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DEFERRED MAINTENANCE SYNDROME 
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Deferred Maintenance Syndrome (DMS) as 

defined by Wikipedia is the practice of 

consistently postponing maintenance activities, 

such as repairs on real property, to save money 

or match reduced budget funding levels. 

Causes Sometimes priorities force parish 

leaders to make difficult choices between 

funding operations or repairing their physical 

facilities. Often the physical facilities pay the 

price as leaders preserve parish programming 

and address capital improvements saying, 

“Well…maybe next year.”  

 

Deferred maintenance is an issue for many 

parishes and not just those with the oldest 

facilities, with their aging roofs, dated and 

dimly lit interiors, and impaired or limited 

parking facilities. However, ten years or so 

after a church renovation some church 

members still think of their facility as newly 

renovated. “After all,” they reason, “didn’t our 

parish just spend a large amount of money to 

make things look better?” Commercial real 

estate replacement schedules require 

replacement or major repairs of large 

components in ranges extending no longer 

than 20 years. Commercial real estate sees the 

25-year mark as the useful life of an 

unrenovated building. Churches are no 

different. Even the Rock of Ages which Jesus 

founded, and Peter proclaimed needs some 

polishing occasionally.  

 

Costs  
What are the actual costs of DMS? There are 

several. First, the natural inflation of project 

dollars increases the cost of labor and materials 

an average of 5% per year. Second, delay of 

needed maintenance can cause unnecessary 

secondary damage or repairs. This is one 

reason Catholic Mutual offers a substantial 

discount through their PACE/PRISM 

Program to parishes who produce and use a 

long-term maintenance schedule. They 

understand the truth of the statement, pay now 

or pay more later.  

 

 

Another less quantifiable cost of deferred 

maintenance concerns outreach and 

hospitality. Year in and year out faithful 

parishioners attend Mass and staff come to 

work each day. Because of that familiarity, 

these folks may fail to see how the floor 

coverings are worn out or the surroundings 

have become dated. Just as surely, first-time 
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visitors notice such neglect and perhaps even 

unconsciously shy away from faith 

communities whose facilities are not kept up to 

date.  

 

Back at the turn of the 20th century when 

defending the building of an expensive 

cathedral, Archbishop John Ireland said it well 

with essentially the following: God’s house  

should at least be as nice as the homes of those 

who worship there. This is still true today.  

 

Cures  
What are the cures for DMS? First, parishes 

can become more aware of future needs by 

understanding the replacement cycle for major 

items in the facility. The template provided by 

Catholic Mutual’s PACE/ PRISM Program is 

a good start. It can be used as the basis for a 

Capital Improvement Plan that will guide 

pastors, staff, and lay leadership through the 

years.  

 

Second, the parish needs to understand the 

available sources of funding for these needs. 

Sources can include not only cash on hand 

(both operating and designated capital funds) 

but also capital campaigns designed to cover 

multiple projects or a major renovation. 

Shortfalls in funding for the short-term can be 

made up with a loan to spread the cost 

affordably over several years. However, before 

taking out any loan, the parish should show 

reasonable coverage of debt service payments 

either from operations or a sensibly planned 

capital campaign.  

 

Third, the parish should attempt to construct 

and review any capital improvement plan in 

concert with the production of their annual 

operating budget. Another best practice is to 

make sure parishioners are aware of the capital 

funding needs in a timely and respectful way. 

Good stewardship of our parishes means not 

waiting until a cold Sunday morning in January 

to make an emergency appeal for money for a 

new furnace to a church full of parishioners 

who can see their breath.  

 

CFC’s long-range financial planning model 

brings all three “cure” elements together to 

provide a coherent picture of both operations 

and capital funding. Give our office a call at 

651-389-1070 if you are interested in learning 

more.

 


