Relationship Issues

In a 1977 survey of missionary withdrawals, 40% of first-term withdrawals said incompatibility with other missionaries was a contributing factor to their withdrawal
. In a 1981 survey of mission agencies asking what the most frequent missionary problems were, ‘by far the highest ranked problem was relationships with other missionaries’
. The author’s survey also indicated that the orientees had some interpersonal relationship issues. Comments regarding relationships (primarily within the team) included statements like ‘frustrated’, ‘left alone’, ‘we felt like we were intruding’, ‘broken trust’ and ‘no team work’. In responding to the effectiveness of orientee’s relationship to their supervisor and the orientation committee in preparing them, the average score was only 6/10
.

Relationship Issue 1: Sense of relationship

In assessing the reasons for these problems, Deane sums up a number of writers, saying ‘A generation has grown up today with the common lack of a strong sense of relationship, and of commitment to the organisation, teamwork and group success’
. Hand in hand with this, however, it seems that ‘New missionaries are looking for team ministries
 - ‘they feel the need to share what they think, plus be assured someone is listening and taking them seriously’
. Equally, they ‘want organizations that value people over programs. 

They want assurance that administration cares for them as persons’
. Essentially, this means that although many new missionaries
 may not used to being part of a team, they expect to be involved and consulted and valued as a part of the team, especially when it comes to the flow of information. If this does not happen, they become frustrated with the people they see as not meeting their needs.

This was an issue for at least one respondent, who wrote that one of the least effective parts of their orientation was that their opinions and contributions weren’t taken seriously. Conversely, however, a different worker indicated that as they were listened to and given a ministry, their relationship with the team improved greatly.

Relationship Issue 2: Conflict among missionaries

Conflict among missionaries seems to be more of an issue than conflict between missionaries and nationals
. Perhaps this is because missionaries ‘expect to adjust to differences in the national people, but they are unprepared for the many differences among the expatriates’
. Another important reason pointed out by McBurney is that because everyone is usually experiencing some sort of stress within this tight-knit community, there is extra stress upon interpersonal relationships, and so conflict in this area is almost inevitable
.

Relationship Issue 3: Internationalisation

One relationship stress that is especially prevalent for the WEC team is internationalisation of field members. At any time within the last ten years, the team has included at least six and possibly as many as ten nationalities
. In a book written to address this issue within WEC worldwide, we read ‘There are multitudes of major differences among us as an international mission … which if mutually understood and appreciated can bring us closer together. However, if we remain in ignorance, they can just as easily tear us apart.’
 A respondent picked up on this, writing that their relationship with their supervisor could have been better had it not been for their cultural differences. Two workers wrote that the program helped them in this area, one through a book on the differences between two cultures, and the other through watching team members of other cultures talk, work and resolve issues together.
To summarise, the challenge for the orientation program is to ‘give adequate attention to the development of strong, positive interpersonal relationships’
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