that mentors have the right skills, competencies and approach for fulfilling a mentoring 
role. 

Recommendation 7: Allow more flexibility for applicants during their Period of Discernment by 
providing a greater range of options for completing their placement. For example, allowing 
applicants to choose between undertaking their placement more intensively over a shorter period 
of time, or more flexibly over a more extended period.  
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Local assessment 

Recommendation 8: Review the training that is currently provided to mentors and Presbytery 
assessors and explore whether some form of assessment could be incorporated, as is the case 
with national assessor training. Consider annual training and development to ensure greater 
consistency and opportunities for peer learning. 

Recommendation 9: Incorporate more detailed instructions on report writing into initial mentor 
and Presbytery assessor training to ensure consistency, and encourage discussion about 
experiences of undertaking report writing at any annual learning events introduced. 

Recommendation 10: Consider mechanisms for more extensive interaction between local review 
panel members to ensure an effective working relationship at Local Reviews. This may be 
addressed through the introduction of annual learning events (see Recommendation 8 above) but 
could also take the form of the introduction of ad hoc review panel meetings ahead of the Local 
Review to enable review panel members to get to know each other and develop a more effective 
working relationship (where they have not worked together previously). 

National Assessment Conference 

Recommendation 11: Better integrate contemporary issues such as same sex marriage and 
falling church membership into National Assessment Conference activities. 

Recommendation 12: Give the option to assessors to extending the timeframe for report writing, 
even if it is only by 30 minutes, to remove some of the pressure some experienced. 

Recommendation 13: Build in the option (but with no obligation) to extend the length of time 
someone can hold the role of national assessor to address the shortage of lead assessors and 
ensure knowledge retention. However, regular refresher training should continue to ensure that 
national assessors remain informed about changes in approaches and context. 

Recommendation 14: Ensure that the indicators of assessment have a future focus and can also 
be used to assess for specific forms of ministry, such as pioneer ministry. 

Recommendation 15: Amend the National Assessment report form to include the option to 
indicate that an applicant may be better suited to a different role to that which they applied for. 

Recommendation 16: Remove the restriction on national assessors being involved at any earlier 
stage of the process with an applicant. There are sufficient checks and balances in place within 
the system to mitigate against any conflict of interest, and this limitation currently creates 
complex administration, and limits the availability of national assessors. 

Admissions pathway 

Recommendation 17: Provide more extensive ongoing support to successful admissions 
candidates to enable them to become more familiar with the Church of Scotland and facilitate a 
smoother transition to becoming a Church of Scotland minister when they are accepted. 
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Appeals process 

Recommendation 18: Consider ceasing to allow appeals after each round of application and limit 
appeals to decisions taken in relation to an applicant being unsuccessful on their third attempt. 
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1. Introduction 

 
1.1 Blake Stevenson Ltd was commissioned by the Church of Scotland (the Church) to 

undertake a review of the assessment process currently in place to recruit for the 
recognised ministries of the Church.  

1.2 The review included examining the Church’s documentation and literature on the current 
assessment process, a survey of current and recent applicants, consultation with selected 
current and recent applicants, and interviews with Church staff involved in delivering the 
different stages of the process. 

1.3 The findings of this research will inform a wider recruitment strategy for Church of 
Scotland ministries for 2020-2025. 

Context 

1.4 The Church has close to 800 ministers serving in parishes and chaplaincies, and employs 
more than 1,500 professional and administrative staff. However, the Church has 
experienced a significant decline in the number of members, congregations and ministers 
over the past 10 years. As a result, there are greater demands placed on serving 
ministers, requiring different skills sets for those entering ministry.  

1.5 To address these challenges, the Church is currently undertaking an ambitious reform 
agenda to ensure that both its recruitment and training processes are fit for purpose. To 
do this, the Church has introduced the Recruitment and Training Transformation 
Programme, which includes two key reform initiatives: the Recruitment Review Project 
(RRP); and the Rethinking Initial Training (RIT) programme.  

1.6 The RIT programme aims to review the current Initial Ministerial Education (IME) 
programme and determine what changes should be made. Phase 1 of the project, which 
ended in February 2017, established a need for changes to be made to the current IME 
programme.  

1.7 Following on from Phase 1 of the RIT programme, Phase 2 included a complete analysis 
of IME, along with the development of a change programme. Blake Stevenson was 
integrally involved in Phase 2 of the RIT programme through our review of current IME 
and Continuous Ministerial Development training, which informed the change 
programme that is being introduced by the Church. The review included 
recommendations relating to streamlining academic course options for candidates, the 
integration of Church and academic training, the use of digital and blended learning 
models, and the provision of enhanced support to candidates.  
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1.8 The RIT programme has also resulted in the development of a Formation Framework, 
which provides a consistent overview of the characteristics, gifts and skills that are 
expected of ministers.  

1.9 Similarly, the RRP is focused on achieving a number of key objectives related to the 
Church’s approach to recruitment. These are: 

• discerner-centred pathways; 

• streamlined processes; 

• robust assessment; 

• formation framework; 

• consistent with vision for ministry; and 

• fit for future ministry roles.  

1.10 This review of the current assessment process contributes directly to the RRP project and 
the Church’s broader reform agenda by providing insight into the strengths and areas of 
improvement that should be addressed.  

Research aims  

1.11 The aim of this study was to provide an independent review of the current recruitment 
processes in place at the Church. A number of key issues were considered during the 
review, including: 

• the length and complicated nature of the Church’s recruitment processes; 

• the reliance on staff and volunteers throughout in terms of time and training; 

• the nature of local and national assessment and the tools and practices employed; 

• the frustration some feel in terms of process and time-lag; 

• over-reliance on paperwork; 

• admissions process for ministers from other denominations; 

• how to track what is working/not working throughout; and 

• recruiting and training for new deployment patterns. 
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Research approach 

1.12 The findings presented in this report were gathered using the following evaluation 
methodology: 

 

Desk-based research 

1.13 At the outset of this project we reviewed key documentation to develop a baseline 
understanding of the current assessment process. This involved reviewing documents 
including: 

• current discernment and admissions process forms; 

• applicant and assessor handbooks; 

• assessment materials (e.g. psychological assessments);  

• statistics on numbers of applicants at each stage of the process; and 

• costs associated with administering the assessment process.  
 

Primary research 

1.14 The primary research conducted for this review consisted of two key components: a 
survey of current and recent applicants; and interviews with key stakeholders. 

1.15 The survey of current and recent applicants received a total of 56 responses. Of these, 40 
had applied through the main assessment process and the remaining 16 had applied 
through the admissions pathway for ministers from other denominations.  

1.16 We asked respondents a range of questions relating to their experiences of the 
assessment process including: 

• their views on the overall effectiveness of the process;  

• the support they received from the Church;  

•desk analysis of the Church’s documentation and literature on current 
recruitment processes 

Desk-based research 

•survey of current and recent applicants 
•interviews with key stakeholders including applicants, mentors, 
assessors, conference directors and delivery staff 

Primary research 
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• the challenges they encountered during the process;  

• improvements that could be made; and  

• the strengths, weaknesses and gaps of each assessment stage. 
 

1.17 A summary of the profile of survey respondents is included in Appendix 1.  

1.18 Following analysis of the survey results, interviews were conducted with 37 applicants and 
assessment staff to gain a deeper understanding of the benefits, gaps, challenges and 
improvements associated with the current process. A full breakdown of the number of 
interviewees from each stakeholder group is provided in Table 1.1 below.  

Table 1.1: Stakeholders interviewed 

Stakeholder group Number of interviewees 

Current applicants 6 

Recent applicants 10 

Period of Discernment mentors 6 

Presbytery assessors 3 

National assessors 5 

Conference psychologists 2 

Conference directors and delivery staff 5 

Total 37 

Limitations 

1.19 Although we were able to engage with a broad range of stakeholders through this 
research, only a small number of unsuccessful applicants participated in the survey and 
interviews. It was acknowledged from the outset that this group would be difficult to 
reach as many may no longer have any contact with the Church’s Recruitment Task 
Group and/or may be uncomfortable sharing their experiences. As a result, where 
positive results relating to applicants are described in this report, it should be noted that 
they do not necessarily reflect the views of unsuccessful applicants.  

1.20 There is a separate process for applicants who have previously been Church of Scotland 
ministers, which is similar to the admissions pathway for ministers from other 
denominations, but we did not survey or speak to any current or recent applicants who 
applied through this pathway. Only a very small proportion of people apply through this 
process.  
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Structure of the report 

1.21 The rest of this report is structured as follows: 

• Chapter 2 provides an overview of the current assessment process, including what is 
involved in each stage of the process and the associated costs. 

• Chapter 3 examines overall satisfaction with the assessment process and the 
experiences of research participants with each assessment stage. It also discusses 
the support that applicants and assessment staff have received. 

• Chapter 4 identifies a number of key successes and barriers that have emerged from 
our research, which should inform future changes to the assessment process. We 
also outline the components of an effective experience of the assessment process, 
based on the feedback provided by research participants. 

• Chapter 5 provides a conclusion of the key findings from our research and includes a 
set of recommendations for the future delivery of the Church of Scotland’s 
assessment process. 
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2. Overview of the current assessment process 
 

2.1 This chapter provides an overview of the stages in the current assessment process for 
those applying to ministry in the Church of Scotland, including the Vocations Information 
Day, Period of Discernment, Local Review and the National Assessment Conference. It 
also provides a description of the admissions pathway for ministers who apply from other 
denominations, or re-apply from within the Church, as well as a breakdown of the costs 
associated with administering the process. 

2.2 The assessment process is overseen by the Church of Scotland Recruitment Task Group, 
which is responsible, through its staff, for administering each stage of the assessment 
process, reviewing applications, co-ordinating the matching of applicants with mentors, 
and responding to queries from enquirers and applicants. The diagram below provides a 
breakdown of each stage of the current assessment process. 

Figure 2.1: Current assessment process  
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Indicators for assessment 

2.3 The current assessment process is administered using a set of key Indicators for 
Assessment under the following assessment headings: 

1. Integration of Life and Faith; 

2. Interpersonal, Leadership and Teamwork Skills;  

3. Preparation and Openness to learning;  

4. Reflective Skills;  

5. Handling and Facilitating Change; and 

6. Discernment of Gifts and Affirmation of Call.  

2.4 These headings and the associated Indicators for Assessment are referred to throughout 
the assessment process, and are used to guide decision making at the Local Review and 
National Assessment Conference stages.  

2.5 The indicators are periodically updated and amended to reflect changes in the skills and 
qualities that applicants are expected to exhibit.  

Vocations Information Day  

2.6 It is compulsory for anyone who wishes to apply to ministry within the Church of Scotland 
to first attend a Vocations Information Day, which take place twice a year. The session 
provides enquirers with insight into the range of ministries that exist within the Church 
and includes presentations on the four recognised ministries, along with keynote 
addresses.  

2.7 Enquirers receive a questionnaire to help them identify their skills and gifts, and guide 
their thinking on what areas of ministry they would be best suited for. Attendees are also 
given the opportunity to speak with a member of staff on a one to one basis about any 
questions they have relating to applying and training for ministry.  

2.8 Although attendance at a Vocations Information Day is compulsory, this is valid for five 
years so that enquirers do not need to apply for ministry in the same year as they attend 
the conference.  

Application 

2.9 Once an individual has attended a Vocations Information Day they are able to submit an 
application to enter ministry within the Church. The application form covers profile 
information about the applicant such as their education and qualifications, employment 
history and personal interests. The form also asks for details of applicants’ church 
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history, including their current congregation and positions held, as well as previous 
churches they have been a member of.  

2.10 Enquirers are also required to submit contact details for three people who know the 
applicant well but are not family, to provide child protection/adults at risk references if 
needed.  

2.11 Although the assessment process has previously involved a screening interview with 
HealthLink360 to provide a psychological assessment of applicants, this is no longer a 
standard requirement. Instead, enquirers now complete a ProfileMatch2 online 
psychometric questionnaire. If there is an indication that further testing is required then 
they can refer the enquirer to a follow-up interview with HealthLink360.  

Period of Discernment 

2.12 After an enquirer has their application progressed, they become an applicant and proceed 
to the Period of Discernment. The Ministries Council appoints a mentor and Presbytery 
appoint a Presbytery assessor to support and assess the applicant during this period. 
Where possible, the mentor and Presbytery assessor who are appointed will be a short 
distance from the applicant’s home congregation. In the past, the length of the Period of 
Discernment has varied from three months to 12 months, but this has now been 
standardised to six months for all applicants.  

Role of mentors and Presbytery assessors  

2.13 Mentors and Presbytery assessors play an important role in the Period of Discernment. 
The mentor is normally a minister but Presbytery assessors can also be other members of 
the Presbytery. Prospective mentors and Presbytery assessors undertake training to 
prepare them for their roles, although this is not assessed.  

2.14 Mentors are responsible for reflecting with applicants on their call to ministry, including 
whether they are called to a specific ministry and the types of skills that will enable them 
to enter ministry.  

2.15 Presbytery assessors provide additional support to applicants by informing them about 
broader opportunities to gain experience within the Presbytery, meeting to discuss 
progress towards the goals listed in the discernment agreement throughout the Period of 
Discernment, and observe, when appropriate, activities the applicant is undertaking to 
fulfil their discernment goals. They also support the mentor in their role. 

Discernment placement 

2.16 At the beginning of the placement, applicants fill out a discernment agreement in 
consultation with their mentor and Presbytery assessor. This agreement includes a set of 
core elements and specific elements the applicant wishes to focus on during their 
placement under the assessment headings. 
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2.17 Applicants also complete a background information form, which includes questions 
about influences on their life and things that have had a significant impact on them. It 
includes questions about areas of growth and development during the Period of 
Discernment and leisure interests.  

2.18 Applicants are required to attend a placement at the church of their mentor at least one 
Sunday each month, meet with their mentor a minimum of once a fortnight, and meet 
with their Presbytery assessor at least once a month. In total, applicants are expected to 
devote eight hours per week to their placement.  

2.19 A key aspect of the Period of Discernment is reflection by applicants on their sense of call 
to ministry in the Church, which is explored through discussions with an applicant’s 
mentor and Presbytery assessor, as well as regular journaling. There is also a practical 
aspect to the placement and applicants undertake activities to develop their ministerial 
skills, with the guidance of their mentor. 

Reporting 

2.20 At the end of the Period of Discernment, mentors and Presbytery assessors each write a 
report providing an initial assessment of the applicant’s suitability for ministry, based on 
the Indicators for Assessment. 

2.21 Applicants also complete a report, which describes their experience and reflection in each 
of the six assessment areas. These reports are submitted to the Ministries Council a 
minimum of two weeks prior to the Local Review.  

Local Review 

2.22 At the end of an applicant’s placement, a Local Review is held to assess the Period of 
Discernment. The review is attended by the applicant, their mentor and Presbytery 
assessor, a national assessor and a non-assessing note-taker.  

2.23 In advance of the review, all of the reports completed by attendees, along with the 
original discernment agreement and three references (a ministerial reference along with 
educational, occupational and/or vocational references), will be distributed to all 
attendees. The applicant does not receive the references and will only see these in the 
event of an appeal against a decision at Local Review or Assessment Conference. 

2.24 During the review, the applicant is asked to reflect on different aspects of their 
experience including what they did, what went well, challenges they encountered, and 
what they have learned about ministry.  

2.25 After the review has ended, the mentor, Presbytery assessor and national assessor meet 
to reach a decision about whether the applicant should proceed to the National 
Assessment Conference. As part of this, the mentor and Presbytery assessor assist the 
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national assessor to write the Local Review report by listing key points under each of the 
assessment headings.  

2.26 In reaching a decision, the Review Panel can only use information from the submitted 
reports and discussion during the Local Review. Each member of the Review Panel 
individually reaches a decision and then shares this with the other participants. If there is 
a difference of opinion, then the observations from the Local Review and information 
contained in the reports is further reviewed until a final decision can be reached. If there 
continues to be a difference of opinion, then the decision must be 2 (described below). 

2.27 Four decisions can be made at the point of Local Review: 

1. Applicant may proceed to the National Assessment Conference; 

2. Applicant is offered an extended period of discernment (up to a maximum of 12 
months); 

3. Applicant is not ready to proceed to an Assessment Conference but may reapply at an 
agreed later date (usually 1 year from this decision being reached); or 

4. Applicant will not be able to proceed to Assessment Conference. 

2.28 For readership applicants, the decision options are the same, but if they are given a 
decision 1 they progress directly into training instead of progressing to the National 
Assessment Conference.  

2.29 The applicant is notified of the decision and receives the final approved Local Review 
report within a week of the meeting being held.   

National Assessment Conference  

2.30 The National Assessment Conference takes place over three days to determine whether 
applicants (with the exception of readership applicants) should progress into candidature 
for ministry. Applicants attend the conference for 24 hours, departing prior to the 
decision making. Assessors attend for the duration of the conference to prepare, and 
then remain until all of the reports have been finalised and agreed. There are normally 
two groups of four applicants at each conference.  

2.31 Each conference is overseen by a conference director who ensures the smooth running of 
the conference, gives instructions to assessors and staff on how to respond to different 
situations and makes determinations when there is a lack of agreement on a particular 
decision or issue. A lead assessor is appointed to each group, along with one additional 
church assessor and one psychologist assessor. 

2.32 Prior to the National Assessment Conference, the conference director and assessors 
receive paperwork by email for each applicant who will be attending, including their 
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original application form, all documentation from the Local Review, and in addition the 
Local Review Report and Applicants Reflective Form.  

2.33 Applicants are assessed through a range of group exercises and one to one interviews. 
These activities are assessed using the same set of indicators for assessment that are 
used during the local stage of the assessment process.  

Group exercises 

2.34 Group exercises are assessed using the Task Emphasis Method (TEM), apart from the 
practical activity and the topical discussion exercise which are based on individual 
assessment instead. To do this, each assessor is given a primary task to focus on 
observing. These tasks are divided into three key areas: 

• Interpersonal: the behaviour of applicants towards others in the group; 

• Ideas: the way applicants handle ideas that are presented; and 

• Flow: the order in which applicants spoke. 

2.35 Assessors then report on the aspect of the exercise that they have observed for each 
applicant, and individually decide on a grade from A to C. 

2.36 One of the group exercises is a practical activity that tests the ability of applicants to 
collaborate and negotiate with others. There is also a situation exercise, which focuses on 
a contemporary issue facing the Church.  Applicants first write an individual response to 
the issue that has been raised. This is followed by a group stage during which applicants 
negotiate a common response to the issue. Applicants then write a self-assessment of 
their role in the exercise and its impact on their thinking.  

2.37 Applicants also participate in a topical discussion exercise, which tests their ability to 
present on a topic and facilitate discussion in an engaging manner. Each member of the 
assessment group takes turns leading the discussion while the others listen and respond.  

2.38 The final conference exercise that applicants are required to undertake is a written 
pastoral exercise, which involves addressing a pastorally sensitive scenario chosen in 
advance by the conference assessors. This is an individual exercise and applicants are 
asked not to discuss the scenario with other attendees.  

Interviews 

2.39 Applicants are interviewed twice during the National Assessment Conference: once with 
two national assessors; and once with a psychologist assessor. All applicants are also 
interviewed by the conference director but this is not assessed. 

2.40 The assessor interview is particularly focused on the applicant’s sense of call and their 
self-awareness of ministry related issues. During assessor interviews, one assessor asks 
the applicant questions while the other listens and takes notes. 
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2.41 The psychologist interview is more focused on how applicants interact with others and 
manage their own lives. It often includes an opportunity for applicants to review and 
evaluate key life events, and the psychologist also uses the applicant’s paperwork to 
identify specific areas of their background for further discussion. 

Decision making and reporting 

2.42 Following the end of the assessment conference activities, assessors individually review 
all evidence for each applicant in their group, with reference to the Indicators for 
Assessment. Assessors then individually decide if the applicant is an ‘accept’ or ‘non-
accept’, which is recorded on the Assessor’s Record and Notes Sheet.  

2.43 Once each assessor has made a decision about each applicant, a group conference will be 
held with all assessors from that group. If there is disagreement about whether an 
applicant should be accepted or not, there is a detailed discussion of the reasons for 
accepting or not accepting and assessors then review their original decision. If there is 
still disagreement following this review, then it must be reported to the final conference 
as a split recommendation. 

2.44 When a decision on each applicant has been reached by the group, reports are written on 
each applicant, using the report writing template. This template is structured around the 
six assessment headings, which the assessor provides evidence against as well as the 
source of this information. 

2.45 The final conference is chaired by the conference director. Each assessor presents their 
reports, up to the end of the Handling and Facilitating Change section while the other 
assessors listen. The group will then indicate what they think the decision will be before 
the presenting assessor reads the Discernment of Gifts section and the summary, 
including their decision.  

2.46 The report is then reviewed in more detail and, if necessary, changes will be made. In 
cases where it is difficult to reach a consensus, the conference director may determine 
that a majority decision is required. In this instance, the final decision must receive a 
minimum of four votes to be confirmed.  

2.47 Applicants receive a final version of their individual assessment report, which includes 
whether they have been accepted as a ministry candidate. Applicants who are 
unsuccessful may re-apply and go through the assessment process up to three times. If 
the applicant is given a non-accept decision they also have the right to request a 
Committee Review by the Recruitment Task Group, as long as the request is made within 
28 days of assessment conference. 

Appeals process 

2.48 Unsuccessful applicants can request a Committee Review. This can be requested on the 
following grounds: 
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• That there were irregularities in the process 

• That the final decision was influenced by incorrect material fact 

• The Assessment Conference/Local Review acted contrary to the principles of natural 
justice. 

2.49 The Committee Review process involves submission of evidence by the applicant four 
weeks ahead of the Committee Review, a written response being provided by the 
Director/National Assessor 10 days prior to the Committee Review. The Committee 
Review is undertaken by the Recruitment Task Group with the applicant and 
Director/National Assessor in attendance. They are both able to provide evidence and 
respond to questions, and are then asked to leave the meeting prior to a decision being 
reached. 

Admissions and re-admissions pathway 

2.50 There is a separate admissions pathway in place for applicants who are current ministers 
in a different Christian denomination, either within the UK or internationally. Applicants 
from other denominations can either apply for a Full Certificate of Eligibility if they do not 
require further academic study and their ordination is recognised by the Church of 
Scotland, or a Temporary Certificate if they wish to maintain their ordained status in their 
current denomination and serve as a Church of Scotland minister for a temporary period. 
In order for an applicant to be considered eligible to make application, it must first be 
determined that the Church of Scotland can recognise their ordination, and that their 
theological qualifications are equivalent to a Bachelor of Divinity from a Scottish 
University. 

2.51 Applicants through this pathway do not complete a Period of Discernment or Local 
Review and instead attend an overnight residential Admissions Conference. This 
conference follows a similar format to the National Assessment Conference, however its 
purpose is to determine whether applicants have a calling to the Church of Scotland at 
the particular point of the conference. The Recruitment Task Group then makes a final 
decision whether to grant the applicant a Certificate of Eligibility, and whether there are 
any conditions attached.  

2.52 A Certificate of Eligibility is granted on successful completion of any additional training 
requirements, or on acceptance at Conference if no placement is required. Acceptance at 
Admissions Conference is valid for three years, meaning that the applicant has up to 
three years to begin any additional training requirements. 

2.53 Once granted, a Certificate of Eligibility is valid for up to three years. If international 
applicants require a visa to work in the UK then they are also required to meet this cost.  
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Re-admissions pathway 

2.54 Former Church of Scotland ministers who wish to return to ministry may also apply 
through a streamlined assessment process. Rather than attending an assessment 
conference, applicants in this category appear before a Review Panel, which makes a 
recommendation to the Recruitment Task Group about whether the applicant should be 
awarded a Certificate of Eligibility. 

Cost of administering the process 

2.55 In 2017, the total cost of administering the Church’s assessment process was £250,661. 
Table 2.1 provides a breakdown of the specific costs incurred. 

Table 2.1: Cost of administering the assessment process in 2017 

 Cost  (£) 

Vocations Conference 3,707 

Local Assessment  15,651 

National Assessment Conference 31,478 

National Assessment 8,930 

Vocations Marketing 1,526 

Staffing time 136,473 

Admissions pathway 52,896 

Total 250,661 

2.56 Based on these figures, the cost per applicant who proceeded into candidature for paid 
and unpaid ministry in 2017 was £7,325 and the cost per successful admissions 
applicant was £5,877.  

2.57 As Figure 2.2 shows, the cost of administering both of these processes has increased 
over the past three years. Overall, the cost of the admissions pathway has increased the 
most – rising by £19,502 from 2015 to 2017 compared to an increase of £12,826 for the 
main assessment process.  
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Figure 2.2: Cost of main assessment process and admissions pathway 2015-2017 (£) 

 

Summary 

2.58 The Church of Scotland’s current assessment process is both complex and rigorous. It is 
delivered over an extended period of time and across many different assessment stages, 
which inevitably impacts on delivery costs. 

2.59 In the next chapter, we explore the experiences of applicants and assessment staff with 
the current process, including their satisfaction with each stage of assessment, along with 
the support provided by the Church.  
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3. Experience of the current assessment process 
 

3.1 In this chapter, we examine the range of views and experiences of applicants and staff 
involved in the delivery of the Church’s assessment process. The chapter begins by 
providing a breakdown of application numbers between 2014 and 2017. We then explore 
experiences of each stage of the process, along with the support that is provided.  

3.2 As previously noted, most current and recent applicants who were surveyed and 
interviewed for this research had successfully progressed into ministry candidature, while 
only a few had been unsuccessful. As a result, the findings reported in this chapter largely 
do not reflect the views of those who were unsuccessful.  

Overview of application numbers 

3.3 As described in Chapter 2, it is compulsory for prospective applicants to first attend a 
Vocations Information Day, which are usually held twice a year. Figure 3.1 shows 
attendance numbers for the information days held between 2015 and 2018. Average 
attendance at the information days during this period was 38, although there was a 
significantly higher attendance at the two Vocations Information Days held in 2015. 

Figure 3.1: Number of attendees at Vocations Information Days 
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3.4 There was also a higher number of information days held in 2016, although the session 
held on the 3rd of September 2016 was a local conference organised by an individual 
Presbytery, which is why there was lower attendance recorded.  

3.5 Based on data provided by the Recruitment Task Group, we were able to analyse the 
number of applications that were received between 2014 and 2017. As shown in Figure 
3.2, the number of applications received by the Church is typically higher than the 
number of attendees at Vocations Information Days. However, enquirers do not have to 
submit an application the same year that they attend an information day, which likely 
explains the higher number of applications.   

Figure 3.2: Number of applicants who progress to candidature  
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Figure 3.3: Number of applicants who progress to each stage of assessment 

 
 

3.8 There was a significant decrease in the number of applicants who progressed from local 
assessment to the National Assessment Conference, which suggests that the Local 
Review is effective at filtering the number of applicants who progress to the conference.  

3.9 Data on applications through the admissions pathway was also analysed, although this 
was only available for 2015-17. As shown in Figure 3.4, a significantly smaller number of 
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Figure 3.4: Number of admissions applicants who progress to candidature 
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Satisfaction with the assessment process  

3.11 Most applicants who responded to our survey felt that the current process was effective. 
In total, 81% viewed the current process as either very effective or quite effective in 
enabling them to explore their call to ministry.  

Figure 3.5: Effectiveness of the assessment process in enabling exploration of applicants’ call 
to ministry (n=56) 
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3.15 Survey respondents were highly positive about a number of other aspects of the 
assessment process, as shown in the chart below. A particularly high proportion (48, 86%) 
of respondents either strongly agreed or agreed that the assessment process is 
reasonable and manageable in terms of the requirements placed on applicants. However, 
some applicants disagreed with this statement in interviews. For example, one applicant 
who had young children commented that the current process needed to be more flexible 
to promote inclusiveness. Survey respondents also commented: 

• “It would have been impossible were I still teaching”. 

• “I think it would be well-nigh impossible to complete if one was working full time in 
any role”.  

 

Figure 3.6: To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements about the 
current assessment process? (n=56) 
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3.18 Most of these interviewees were satisfied with the level of information they received 
initially, and no significant gaps were identified in the information that was provided prior 
to attending the Vocations Information Day.  

Experiences of Vocations Information Day 

3.19 Survey respondents and interviewees who had attended the Vocations Information Day 
were generally satisfied with the information that was covered during the day.  

3.20 Of the 43 survey respondents who attended the Vocations Information Day, a high 
number (34, 79%) found it very useful or quite useful. In comments, respondents 
appreciated the range of ministries which were covered during the session and the 
opportunity to meet with other potential candidates. This was reflected in interviews with 
current and recent applicants who also commented positively on the Vocations 
Information Day. For example, one interviewee indicated that the conference had covered 
“all the information required”.  

3.21 However, some current and recent applicants felt that there was too much information 
covered at the Vocations Information Day. For example, one survey respondent 
commented that there was “so much information in such a short space of time” and 
another observed that “if you were there to explore one aspect of ministry, then a lot of 
time was spent on all available ministries”. This view was also shared by a member of the 
assessment team who described the conference as being “too information heavy”. Others, 
who had historically been heavily involved with the Church of Scotland also felt that the 
Vocations Information Day covered a lot of information that they already knew about. 

3.22 Several current and recent applicants who were interviewed indicated that they had also 
found the timing of the Vocations Information Day challenging. A number of people 
taking part in both our survey and interviews felt that, given that it is compulsory to 
attend, having only two sessions per year did not give sufficient flexibility. For example, if 
an enquirer misses a Vocations Information Day they may need to wait until the following 
year before they can apply. Conversely, one applicant had to attend the session and then 
fill out the application pack within a four-week period.  

3.23 Assessment staff who were interviewed also expressed some reservations about the 
current format of the sessions. In particular, some interviewees indicated that they did not 
understand why attendance was compulsory given that many people who attend already 
have a deep understanding of ministry in the Church.  

3.24 There is a strong sense from this feedback that there is a need for the Recruitment Task 
Group to review the current format of the conference and provide alternative formats for 
enquirers to receive information on the specific areas of ministry that they are most 
interested in. We return to this issue later in this report. 
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Experiences of the application process 

3.25 There were mixed views amongst research participants about the application process and 
the paperwork involved.  

3.26 Overall, current and recent applicants who responded to our survey were largely positive 
about the application stage of the assessment process, and most either strongly agreed 
or agreed with the statements in the chart below.  

Figure 3.7: To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements? (n=56) 
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3.30 Although some applicants do struggle with the paperwork that is required, we recognise 
that there are challenges involved in adapting the specific forms to accommodate this 
without undermining overall standardisation and consistency. However, it is important 
that the Recruitment Task Group is available to provide sufficient support to applicants 
who require additional help or guidance with completing paperwork.  

3.31 A further issue raised by applicants was the repetitive nature of some of the paperwork. 
For example, one applicant who responded to our survey indicated that “There were a 
number of times that I was asked to fill out forms with details that I had already supplied”, 
and an interviewee commented on the frequency with which he had to describe his calling 
across the various forms that needed to be completed. This suggests a clear need for the 
current paperwork to be reviewed and consolidated. 

Psychometric questionnaire 

3.32 As part of the current application process, applicants are required to complete a Profile 
Match psychometric questionnaire. Although current and recent applicants who 
participated in our research did not raise any specific issues with this aspect of the 
application, some assessment staff were not convinced that it was rigorous.  

3.33 In particular, assessment staff cited the example of one applicant who attended a 
Vocations Information Day and was identified as not being a good fit for ministry, but still 
passed the Profile Match questionnaire. Although the applicant was required to undertake 
an in-person HealthLink360 interview, which they did not pass, staff were still concerned 
that the questionnaire may result in unsuitable applicants being accepted into a Period of 
Discernment despite not being well suited for ministry.  

Experiences of Period of Discernment 

3.34 A large number (29, 83%) of the 35 current and recent applicants who had responded to 
our survey and had completed a Period of Discernment indicated that their placement 
was the right amount of time, while five (14%) felt that it was too long and only one (3%) 
said that it was too short. 

3.35 Overall, survey respondents were generally positive about their experiences of the Period 
of Discernment and at least 86% of respondents either strongly agreed or agreed with 
each of the statements in the chart below.  
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Figure 3.8: To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements about your 
period of discernment? (n=35) 
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3.39 Research participants also identified the feedback that is provided as another key benefit 
of the Period of Discernment. For example, an applicant who was interviewed indicated 
that they valued the feedback they received not just from their mentor, but also members 
of the congregation they were placed in. Another applicant highlighted the opportunity to 
reflect on their call with their mentor as “very valuable”, especially in a church that is not 
their own. 

3.40 Other research participants, including assessment staff, felt that undertaking a placement 
in another church was important because it ensured that applicants were treated 
neutrally. For example, one Presbytery assessor described this aspect as a “huge benefit” 
because it enabled applicants to truly test whether they were comfortable with a ministry 
role outside the comfort zone of their home congregation. 

3.41 Applicants were equally positive about the exposure the Period of Discernment offered to 
different aspects of ministry that they had not previously encountered. In interviews, 
current and recent applicants listed areas of learning they had experienced during their 
Period of Discernment such as conducting funerals and responding to church politics. 
However, a small number had already gained this type of experience through previous 
involvement with the Church. For example, one survey respondent indicated that, “as an 
active member of the Church, I was involved in many aspects of church life”. 

Gaps 

3.42 Although most research participants provided positive feedback about the Period of 
Discernment, there were also some gaps that were identified. In particular, some survey 
respondents indicated that more practical experience was needed: 

• “Lack of practical engagement in worship especially.” 

• “I did not gain the practical experiences I expected during my placement.” 
 

3.43 A small number of mentors and Presbytery assessors also identified this as a gap. In part, 
they felt that there was limited practical experience offered to applicants because the 
current model of assessment had moved more towards discerning a call, which made it 
more difficult to assess applicants in practice. Interviewees noted that the previous 
placement model had been “much more hands on”, although some accepted that the 
time commitment involved was not sustainable. Others also felt that the previous system 
had placed unrealistic expectations on applicants’ time and did not support a return to 
this model.  

3.44 In contrast, a small number of survey respondents felt that the assessment process does 
not place a strong enough emphasis on spiritual aspects. For instance, respondents 
commented: 
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• “The process seemed geared towards ensuring a mental and emotional readiness 
more than spiritual.” 

• “I was not encouraged to pray or have devotions outside of our sessions.  I was not 
given a time for reflection or listening to God.” 
 

3.45 However, this does not appear to be the experience of most applicants who go through 
the process, especially now that the Period of Discernment places a stronger emphasis on 
sense of call. 

Challenges  

3.46 The variation in the quality of individual Period of Discernment placements was a key 
weakness that emerged from our research. While many current and recent applicants who 
participated in our research reflected positively on their Period of Discernment, some had 
significantly more negative experiences. For example, one respondent explained that “My 
Mentor seemed very negative and was reluctant to engage in any but the most minimal 
and superficial discussions”.   

3.47 In some cases, these negative experiences were due to a mismatch between the applicant 
and their mentor and/or Presbytery assessor. One female applicant described how she 
was matched with a conservative mentor who was opposed to the ordination of women 
and did not involve her in many activities. The applicant only had a limited number of 
mentoring sessions and indicated that her placement had been “frankly inadequate”. 
Another applicant also felt that their mentor was lacking in training and they ended up 
getting more support from their Presbytery assessor. 

3.48 Assessment staff observed that the quality of mentors and Presbytery assessors is “quite 
random” because there is no assessment attached to the training they receive and little 
quality control once they begin their role. Although some variation in the quality of 
mentors and assessors is to be expected, it may be necessary to review the training that 
is currently provided, and explore whether some form of assessment could be 
incorporated, as is the case with national assessor training.  

3.49 However, a competing challenge faced in administering the Period of Discernment is a 
lack of ministers and Presbytery members who are trained as mentors and Presbytery 
assessors. Some assessment staff observed in interviews that Presbyteries are struggling 
to find the numbers needed for these roles and an applicant noted that recruiting 
mentors and Presbytery assessors is “quite labour intensive”. We recognise that this may 
make it more difficult to deepen the training and assessment requirements for 
prospective mentors and assessors.  
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Experiences of Local Review 

3.50 Research participants were largely positive about the Local Review, with many indicating 
that it was an important stage in the assessment process. However, a small number also 
felt that it was not as rigorous as it should be. 

3.51 Based on the responses to the statements in the chart below, current and recent 
applicants who responded to our survey were generally positive about their experience of 
the Local Review. In particular, 56% of respondents strongly agreed that they had been 
able to actively contribute to the meeting and a further 35% agreed with the statement.   

Figure 3.9: To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements about your 
local review? (n=34) 
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3.54 Although many mentors and assessors viewed the Local Review as effective, several 
members of the national conference team felt that some applicants at the National 
Assessment Conference should have not been approved at the Local Review stage. In 
contrast, interviewees involved in the Local Review valued the fact that their decision is 
not final, which reduces some of the pressure on them. Although this means that some 
unsuitable applicants do proceed to the National Assessment Conference, this is 
understandable given that the Local Review is not intended to reach a final decision.  

3.55 There was a view amongst some assessment staff that the effectiveness of the Local 
Review depended on the relationship between members of the review panel and the 
applicant. One assessor noted that because the Presbytery assessor and national assessor 
have not met before the Local Review, there is a risk of a poor working relationship, which 
may make the decision-making process more difficult. This view was shared by a national 
assessor who felt that the mentor and Presbytery assessor tended to side with the 
applicant, suggesting that there can sometimes be challenging dynamics during the Local 
Review, and that this may not always result in the right decisions being reached.  

3.56 However, many applicants who responded to our survey or were interviewed described 
feeling comfortable at their Local Review. For example, one applicant commented that 
their Local Review was “a very friendly experience” and another valued the presence of 
their mentor and Presbytery assessor and indicated that they were “incredibly supportive 
in their roles.” These examples indicate that although there may occasionally be sources 
of tension between members of the review panel, applicants generally still see the Local 
Review as a supportive environment. 

Experiences of the National Assessment Conference 

3.57 Of the 54 applicants who completed our survey and had attended the National 
Assessment Conference, many responded positively when asked about their experience. 
In particular, all respondents either strongly agreed or agreed that the interview with the 
psychologist was not intrusive, and only one respondent disagreed that all activities at the 
assessment conference were clearly explained and that the activities were well organised 
and coordinated. 

3.58 The most contentious statement was that the conference built on the things that 
applicants had already done during the assessment process, with 15% (8) of respondents 
either disagreeing or strongly disagreeing with the statement.  
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Figure 3.10: To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements about 
your National Assessment Conference? (n=54) 
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not adequately influence the assessors’ decision making. In particular, the applicant was 
critical of how their sense of call had been confirmed during the Period of Discernment 
but the conference seemed to carry more weight, even though it was only based on a 
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17 

21 

29 

25 

25 

28 

33 

26 

29 

27 

24 

28 

24 

23 

21 

19 

7 

6 

1 

1 

5 

3 

0 

8 

1 

1 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

1 

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35

The National Assessment Conference built
on the things I had done during the

assessment process

I was aware of what I was being assessed on
during the conference

All activities during the assessment
conference were clearly explained

Group activities were well organised and
coordinated

The exercises that were conducted felt
relevant to ministry requirements

The interviews with assessors covered a
range of areas relevant to ministry skills and

qualities

The interview with the psychologist covered
personal experiences/relationships without

being intrusive

The decision-making process was clear and
felt open and transparent

Strongly disagree Disagree Agree Strongly agree



 
Blake Stevenson Ltd  

Review of current recruitment practice 
 

 

30 
 

  

methods used were “rigorous” and the Indicators for Assessment were highly effective. 
One conference psychologist noted that the indicators used are “behaviourally anchored” 
and are “not just a gut feeling”, which ensures that they provide an accurate assessment 
of an applicant’s suitability. This view was mirrored by a conference director who stated 
that one of the key strengths of the National Assessment Conference was that it was 
“evidence based”.  

3.61 Many assessors who were interviewed were also confident that the decisions that were 
made at the conference were correct. Multiple assessors indicated that they did not feel 
they had made a wrong decision about whether an applicant should progress into 
candidature.  

3.62 Current and recent applicants who were interviewed commented more on the intense 
nature of the conference. Some indicated that the conference was “very stressful” and 
“mentally draining”. However, applicants generally felt that this was necessary for 
ensuring that only suitable applicants progressed into candidature. For example, one 
applicant described the conference as a “good juncture that really challenges you”. 

3.63 Unsurprisingly, applicants who had been unsuccessful at the National Assessment 
Conference were not as satisfied with this stage of the process. One unsuccessful 
applicant who was interviewed described the conference as a “bruising experience”. The 
applicant was told at the time that they did not have the resilience for ministry but were 
given no evidence to support this. However, despite this negative experience, the 
applicant re-applied a number of years later and found the process much improved the 
second time round. 

Conference activities 

3.64 In comments, applicants who responded to our survey reflected on the content and 
activities undertaken during the conference: 

• “Much of the content was also relevant to the practical work of ministry.” 

• “I felt I was being fairly assessed and recognised that all aspects of the process were 
absolutely necessary.” 
 

3.65 These views were shared by some conference staff who were interviewed. For example, 
interviewees commented positively on the variety of activities that are undertaken during 
the conference, which help in “building a picture” of an applicant over an extended period 
of time.  

3.66 However, a small number of applicants were more critical of the activities. For example, 
one survey respondent said that the conference felt like a “weekend long interview” and 
did not appreciate the “excessive amount of paperwork activities”. Another respondent 
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indicated that the conference needed to provide “more of an opportunity to see the 
candidates in natural circumstances”. 

3.67 One applicant also identified discussion of contemporary issues facing the Church as a 
gap in the content of the conference. The applicant was surprised that the conference did 
not cover topics such as same sex marriage and falling church membership, even though 
these are likely to be issues that will be encountered in ministry. Although this was only 
raised by one interviewee, there may be room to better integrate topics such as these into 
conference activities. 

Role of assessors and psychologists 

3.68 Feedback on the role of assessors was mixed. Survey respondents commented positively 
on the roles of the national assessors and psychologists: 

• “The assessors made the feelings of anxiety decrease significantly.” 

• “I found all the assessors being well prepared and handling me in a professional way, 
especially the assessors from the church.” 
 

3.69 However, others were more critical of the conference staff: 

• “The assessors interview was, for me personally, quite awkward and difficult.” 

• “The interview with the psychologist was relevant, but I did not value some personal 
remarks she made towards me and I found it to be a bit unprofessional.” 
 

3.70 One applicant who was interviewed also commented that the conference was a “very 
weird experience” because assessors observe from the side-lines and do not engage with 
applicants, which the applicant found uncomfortable. Similarly, another unsuccessful 
applicant felt that the interviews were “staged” and “false”. Although these were not widely 
held views amongst applicants, there may be potential for the conference to be less 
intimidating if opportunities are provided to meet the assessors in a less formal setting.  

3.71 In contrast, conference staff who were interviewed were largely positive about their roles. 
In particular, many interviewees described the close working relationship that existed 
between the conference directors, assessors and psychologists. Staff noted that 
information was shared amongst the assessor team and there was a “very strong sense of 
solidarity”.  

3.72 Interviewees also emphasised the importance of having psychologists on the team. 
Several assessors noted that working with a psychologist added extra depth to the 
assessment process and that they had an equal role in the team. Conference staff also 
indicated that psychologists play an important role in challenging assessors about the 
evidence that has been gathered, which is “strongly valued”. 
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Challenges 

3.73 A key challenge identified by conference staff was the timeframe for writing reports, 
especially when there are two groups of four applicants. One national assessor noted that 
writing accurate reports is “quite time consuming” but there is not much time available at 
the conference to do this. A conference director suggested that this could be addressed 
by reducing the size of reports, but they were concerned that this would lead to more 
appeals. An alternative solution proposed by an assessor was extending the timeframe 
for report writing, even if it is only by 30 minutes, to remove some of the pressure on 
assessors.  

3.74 A small number of applicants also felt that the decision-making process was not clear 
enough. One survey respondent indicated that they found the final report “confusing and 
at times contradictory”. Although this was not a widely held view amongst survey 
respondents, most (47, 87%) indicated that they would prefer to receive a fuller report at 
the end of the conference, and many commented that this would prevent questions they 
may have from remaining unanswered. 

3.75 Conference staff were equally in favour of providing full reports to applicants as some 
were concerned at the amount of appeals that were being made by unsuccessful 
applicants. Assessment staff who were interviewed observed that the number of appeals 
has increased, and if shorter reports were provided to applicants, the number would likely 
increase even further.  

3.76 Some members of the conference assessment team were also critical of the six-year term 
limit on the position of national assessor, which they viewed as arbitrary. One assessor 
noted that there was a shortage of lead assessors so extending the length of time 
someone can be an assessor would help to address this challenge.  

Experiences of Admissions pathway 

3.77 Admissions pathway applicants who responded to our survey were often not as positive 
about their experience as those who had applied through the main assessment process. 
For example, one survey respondent who had applied through the admissions pathway, 
indicated that “I did not feel like I was there to explore my call”, while another who applied 
through this pathway said that “I was on my own to assess my call to Scotland”. This 
suggests that for some admissions pathway applicants, spiritual calling is not a significant 
aspect of their experience. 

3.78 Some of these respondents also described the process as being unsupportive. For 
example, one admissions applicant said that “I did not know how cold and business like 
the process felt, almost indifferent”. Similarly, another indicated that “it was a very huge 
sacrifice, both financially and timely, to go all the way to Scotland for the Admissions 
Conference and I felt so unwelcome”.  
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3.79 Several admissions applicants also reflected on the challenge of learning about the 
Church of Scotland and its approach to ministry. One admissions applicant who was 
interviewed commented that they had to be pro-active in learning about Church of 
Scotland ministry and another admissions applicant noted that it would have been 
beneficial to have some form of handbook on the different aspects of the Church of 
Scotland, as they found the General Assembly documentation “very dense”.  

3.80 Despite these issues, some admissions applicants commented positively on the 
Admissions Conference and the level of preparation that goes into this stage. One 
admissions applicant noted that “The assessors complete a great deal of work prior to the 
residential portion. They were extremely well briefed and prepared”. Another applicant 
described the conference as a “really good experience”, and a third commented that “all 
exercises, activities and assessor assessments was professionally handled and relevant to 
ministry”.  

3.81 Although admissions applicants generally viewed the Admissions Conference positively, 
assessment staff noted that it was difficult to assess admissions applicants based on their 
sense of call to Scotland at that point in time. For example, one assessor believed that 
assessing admissions applicants using this criterion was “very woolly” and difficult to 
define.  

Experiences of support from Church Offices, Presbytery and local congregations 

Support for applicants 

3.82 Applicants who responded to our survey were largely positive about the support they 
received from their local church, Presbytery and Church Offices during the assessment 
process. The support received from Church Offices scored particularly highly, with 90% of 
respondents who said that this support was applicable to them, indicating that they 
received the right amount of support.  

Figure 3.11: Amount of support received during the assessment process (n=56) 
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3.83 Presbytery support did not score as highly, with only 68% of respondents who said that 
this support was applicable to them indicating that it had been the right amount. This 
lower score was also reflected in qualitative comments, although some respondents had 
received adequate support from their Presbytery Assessor: 

• “I had no contact with presbytery other than with my presbytery assessor, she was 
very good.” 

• “Presbytery presence is negligible which is confusing given the crisis in the ministry 
numbers.” 

• “Presbytery seemed less involved, although my presbytery supervisor was excellent.” 
 

3.84 Survey respondents and interviewees generally commented more positively about the 
support they received from their local church. For example, one survey respondent noted 
that “My local church and my Minister played an integral part during the Period of 
Discernment and encouraged me continuously and supporting my call to ministry.” 
Another interviewee described their home minister as their “primary source of support”, 
especially as the minister was a close friend.  

3.85 In some cases home churches set up support groups for applicants, which enhanced the 
level of support they received. However, this was not the case for all respondents. In 
particular, one female respondent described how their home church does not believe 
women should be in church leadership and, as a result, they did not feel supported. 

3.86 Many research participants indicated that they had received good support from Church 
Offices when they needed it. For example, one survey respondent indicated that “the 
Ministries Offices were very helpful in answering questions before the assessment 
conference”. However, some applicants felt that clearer processes were needed in relation 
to knowing who to contact when they require particular types of support. In particular, 
one applicant described asking a contact at Church Offices about the number of hours 
required for a specific form of ministry and receiving information that was incorrect.  

Follow-up after conference 

3.87 Some research participants commented on the lack of follow-up contact and support 
after the National Assessment Conference. For example, an admissions applicant who 
was successful at the conference indicated that the Ministries Council had been slow and 
unresponsive when they had contacted them since the conference. In particular, the 
applicant had contacted Ministries Council about a probationary placement they had 
arranged, but had not received a response after a week and a half.  

3.88 Similarly, another applicant who was accepted at the conference was not given clear 
guidance on what to do for the seven months before they started their university course. 
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The applicant was told that they should build up more experience but was not given any 
support to arrange this.  

3.89 These examples highlight a gap that currently exists in aftercare support for applicants if 
they are accepted at the National Assessment Conference. Often there is an extended 
period of time between attending the conference and starting university study when 
applicants may benefit from some form of formalised pastoral support, either from their 
placement church or the Church Offices. Several interviewees suggested that one solution 
to this issue could be to have a single point of contact in the Church Offices who could 
act as a mentor or ‘buddy’ for applicants throughout the assessment process and provide 
consistent support to applicants until they begin their candidature.  

Support for assessment staff 

3.90 Mentors and Presbytery assessors who were interviewed had generally not received a 
large amount of support, but many also did not feel that they required it. Interviewees 
commented that they know support is there but feel like they are left to their own devices. 
One interviewee believed that Ministries Council does not have a good understanding of 
what training mentors and Presbytery assessors have done, which also limits the amount 
of support that is offered. This limited support could be one reason that there is also 
inconsistency in the support provided by mentors and Presbytery assessors to applicants 
during their Period of Discernment. 

3.91 Most national assessors and psychologists who were interviewed felt more supported, in 
part because the training they receive is more comprehensive and includes an annual 
assessor’s overnight meeting, which is compulsory. They also commented that there 
were plenty of opportunities to discuss any issues or concerns they had with the 
conference directors. Similarly, conference psychologists indicated that they felt “very 
supported” because of the regular meetings they attended where they could discuss any 
issues they had.  

Appeals process 

3.92 Feedback is an important part of the current process and those we consulted during this 
research valued the detailed feedback they received at each stage of the process and 
particularly after the National Conference. Detailed feedback is provided to unsuccessful 
applicants as well as successful applicants. 

3.93 As described in Chapter 2, the existing process allows applicants to appeal against 
decisions take at National Conference, even although they have the opportunity to re-
apply after one year. They can do so twice.  

3.94 We understand from the data available that the numbers of successful appeals are very 
low. In contrast, the amount of administrative, staff, and volunteer time that is required to 
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hear appeals is extensive. This balance does not seem right, and consideration needs to 
be given to reviewing the right to appeal. 

Summary 

3.95 As this chapter has shown, there was a high level of satisfaction with the assessment 
process overall, from both applicants and assessment staff. However, there was 
significant variation in the experience of research participants within each stage of the 
process.  

3.96 The assessment stage with the highest level of variation in terms of applicant experiences 
was the Period of Discernment, largely due to differences in the calibre of mentors and 
Presbytery assessors.  

3.97 There was also variation in the experiences of the National Assessment Conference 
between applicants, who found it challenging and stressful, and assessors who 
commented on the conference’s rigorous, evidence-based approach to assessment. 
Research participants were also less positive about the follow-up after the National 
Assessment Conference, and this was seen as an area where more support could be 
provided by the Church.  

3.98 In the next chapter, we examine some of the key success factors and barriers that have 
emerged through our research.  
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4. Key Success Factors and Barriers  
 

4.1 In this chapter we provide an overall assessment of the key success factors and barriers 
that relate to the Church of Scotland’s current assessment process. In doing so, we will 
consider how this learning can be applied to future delivery of the process. We also 
outline the key features of an effective experience of the assessment process. 

Key success factors 

Emphasis on reflection 

4.2 A wide range of research participants commented on the level of reflection that is 
encouraged amongst applicants. This particularly relates to the Period of Discernment 
which, through the discussions between applicants and their mentor and Presbytery 
assessor, along with regular journaling, provides an opportunity to explore their call to 
ministry:  

• “The Church of Scotland assessment process has really enabled me to reflect in 
depth and to learn from the people I have worked with.” 

• “It provided the opportunity to reflect with a number of people both the practicalities 
of being a minister but more importantly, to reflect on one's call.” 

4.3 Given that ministry is not a vocation but rather a ‘call’ that requires significant devotion 
and commitment, this opportunity for reflection is a key strength of the current 
assessment process that should continue to be one of the primary components of the 
process. 

Rigorous methods of assessment 

4.4 Throughout our research many applicants and assessment staff commented on the 
robustness of the methods used. In particular, the Indicators for Assessment are seen by 
most as a highly effective method for determining the competency of applicants. 
Assessment staff noted that these indicators are regularly updated and tweaked, which 
ensures that they are aligned to the changing requirements of ministry in the Church.  

4.5 The strong emphasis that is placed on collecting evidence to support decision making is 
crucial to the success of the current process. National assessment staff are well trained to 
do this through a variety of observational methods, which ensures that robust evidence is 
gathered before a decision is made. The process is also enhanced by the testing of 
decisions by other assessors, which minimises personal bias and addresses any 
oversights.  



 
Blake Stevenson Ltd  

Review of current recruitment practice 
 

 

38 
 

  

4.6 It is clear that any future changes that are made to the Church’s assessment process will 
need to consider the impact on the methods that are currently used and ensure that the 
process is still able to maintain the same rigor in decision making.  

Transparency of the process 

4.7 Throughout the assessment process, applicants are provided with comprehensive 
feedback about their progress, particularly at the Local Review and National Assessment 
Conference stages, which ensures that decision making is generally transparent and 
clearly understood. 

4.8 Applicants were largely positive about the level of information provided in assessment 
reports, and this helped them to understand why a particular decision had been made, 
even if they did not personally agree with it. For example, one applicant who was 
interviewed said that they appreciated the “balanced feedback – warts and all”.  

4.9 Providing detailed feedback to applicants enables them to learn from the process even if 
they are not ultimately accepted as a ministry candidate. It also provides a strong 
evidence base for the decision that has been made, which can inform any appeals process 
that is initiated.  

Building relationships 

4.10 Applicants strongly valued the opportunity the current assessment provides to meet with 
other people who are in the same position. Several applicants commented that they have 
enjoyed meeting with other applicants through the Vocations Information Day and the 
National Assessment Conference.  

4.11 A number of applicants who were interviewed noted that they have kept in touch with 
other applicants since being accepted and this has developed into a network of peers. It is 
clear that the assessment process should continue to include opportunities for applicants 
to meet and share learning with each other.  

Barriers 

Timeframe of the process 

4.12 A key barrier to the success of the current assessment process is the timeframe for its 
delivery. Many applicants find the process too drawn out and inflexible, especially if they 
are unable to attend the next Vocations Information Day, which can result in a significant 
delay before being able to apply.  

4.13 The gap between being accepted at the National Assessment Conference and starting 
candidature can also be quite long, which demotivates applicants. There is often little 
support or contact provided by the Church during this period, which some applicants find 
frustrating. Assessment staff noted that this was difficult to address because of the fixed 



 
Blake Stevenson Ltd  

Review of current recruitment practice 
 

 

39 
 

  

times of the academic year, but there could be opportunities for applicants to gain 
additional experience during this time, with input and guidance from the Training Task 
Group, or for ongoing pastoral or mentoring support to be provided.  

Limited flexibility 

4.14 The current assessment process has been refined to reduce the time pressures that are 
placed on applicants, particularly during the Period of Discernment. However, some 
research participants were still concerned that there was not sufficient flexibility in the 
process. For example, one mentor felt that the process was “very clunky” and “designed 
for complete novices”. 

4.15 Other assessment staff were also critical of the ‘one size fits all’ approach to assessment 
and cited examples of applicants who had lengthy leadership experience in the Church 
but were still required to complete a Period of Discernment. Although there clearly needs 
to be some level of standardisation in administering the assessment process, there is a 
need for more flexibility to be applied, for example in cases where applicants can 
demonstrate previous history of involvement in the Church that has prepared them for a 
ministry role, or where an applicant’s home or work situation makes full participation in 
the current process impractical.  

4.16 This would shift the assessment process to a more discerner-centred approach, which 
considers what the applicant will gain from the experience, as well as how their sense of 
call and skills will be assessed.  

4.17 In administering the Period of Discernment, consideration should also be given to the 
activities that are later undertaken as part of the candidature placements during Initial 
Ministerial Education. These placements are designed to develop the skills candidates 
need to become ministers, and the Period of Discernment should not overlap significantly 
with this.  

4.18 Although many applicants who were involved in our research had been able to manage 
the time commitment and work load of the assessment process, there were concerns that 
there was not adequate consideration of the additional work and family commitments 
that many applicants have.  

4.19 For example, survey respondents commented that: 

•  “The process was extremely onerous and I think it would be well-nigh impossible to 
complete it if one was working full time in any role which required more than the 
most basic office hours and level of responsibility.” 

• “The process is thorough and well managed, but adding 10 hours a week (a very full 
working day) to an already busy diary was a real challenge.” 
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4.20 Given that the number of applicants who are mid-career is increasing, the Church’s 
assessment approach may need to pay more attention to these other demands and offer 
a greater variety of options for completing the stages of assessment.  

4.21 Similarly, the current age restrictions that are in place also create barriers to recruiting 
suitable people to ministry roles. According to some assessment staff, people are being 
directed to apply for ordained local ministry, which is becoming a “dumping ground” for 
those who do not meet the age requirements of other forms of ministry, even if this is not 
the type of ministry they are best suited to.  

Inconsistency of local assessment 

4.22 Although many applicants have a positive experience during the local stage of their 
assessment, others are matched with mentors and/or Presbytery assessors who are not 
well suited to supporting them. This colours their experience of assessment and can lead 
to disillusionment or lack of preparedness for the National Assessment Conference. 

4.23 When applicants are matched with mentors and Presbytery assessors who are supportive, 
the Period of Discernment is generally a much more beneficial experience for both the 
applicant and the Church. For example, one applicant indicated that they worked with 
their mentor to look “carefully at gaps in my experience and deliberately tried to focus on 
these”. Examples such as these highlight the impact effective mentoring can have, and 
demonstrate the need for an expanded pool of well-trained mentors and Presbytery 
assessors to draw on, alongside a robust matching process being put in place.  

4.24 This indicates a need to widen the pool of available mentors and presbytery assessors but 
there are some real challenges in doing so. Usually, applicants are matched with mentors 
who are in reasonable close geographical proximity to them – in order that they can take 
part in Sunday services at the mentor’s church, and meet face-to-face with their mentor. 
However, the high number of small presbyteries, many of which are in large rural areas 
mean that having sufficient numbers of mentors/assessors available to match with a 
diverse group of applicants at any given time is challenging. In addition, some mentors 
may not be called on over a period of years if there are no applicants from areas close to 
them. 

4.25 We realise that there are no easy answers to this challenge, and that extensive efforts to 
grow the pool of mentors in particular have already been made by recruitment staff and 
presbyteries alike, but any new opportunities to do so should be considered. 

4.26 The inconsistency in, or weakness of, matches is also in part due to the limited ongoing 
training and development of mentors and Presbytery assessors. While national assessors 
meet annually for training, and as a result also have the opportunity to learn from each 
other’s experiences, there is no parallel process for mentors or presbytery assessors and 
this is a gap, although one that we again recognise would take additional resource to 
address. 
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4.27 This also has a flow on effect on the quality of reports that are received by national 
assessors. Several national assessors who participated in our research noted that the 
quality of the reports and references that they receive are “very variable”. Some mentors 
and Presbytery assessors write a lot in their reports and others write very little, which 
makes it more difficult to assess the applicant. Introducing more detailed training on 
report writing and including some form of assessment could potentially improve the 
current standard of reports and, consequently, assessment.  

Overlooking different skill sets 

4.28 There is a perception amongst some conference staff that the current assessment 
process focuses on the gaps in applicants’ skills rather than the unique qualities they can 
bring to ministry. The information provided through our survey and interviews with 
current and recent applicants indicates that many had previous careers in a broad range 
of areas – ranging from social work, to software development, education and medicine.  

4.29 Although the current assessment process is highly effective at assessing applicants 
against the Indicators for Assessment, which cover a broad range of general skills and 
qualities that apply to ministry, the process does not seem to give much weight to the 
additional qualities (and prior experience) that applicants may bring to the role. 

4.30 There are also gaps in assessing whether applicants could go into pioneer ministry and 
there are no indicators for this. According to assessment staff, most successful applicants 
are still going into parish ministry, even though this may not be the future focus of the 
Church’s ministry. More generally, the current assessment process is not tailored to 
specific forms of ministry, which may mean that applicants are not being assessed for the 
type of ministry that they are best suited to.  

4.31 While the current Indicators for Assessment have been successfully refined over the years 
and still provide an effective framework for decision making, there may be additional 
indicators that could be used to assess for specific forms of ministry.  

4.32 Likewise, the rigid nature of the current assessment process may deter potential 
applicants from applying who could bring different skill sets to ministry. By promoting a 
more flexible approach to assessment and clearly communicating the different options 
that are available if an applicant is accepted into candidature, the Church may attract a 
wider pool of applicants who can offer a broader range of skills.  

 Key features of an effective experience of the assessment process 

4.33 Taking account of these key success factors and barriers, a positive recruitment 
experience comprises a number of key features:  
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Figure 4.1: Key features of an effective experience of the assessment process 

Summary 

4.34 The current assessment process is largely successful at recruiting ministry candidates 
with the required core skill set and sense of call, due to the important role that reflection 
plays in the process, and the rigorous assessment methods that are used. Applicants also 
benefit from the level of feedback that they receive and the opportunity to get to know 
their fellow applicants, who may eventually become their colleagues.  

4.35 However, the current process is hindered to some extent by the drawn out and inflexible 
timeframe, which can be demotivating and difficult for applicants to manage, and the lack 
of flexibility afforded to applicants who increasingly have existing work and family 
commitments. The inconsistency of local assessment also undermines the rigor of the 
overall process, as does the oversight of different skills sets which may enhance new 
types of ministry such as pioneer ministry.  
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4.36 In the next and final chapter, we provide conclusions based on the findings of this report, 
and offer a set of recommendations for future delivery of the Church’s assessment 
process.  
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5. Conclusions and Recommendations 
 

5.1 Our findings indicate strong support for the current assessment process used by the 
Church of Scotland. It is positively viewed by a large number of applicants and 
assessment staff. It is seen as a rigorous process that benefits both applicants and the 
Church, and recruits individuals who are well suited to the demands of ministry.  

5.2 A key strength of the current process is its strong emphasis on reflection, which 
encourages applicants to thoroughly consider their call and places this at the centre of the 
assessment process. This ensures that applicants carefully consider whether they are 
being called to ministry, and the level of commitment that this would entail.  

5.3 There is no doubt that the current process is also extremely rigorous and the focus on 
evidence-based decision making is hugely beneficial to the integrity of the process, as is 
the level of transparency afforded to applicants.  

5.4 Feedback suggests that while it is a multi-staged process, each of these stages has a 
distinct function, although these multiple stages drive the level of resources required to 
administer the process which are not insignificant. 

5.5 There are obvious challenges associated with administering the current admissions 
pathway, especially as many applicants who apply this way are not in the UK. The broad 
range of backgrounds and ministerial experience that these applicants have makes the 
assessment process inherently more complicated, but there are indications that the 
assessment methods used are equally as rigorous.  

5.6 Despite the many strengths of the current process, there are however a number of areas 
which are resulting in challenges and require careful consideration going forward. 

5.7 Although the Indicators for Assessment are regularly revised, there are some gaps in 
assessing for new skills sets that would help the Church adapt to the changing context of 
ministry. Current assessment is generally focused on recruiting applicants who will 
effectively address the current needs of the Church, but more consideration needs to be 
given to future needs as well.  

5.8 The effectiveness of the current process is also challenged by the number of available 
mentors and assessors, which can lead to poor matching of mentors to applicants, and 
variation in the quality of support provided by mentors and Presbytery assessors during 
the Period of Discernment. This can have a negative impact on the quality of experience 
for some applicants at that stage of the process and has also, on occasion, negatively 
impacted on Local Review decisions. The training that is provided to people in these roles 
does not include an assessable component which is leading to inconsistencies of 
approach and variation in applicant experience which needs to be addressed. In addition, 
there is not currently any systematic follow-up in the form of annual training or learning 
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events for mentors which could address some of these issues of inconsistency of 
approach. 

5.9 The overall recruitment process takes place over an extended timeframe and there are 
often significant gaps in between stages. This leads to a lack of continuity for applicants, 
and also impacts on resourcing. 

5.10 Whilst the Vocations Conference generally receives positive feedback in terms of its 
content, the current timing and format constrains when people can apply for ministry 
because attendance is compulsory. It also hinders when they can move on to the next 
stages of the process. Given that many applicants already have a deep understanding of 
the Church and the different forms of ministry, and many have already considered their 
calling to the Church for a lengthy period of time, there is value in exploring alternative 
modes of delivery and re-considering the requirement for all applicants to attend. Moving 
to a more person-centred model involving one-to-one sessions with applicants, for 
example, could make this stage more flexible while potentially reducing costs of delivery 
and improving the initial sifting process. 

5.11 The reduction in the time commitment required of applicants during the Period of 
Discernment to attend their placement church one Sunday a month has made it easier for 
applicants to manage the requirements of their discernment on top of their other family 
and work commitments. However, the timeframe remains drawn out, especially as the 
Period of Discernment lasts six months. Due to the higher number of applicants who are 
applying to ministry mid or even late career, any further flexibility that can be afforded to 
applicants would be welcomed. While it is understandable that the length of the Period of 
Discernment has been standardised, in cases where applicants have significant previous 
church leadership experience there may be limited value to them discerning for this 
length of time. There is a sense that applicants themselves (in discussion with their 
mentor) may be better-placed to determine the length of the period of discernment and 
when they are ready to move on to the next stage. 

5.12 The period following acceptance at the National Assessment Conference is another area 
which would benefit from some improvement, as feedback suggests that many applicants 
are “left hanging” in the period prior to the academic year starting – which can be a period 
of many months for some people, depending on when they attended Vocations 
Information Day and commenced their period of discernment. Clearly, this period is to 
some extent dictated by the academic calendar but regardless of the reason for the delay, 
successful applicants would value more extensive contact and guidance about 
opportunities for development during this time.  

5.13 The appeals process also requires consideration going forward. Currently, an applicant 
can appeal the decisions made at National Assessment Conference, and in addition if an 
applicant is unsuccessful they can re-apply to the Church two further times. The rate of 
successful appeals is very low, which is unsurprising given the rigour of the recruitment 
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process, but administering the appeals process is heavy in terms of the hours of staff 
time it requires. There is a strong sense that this time could be better used to 
contributing to implementing some of the changes suggested in this report, and that 
appeals should be limited to the final stage of the process, when an applicant has applied 
for the third time. 

5.14 By taking account of these considerations, the Church will be able to move towards the 
Recruitment Review Project’s stated objective of providing discerner-centred pathways 
that better consider the individual circumstances of applicants. We highlight specific 
recommendations related to implementing these changes below. 

Recommendations 

Vocations Information Day 

Recommendation 1: Review the current timing and format of the Vocations Information 
Day and provide more opportunities for enquirers to receive information on the specific 
areas of ministry that they are most interested in.  

Specifically, we recommend moving from using a conference format to offering one-to-
one sessions with applicants instead, which are facilitated by recruitment staff. One of the 
key benefits of this approach is that it would reduce time lag between applying and 
moving to the Period of Discernment. It would result in a more person-centred model 
which allows greater flexibility for enquirers and reduces the overall duration and cost of 
the process. 

 

Application 

Recommendation 2: Recruitment staff to review the current paperwork and identify 
duplication that could be removed and aim to streamline and simplify all paperwork 
associated with the process. 

Recommendation 3: Continue to review the effectiveness of the Profile Match 
questionnaire and other psychometric tests that are being used to ensure that the current 
assessment remains fit for purpose. 

Recommendation 4: Maximise opportunities for recruitment staff to meaningfully 
contribute their knowledge and experience to the assessment process. For example, 
ensure that staff are able to apply their expertise to the filtering of applications, and input 
to local reviews or national conferences where they have the experience to do so.  

Period of Discernment 

Recommendation 5: Move from standardised requirements for the period of discernment 
being 6 months in duration, to a more flexible, person-centred model where the period 
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of discernment is based on an individual’s prior experience and needs. For example, 
where an individual has previous significant church leadership experience, this may mean 
that a shorter period of discernment is appropriate. A plan would be agreed between the 
mentor and the individual at the outset. This change could have the added benefit of 
applicants moving on and off discernment at different points, and sometimes more 
quickly, which could increase availability of mentors. 

Recommendation 6: Consider any opportunities there may be to grow the pool of 
mentors available across Scotland. This may include considering a more flexible model of 
mentoring, to include opportunities for applicants to be mentored by someone more 
geographically remote from them, communicating by Skype and phone when possible. 
We realise that this would require careful consideration in relation to how participation in 
Sunday services would then take place but we believe this model could suit some 
applicants. Ideally, mentor matching should be based on the best possible match 
between applicant and mentor, not on geographical proximity. 

However, it is of great importance that presbyteries continue to use the person 
specification to check suitability for mentors being nominated. The person specification is 
the key tool for ensuring that mentors have the right skills, competencies and approach 
for fulfilling a mentoring role. 

Recommendation 7: Allow more flexibility for applicants during their Period of 
Discernment by providing a greater range of options for completing their placement. For 
example, allowing applicants to choose between undertaking their placement more 
intensively over a shorter period of time, or more flexibly over a more extended period.  

Local assessment 

Recommendation 8: Review the training that is currently provided to mentors and 
Presbytery assessors and explore whether some form of assessment could be 
incorporated, as is the case with national assessor training. Consider annual training and 
development to ensure greater consistency and opportunities for peer learning. 

Recommendation 9: Incorporate more detailed instructions on report writing into initial 
mentor and Presbytery assessor training to ensure consistency, and encourage discussion 
about experiences of undertaking report writing at any annual learning events 
introduced. 

Recommendation 10: Consider mechanisms for more extensive interaction between local 
review panel members to ensure an effective working relationship at Local Reviews. This 
may be addressed through the introduction of annual learning events (see 
Recommendation 8 above) but could also take the form of the introduction of ad hoc 
review panel meetings ahead of the Local Review to enable review panel members to get 
to know each other and develop a more effective working relationship (where they have 
not worked together previously). 
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National Assessment Conference 

Recommendation 11: Better integrate contemporary issues such as same sex marriage 
and falling church membership into National Assessment Conference activities. 

Recommendation 12: Give the option to assessors to extending the timeframe for report 
writing, even if it is only by 30 minutes, to remove some of the pressure some 
experienced. 

Recommendation 13: Build in the option (but with no obligation) to extend the length of 
time someone can hold the role of national assessor to address the shortage of lead 
assessors and ensure knowledge retention. However, regular refresher training should 
continue to ensure that national assessors remain informed about changes in approaches 
and context. 

Recommendation 14: Ensure that the indicators of assessment have a future focus and 
can also be used to assess for specific forms of ministry, such as pioneer ministry. 

Recommendation 15: Amend the National Assessment report form to include the option 
to indicate that an applicant may be better suited to a different role to that which they 
applied for. 

Recommendation 16: Remove the restriction on national assessors being involved at any 
earlier stage of the process with an applicant. There are sufficient checks and balances in 
place within the system to mitigate against any conflict of interest, and this limitation 
currently creates complex administration, and limits the availability of national assessors. 

Admissions pathway 

Recommendation 17: Provide more extensive ongoing support to successful admissions 
candidates to enable them to become more familiar with the Church of Scotland and 
facilitate a smoother transition to becoming a Church of Scotland minister when they are 
accepted. 

Appeals process 

Recommendation 18: Consider ceasing to allow appeals after each round of 
application and limit appeals to decisions taken in relation to an applicant being 
unsuccessful on their third attempt. 
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APPENDIX 1 – PROFILE OF SURVEY REPONDENTS 

A total of 56 applicants and recently recruited ministry candidates and ordained ministers 
responded to our survey on their experiences and views of the Church of Scotland’s current 
assessment process.  

The survey found that: 

• just over half (32, 57%) of respondents were male, while the remaining 43% (24) were female; 

• more than half of respondents were either aged 35-44 (19, 34%) or 45-54 (17, 30%); 

• many respondents (36, 64%) were current ministry candidates while fewer were ordained 
ministers (13, 23%) or applicants (7, 13%) 

• just over a quarter (16, 29%) of respondents had applied to the Church of Scotland as 
ministers from another denomination;  

• a large number of respondents (48, 86%) had previous professional qualifications and also 
had different careers prior to applying for ministry; and 

• more than half of these respondents (33, 69%) had been working for more than 10 years 
before deciding to become a Church of Scotland minister. 

Motivations for applying to ministry 

Respondents expressed a number of reasons for applying to become Church of Scotland 
ministers. Just over half said that it was because of growth in their faith and experience while 18% 
indicated that their decision was primarily informed by encouragement from friends and family. A 
further 14% said that their decision was primarily informed by guidance from within their church.  

Figure A1.1: What primarily informed your decision to apply to undertake the Church of Scotland 
assessment process? (n=56) 
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