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Abstract Submission

*Abstract (max 300 words)

Throughout much of the United States, religious leaders operate as first responders for mental health issues within their
congregations. Clergy members serve a prominent role in communities and may substantially influence their
congregations' perceptions of when normal suffering or distress becomes a mental health issue. The importance of
clergy is underscored by findings that nearly one-fourth of U.S. adults affected by mental illness report contacting their
religious leaders for mental health support. This relationship may be especially evident within highly religious states like
Mississippi. Clergy members regularly serve parishioners with a wide range of personal concerns (e.g., grief, child
discipline, marital/family relationships, anxiety, depression, and PTSD). However, many religious leaders have minimal
professional counseling training. A parallel issue exists among mental health professionals. Within the Bible Belt, most
clients report having significant religious beliefs and practices, but not all mental health professionals have the
spiritual/religious competency training necessary to provide informed care. Increasing attention has been brought within
the mental health field towards developing the competencies necessary to effectively consult with clergy and to
participate in effective cross-referrals with local pastors. In an effort to improve cross-referral success between clergy and
mental health professionals in Oktibbeha County, members of both groups were invited to a workshop where they are
scheduled to review a variety of issues together and answer questions regarding what supports effective cross-discipline
experiences and what barriers or obstacles exist to achieving positive outcomes for their clients and congregants. This
project will summarize what is learned about each group’s experiences, attitudes, and intentions regarding cross-
referrals in this community. The workshop is intended to identify essential information for the creation of a clergy-
counselor network that could support effective collaborations.
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