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Abstract: 
Grounded on Self-Determination Theory and Psycho-Spiritual Theory, this study examined the relationship between Competition and Psycho-Spiritual Well-Being among early-career priests, using an embedded mixed-methods design. A census approach was employed targeting 91 early career priests, of whom 52 participated in the quantitative phase. Data were collected using the Hypercompetitive Attitude Scale and Psycho-Spiritual Well-Being Scale. Qualitative data was collected through semi-structured interviews with eight early career priests to provide in depth experiences. Pearson Correlation analysis showed a weak, negative and                       non-significant correlation between competition and psycho-spiritual well-being (r = -0.140, p = 0.321). Despite the non-statistical significance association, qualitative findings indicated that experiences of comparison and subtle competition exist but were being mediated through spiritual practices, community life and adaptive coping mechanisms. These findings suggest that psycho-spiritual well-being among early career priests may be sustained by internalizing spiritual resources and formation structures that mitigate potential effects of competition. This study contributes to the growing body of research on priests’ well-being by illuminating the complex interplay between psychosocial dynamics and spiritual integration. Implications for priestly formation and on-going pastoral support are discussed.  
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Introduction
Background:
Early-career priests is a formative, developmental, and demanding stage characterized by the integration of personal identity, spiritual commitment and ministerial responsibility. Priest within this stage often navigate difficult expectations related to pastoral effectiveness, community life, obedience and self-gift in ministry. Priestly life is traditionally grounded in service, humility, and communal responsibility. However, within this context, subtle forms of comparison and competitive dynamics related to leadership roles, recognition, responsibilities and material expectations may emerge. These dynamics can have implications for             psycho-spiritual well-being which is the integration of psychological health and spiritual life. Both are necessary for sustaining effective ministry (Crea et al., 2024). 
Competition as a psychosocial construct has been widely studied in secular professional settings, where it is often associated with both adaptive outcomes such as motivation and performance and maladaptive consequences including stress, burnout and diminished           well-being. However, the manifestation and effects of competition within religious setting and especially priestly life is underexplored. Unlike secular environments, priestly life is structured around communal living, shared mission and spiritual ideals such humility, obedience and    self-sacrifice. These characteristics determine how competition is experienced, internalized and mitigated (Plessis & Nkambule, 2020).
At the same time, psycho-spiritual well-being, represents a holistic dimension of human functioning that integrates psychological, spiritual, and cultural health (Egunjobi, 2024). For early-career priests, well-being is not merely about the lack of distress but involves inner harmony, alignment with one’s vocation and a lived relationship with the transcendent. This integration means that, external pressures, such as competition may not work in isolation but are mediated by internal spiritual resources (Counted et al., 2022). 
Even though there is growing interest in priest’s well-being, existing research has largely focus on burnout, stress, mental health, often overlooking the possible relationship between social dynamics like competition and spiritual integration. Little empirical focus has been given to how competition relates to psycho-spiritual well-being among early career priests. This gap is significant, given that early career years (0 – 20 years in ministry) for this research is a critical period for identity formation and resilience development. Grasping how competition influences psycho-spiritual well-being is particularly important in early-career priests, a group still forming vocational identities, integrating personal, spiritual and communal dimensions of ministry (Han et al., 2025). 
Statement of the Problem
Competition within religious environments may manifest in leadership aspirations, social recognition and comparison with peers. These external pressures could challenge spiritual integration and psychological well-being. Previous research has always highlighted the protective role of supportive environments, spiritual practices, and communal life on clergy well-being (Picornell et al., 2024), but the direct relation between competition and              psycho-spiritual well-being remains unclear. This study addresses this gap by examining whether competitive tendencies significantly affect psycho-spiritual well-being among      early- career priests. 
Theoretical Framework
This present study is grounded by Self-Determination Theory (SDT) and Psycho-Spiritual Theory, providing a complementary psychological and spiritual views for understanding competition and psycho-spiritual well-being among early-career priests. 
Self Determination Theory (SDT), developed by Edward L. Deci and Richard M. Ryan in the mid-1980s, is a broad framework for understanding human motivation and personality (Deci & Ryan, 1985). This theory posits that all humans have three basic psychological needs, or experiential requirements, whose obtaining supports intrinsic motivation, growth, integrity and well-being. The three needs are: autonomy (needing to be self-regulating; to own one’s actions and to identify one’s self with one’s behavior); competence (needing to be effective; to be moving towards greater mastery and skill); and relatedness (needing to feel psychological connection with important others; to support, and be supported by, those others) (Sheldon, 2012). Thus, “SDT focuses on the degree to which human behaviours are volitional or self-determined - that is, the degree to which people endorse their actions at the highest level of reflection and engage in the actions with full sense of choice” (Deci & Ryan, 2000, p. 231). Self-Determination Theory distinguishes between different types of motivation along a continuum from intrinsic (doing something for its inherent satisfaction) to extrinsic (doing something for external rewards or pressures) (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Applied to early-career priests, Self Determination Theory (SDT) demonstrates that priests may struggle between intrinsic motivation rooted in vocation and external pressures related to performance, recognition, and comparison. SDT therefore, helps to explain how unmet needs for affirmation or belonging can manifest as competitive attitudes, which if unchecked, may erode emotional balance and community relationships. 
Complementing Self-Determination Theory, the Psycho-Spiritual Theory (Egunjobi, 2024), posits that, the human well-being is not merely the absence of psychological distress but a dynamic state characterized by the harmonious interaction between mental, emotional and spiritual health. PST identifies three core dimensions: psychological well-being, spiritual well-being, and the integrated well-being. The psychological well-being involves emotional regulation, cognitive clarity, and the resilience that helps individuals to cope effectively with challenges. Spiritual well-being reflects an individual’s connection to a higher power, a sense of purpose, and alignment with core values which are developed through spiritual practices such as prayer and meditation. While the integrated well-being represents the interaction of psychological and spiritual health, leading to holistic fulfilment and balanced living (Egunjobi, 2024). Psycho-Spiritual theory (PST) is particularly relevant for early-career priests, whose vocation demands sustained psychological resilience alongside deep spiritual commitment. Pressure from ministry, workload, stress and competition, whether intrinsic or extrinsic may influence both psychological and spiritual well-being. This interplay can either promote or affect the balance necessary for psycho-spiritual well-being (Egunjobi, 2024).
By combining SDT and PST, this study adopts a dual framework approach. SDT explains the psychological mechanisms that may be driving competition, how unmet psychological needs or extrinsic motives propel rivalry, while PST will explore the spiritual and emotional consequences of such competition on inner peace, faith, and vocation. This integration offers a comprehensive understanding of how motivation, comparison and spirituality intersects to shape psycho-spiritual well-being in the early stages of missionary priesthood.  
Research Objectives 
This study aimed to explore the interplay between competition and psycho-spiritual  well-being among early-career priests. Specifically, the study sought to: 
1. To examine levels of competitive attitudes among early-career priests, by using the Hypercompetitive Attitude Scale, illuminating how intrinsic motivation and external pressures relate in early priestly ministry. 
2. To assess levels of Psycho-Spiritual well-being among early-career Priests, through the Psycho-Spiritual Well-Being Scale, showing integration of psychological, spiritual health and cultural health.
3. To examine the relationship between competition and psycho-spiritual well-being among early-career Priests, by identifying whether competitive tendencies are associated with positive, negative or negligible effects on well-being.
4. To identify strategies and coping mechanisms that enhance the psycho-spiritual well-being among early-career priests, through semi-structured interviews, providing in depth understanding and experience of competition in early- career priests.
Methods
Research Design
An embedded mixed-method design was adopted to survey the measurable patterns and contextual understanding of the concepts under study. Quantitative data provided statistical insights, and focused on measuring the levels of competitive attitudes and psycho-spiritual well-being and examining the relationship, while qualitative data offered depth lived experiences of competition and psychospiritual well-being (Creswell, 2014). 
Participants
A census approach was used, targeting all early-career priests (0 – 20 years in ministry) drawn from across Cameroon, East Africa, India and Malaysia, totaling 91 individuals. Of these, 52 participated in the quantitative survey representing a response rate of approximately 57% (Cameroon - N = 13, East Africa – N = 23, India – N = 6, Malaysia – N = 10). For the qualitative survey, 8 participants who had taken part in the quantitative strand were purposively selected to take part in the semi-structured interviews to capture in depth understanding and experiences of competition, psycho-spiritual well-being and coping strategies. Participants were informed about the study purpose, assured of confidentiality, provided consent before taking part in the study and the data was collected anonymously.  
Instruments
Hypercompetitive Attitude Scale (Ryckman et al., 1982) was employed to assess the hypercompetitive tendencies, defined as an excessive need to compete and win, often at the expense of well-being. The instrument has 26 items with responses recorded on a 5-point Likert Scale. Higher scores indicate stronger hypercompetitive attitudes. This scale demonstrated good reliability and validity in other studies among adult populations (Ryckman et al., 1990). 
The Psycho-Spiritual Well-Being Scale (Egunjobi, et al., 2023), measures psycho-spiritual well-being, integrating psychological and spiritual well-being, meaning, purpose and relational depth. It is a 25-item multidimensional instrument. Higher scores indicate greater atonement with spiritual and psychological integration. This scale has been validated in African and religious settings, demonstrating acceptable reliability and construct validity (Egunjobi et al., 2023). 
Semi-structured interview for qualitative data collection was employed to explore participant’s experiences of competition, psycho-spiritual well-being, coping strategies and spiritual practices. 
Data Collection Procedure
Quantitative data were collected through self-administered questionnaire distributed electronically through Google Form. Two standardized instruments measuring hypercompetitive attitudes and Psycho-spiritual well-being were completed by the participants. Following the completion of the quantitative phase, semi-structured interviews with eight purposively selected early-career members was collected with each interview lasting approximately 30-40mins. These interviews were audio-recorded with the verbal consent of the participants. These were later transcribed verbatim using TurboScribe, and then analyzed. 
Data Analysis
Quantitative Data 
Descriptive statistics were computed to assess the levels of hypercompetitive attitudes and psycho-spiritual well-being. Pearson correlation analysis was used to examine the correlation between competition and psycho-spiritual well-being. Analyses were conducted using SPSS version 26. 
Qualitative Data
Thematic analysis was done on the interview transcripts following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) approach. Themes were identified to provide insights into how competition is understood, experienced and mediated by early-career priests and how it relates to psycho-spiritual         well-being.  
Integration
Quantitative outcome and qualitative findings were embedded with the qualitative strand providing explanatory context, illuminating mechanisms through which competition may affect or fail to influence psycho-spiritual well-being. 
Results 
Descriptive Statistics 
Descriptive statistics were computed to examine the levels of hypercompetitive attitudes and psycho-spiritual well-being among early-career priests. The results show that participants reported moderate levels of hypercompetitive attitudes (M = 2.45, SD = 0.70) and relatively high levels of psycho-Spiritual Well-Being (M = 3.98, SD = 0.38). The results are presented in Table 1.


Table 1: 
Descriptive Statistic of study Variables
	

	
	N
	Mean
	Std. Deviation

	Hypercompetition
	52
	 2.45
	0.70

	Psychospiritual Wellbeing
	52
	3.98
	0.38



The results show the general distribution of hypercompetitive attitudes and psycho-spiritual well-being among the participants of this research. These descriptive findings give a foundation for understanding the relationship between the two variables. 
Correlation Analysis
To examine the relationship between hypercompetitive attitudes and psycho-spiritual           well-being, a Pearson correlation analysis was conducted. This is presented in Table 2.  
Table 2: 
Correlation between Hypercompetitive Attitudes and Psycho-Spiritual Well-Being
	
	                                1
	                   2

	Hypercompetition
	Pearson Correlation
	1
	-.140

	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	
	.321

	
	
	
	

	Pyschospiritual Wellbeing
	Pearson Correlation
	-.140
	1

	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	.321
	

	
	N
	52
	52



Note, r = - 0.140, p = 0.321 (two-tailed)
The analysis revealed a weak negative and non-significant relationship between hypercompetitive attitudes and psycho-spiritual well-being (r = -0.140, p = 0.321). This therefore suggests that higher levels of hypercompetitiveness are associated with slightly lower levels of psycho-spiritual well-being; however, this is relationship is not statistically significant. 
Qualitative Findings
To complement the quantitative results, thematic analysis was conducted on the data obtained from semi-structured interviews with eight early-career priests. The analysis revealed several themes related to the experiences of competition and psycho-spiritual well-being. 
First the participants acknowledged the presence of competition, particularly related to ministerial assignments, recognition, leadership and competence. While competition was not always explicit, it was experienced through comparison with peers and internal expectations. Secondly, participants identified spiritual practices such as prayer, spiritual direction, retreats and reflection as key coping mechanisms. These practices were described as fostering inner stability and helping to reframe competitive experiences within vocational settings. Thirdly, community life emerged as a moderating influence, with participants highlighting the role of fraternity, sharing and mutual support in reducing the negative effects of competitive tendencies. Participants also identified the importance of self-knowledge, personal meaning and vocation-centred identity, suggesting a strong sense of awareness to help mitigate the psychological effects of competition.
Generally, the qualitative findings provided situational support for the quantitative results, indicating that although competition exists among early-career priests, its impact on         psycho-spiritual well-being may be mitigated by spiritual practices, communal living and adaptive coping mechanisms. 
Discussion
The present study examined the relationship between competition and psycho-spiritual        well-being among early-career priests across four regions: Cameroon, East Africa, India and Malaysia, using an embedded mixed-methods approach. It addresses the study objective of examining the relationship between competition and psycho-spiritual well-being among      early-career priests. The findings revealed a weak, negative and non-significant correlation between competition and psycho-spiritual well-being (r = -0.140, p = 0.321). Participants reported moderate levels of competitive attitudes (M = 2.45, SD = 0.70), although toward the lower end of the scale, and relatively high levels of psycho-spiritual well-being (M = 3.98, SD =0.38). This pattern may help explain the weak association observed, suggesting that competition is not a saliant determinant of well-being. 
The findings show that competition, in itself, may not be a strong determinant of                 psycho-spiritual well-being among early-career priests. The diversity of regional settings represented in the sample may further explain the absence of a significant relationship. Differences in cultural views of competition, spirituality and strength of community life across regions shaped how competition is perceived, experienced and mediated (Murayama & Elliot, 2020). These differing dynamics may have impacted the relationship between the variables, resulting in a weak and non-significant correlation.
From the viewpoint of Self-Determination Theory, these findings may be understood in terms of the nature of motivation and the satisfaction of the basic psychological needs of autonomy, competence and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Although, hypercompetitive attitudes are often associated with external validation and controlled motivation, the formation and lived experience of priesthood may enhance more intrinsic forms of motivation rooted in vocation, service, and relational commitment.  Thus, even when competitive tendencies are present, their potential negative impacts on psycho-spiritual well-being may be mediated by a deeper sense of purpose and internalized values that support autonomy, competence and relatedness (Counted et al., 2022). 
In the same vein, Psycho-Spiritual Theory provides a valuable perspective for interpreting these findings. Psycho-Spiritual well-being, as an integrated concept is upheld by spiritual resources such as prayer, communal belonging and vocation centred identity (Egunjobi et al., 2023). The qualitative findings in this study reinforced this perspective, as participants reported relying on spiritual practices, community life and personal meaning-making to navigate experiences of competition. These internal and communal resources appear to function as protective factors, mitigating the potentiality of contrary impacts of competitive pressures. 
The qualitative data further highlights the intricacy of competition in early-career priests. Participants who took part in the interview, acknowledged the existence of subtle and often implicit forms of competition, particularly in relation to assignments, recognition, competence and leadership. However, these experiences were rarely described as obviously harmful. Instead, they were often reframed within a spiritual setting, emphasizing growth, humility, fidelity and making a distinction between growth- oriented competition and ego-centred competition. This suggests that competition in religious setting may be qualitatively different from competition in secular and professional settings, where external achievements and individual success are more dominant drivers (Ryckman et al., 1982). 
The findings of this study both align with and extend existing literature. While previous study has often linked competitive environments with stress, burnout, and reduce well-being, the present results suggest that such relationships may not hold uniformly in contexts characterized by strong spiritual frameworks and communal support. In line with studies illuminating the role of coping strategies and spiritual integration in priests’ well-being, this study underscores the importance of internal resources in shaping responses to external pressures (Kagume et al., 2022; Sim et al., 2022). The absence of a significant relationship should not be interpreted as a lack of relevance but rather as an indication of context-specific dynamics that warrant deeper exploration. 
Importantly, the no-significant relationship observed in this study is itself a meaningful finding. It challenges the assumption that competition necessarily undermines well-being and points instead to the possibility that early-career priests are equipped through formation, spirituality and community life, with mechanism that help sustain their psycho-spiritual well-being. This illuminates the need for a deeper understanding of well-being in religious settings, one that integrates both psychosocial and spiritual dimensions. 
Practical Implications
The findings of this study have important implications for priestly formation, on-going formation and pastoral support. Formation programs should continue to enhance intrinsic motivation, emotional awareness, and healthy identity development, helping priests to navigate competition constructively. The strengthening of spiritual practices and communal life remains essential, as these appear to play a critical role in sustaining psycho-spiritual well-being. Providing spaces for reflection, spiritual direction, retreats and peer support may further enhance resilience in early ministry. 
Limitations and Future Research
The study is not without limitations. The relatively small sample size and response rate limit the generalizability of the findings. Additionally, the cross-sectional design does not allow for causal inferences. Future research could adopt longitudinal designs to examine how competition and psycho-spiritual well-being evolve over time. Further studies might also explore additional moderating variables, such as emotional intelligence, cultural context, and specific spiritual practices, to deepen understanding of the mechanisms underlying priests’ well-being. Also, future research might diversify the study population from only priests to include female religious. 
Conclusion
This study contributes to the growing body of research on priests’ well-being by demonstrating that competition does not have a significant direct correlation with psycho-spiritual well-being among early-career priests. Instead, the findings illuminate the role of spiritual integration, community life and coping mechanisms. These insights underscore the importance of approaching priestly well-being through holistic perspective that recognized the interplay between psychological dynamics and spiritual resources. 
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