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Research community military chaplaincy



Outline

• Impressions from the military research community so 
far

• Ideas concerning multiple case comparison

• Questions (more questions than answers...)

• Dialogue: bring in your ideas! 
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The Dutch case studies project 

• Central research question of the project: What do chaplains do, for what reasons 
and to what ends? (Walton & Körver, 2017)

• Research communities organized around different settings of chaplaincy care
• Sampling criterion: example of ‘good chaplaincy practice’ according to chaplain

• Phases: 1) description by chaplain  2) interpretation/evaluation in research 
community  3) finalization by chaplain 

•  (?4?) cross-case comparison (within setting, project as a whole, other research 
questions?)



Characteristics of military chaplaincy in the 
Netherlands

• Chaplaincy organized along denominational lines

• ‘Clients’ are (like chaplains) employees in the 
organization (colleagues)

• Not (yet?) a demand to provide evidence for ‘value’ of 
chaplaincy through research
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Research community military chaplaincy: 
Some facts and figures

• Started with 9 participating chaplains: 
4 Protestant, 2 Catholic, 3 humanist chaplains

• Since October 2016: 14 meetings, 12 cases

• Group is never complete during meetings, group 
composition variable (military exercises, missions)

• 3 members of the research community have dropped 
out, due to illness or temporary relocation abroad
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A first glance across ‘military cases’ collected so 
far

Interconnectedness work-private
• Themes in cases: problems related to the organization 

(dismissal, resentment); relationship problems
• Chaplains: home visits, visits to retired soldiers, military 

exercise/mission

‘Knowing/recognizing the chaplain’
• Personally; from previous occasions
• As ‘moral representative’

Critical issues
• To what extent is military chaplaincy shaped by the 

military context (searching for solutions; lack of critique 
towards organization)?

• What is the role of the worldview and/or personal 
morality of chaplains?
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From single to multiple cases

Single case study
Involves analysing rich ‘raw case data’ (Patton, 2002, p. 449)

We produce ‘hybrid case reports’: what are ‘raw data’, 
(how) do we analyse? (Case studies/reports?)

Multiple case studies
“How one compares and contrasts cases will depend on 
the purpose of the study and how cases were sampled” 
(Patton, 2002, p. 452)

 Which cases in the project can be compared 
(representative, paradigmatic, outsider, critical case)?  

“The analysis is likely to be easier and the findings likely to 
be more robust than having only a single case” (Yin, 2014, p. 
164)

 Do we get ‘more robust’ answers to the original 
research question? 
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From ‘science of the particular’ to identifying 
and analysing patterns 

“The comparison will take different forms” (Walton & Körver, 
2017, p. 269)

• ‘Cross-case synthesis’ (Yin, 2014); use (parts of) hybrid 
case descriptions as data for analysis? 

Multitude of ways to proceed
• Compare cases collected within research 

communities/settings of chaplaincy care
• Use other selection criteria, e.g. denomination of 

chaplain, specific spiritual need of client, specific kind 
of intervention

• Compare results of cross-case comparison of different 
strata in total collection of cases (compare settings, 
denominations, kinds of spiritual needs, ...)

 Discuss comparison purposes/strategies before the end 
of the project from a viewpoint of the total project
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Sampling: How to proceed? 

Over halfway the project: 
Should we revise/refine our sampling strategies? If so, how?

‘Missing themes’ according to military chaplains: 
• Boredom
• Drug use
• Loss of a beloved one, mourning
• Getting into a fight when going out in the evening
• Loss of idealistic expectations of working in the military
• Where is war, war violence, moral injury, etc.? (maybe 

related to: no battle missions at the moment)
• Where is (explicit) religion, worldview? 

 Discuss sampling strategies before the end of the project 
from a viewpoint of the total project
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Analysing multiple cases: 
What methods to use?   
“Qualitative analysis transforms data into findings. No formula exists for 
that transformation” (Patton, 2002, p. 432)
“Insufficient detail is often given to reporting the process and detail of 
analysis” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 80)

“We do not follow Yin (Yin, 2014) in speaking of a case studies method”
(Walton & Körver, 2017, p. 263)

What is the aim of the research: description or explanation 
(theorizing)?
“Before we can do good clinical trials about our spiritual care we need 
good case studies describing our work” (Fitchett, 2011, p. 4)

“Glaser and Strauss [grounded theory] aimed to move qualitative inquiry 
beyond descriptive studies into the realm of explanatory theoretical 
frameworks” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 6)

 Choose methods in relation to (aims of) research questions. 
What theories do we aim for in/beyond the project?  
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How far can we go with case studies? 
What research questions can we address?

Six broad areas of research in ‘chaplaincy-related research’ 
(in healthcare...) (Fitchett, 2017)

• What chaplains do 
• The importance of religion and spiritual care to 

patients and families
• The impact of spiritual care on the patient experience
• The impact of chaplain care on patient outcomes
• Spiritual needs and chaplain care in palliative and end 

of life care
• Chaplain care for staff colleagues

 For several (most?) areas it is essential to collect ‘client 
data’ 

 (For a start), stay close to the (rich) original research 
question (?)
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The political dimension of the Dutch case 
studies project 

• (Constructivist) epistemological starting point: No ‘pure’ knowledge that represents reality 

• Our research has impact on how (military) chaplaincy is perceived and understood, by 
chaplains and other stakeholders – and thus on chaplaincy practice - whether we intend 
this or not

• “The cases that fit with the format are not representative of military chaplaincy” (‘zero-
line care’, presence; ‘small talk’)

• “Looking for suitable cases changes my practice, for the better but also for the worse”
• “Asking for feedback damages the relationship of trust with my client”

• To whom will ‘evidence’ from the case study project be convincing? 
• Who are the intended audiences of our publications? (Damen et al., in press)

•  Explicitly take the political dimension of the research project into account (with respect 
to sampling issues, (presentation of) output, ...) 



Questions  

• What (kind of) research questions can we address 
using the cases that are collected?

• Who are the intended audience(s) of the project? 

• Should we use specific sampling strategies from now 
on (within research communities, or for the overall 
project)? 

• What methods of analysis are appropriate for cross-
case analysis?
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