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Few Americans Have Experienced Short-Term Mission Trips 
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Although some recent economic news 
offers positive signs, the donor landscape 
continues to show little indication of 
improvement. In the wake of the poor 
economy, many American donors have 
cut back on donations to churches and 
especially to other nonprofit organiza-
tions, and they have become more pes-
simistic about future economic recovery. 
Many Americans appear to be signifi-

cantly cutting back on charitable giving 
in order to adjust to the downturn. 
Nearly half of all adults (48 percent) said 
they had reduced their giving to non-
profit organizations (excluding churches 
and houses of worship) in the last three 
months. Churches were slightly less 
likely to be affected but were certainly 
not immune to cutbacks: three out of 
ten Americans (29 percent) had dropped 
their level of support to churches and 
congregations in recent months.
While many church donors have been 

able to maintain their typical level of 
donations, those who have cut back have 
dropped their giving substantially. Nearly 
one-quarter of church donors had cut 
contributions by 20 percent or more. 
One measure of American generosity 

that has stayed relatively consistent—
despite the economic turmoil—is the 
practice of tithing. This is the concept 
embraced by many Christians of giving 
10 percent (or more) of one’s income. 
Overall, 7 percent of all adults reported 
donation levels equaling at least 10 per-
cent of their income. The percentage of 
adults who tithe has remained constant 
since the beginning of the decade, falling 
in the 5 percent to 7 percent range.
Tithing levels, which could include both 

church and other charitable giving, were 
highest among evangelicals (24 per-
cent of whom give at least 10 percent), 
non-mainline Protestants (13 percent), 
churchgoers (11 percent), and non-
evangelical born-again Christians (10 

percent). Those over the age of 45 (9 per-
cent) were nearly twice as likely as those 
under that age (5 percent) to tithe. Also, 
the study showed that income level was 
not correlated with tithing: just 9 percent 
of upscale adults gave at least one-tenth 
of their income, while 11 percent of the 
downscale set gave an equivalent propor-
tion.
 David Kinnaman observes, “The impli- 

cation is that church and nonprofit 
leaders should prepare for leaner times. 
Response to this reality suggests avoid-
ing high-risk and untested fund-raising 
efforts and communicating effectively 
with constituents. In addition, consider 
proactive financial management, includ-
ing adjusting income expectations. Avoid 
using traditional financial projections 
because reluctant donors are likely to cut 
back on the number of organizations and 
frequency of their support. One of the 
fundamentals is relentlessly addressing 
six donor motivations—as identified in 
previous work by the Barna team—in-
cluding operating efficiently, featuring 
the compelling cause at the core of your 
work, communicating the urgency of the 
need, nurturing personal relationships 
with donors, demonstrating transforma-
tional impact, and helping contributors 
feel a sense of personal benefit from giv-
ing. These appear to be as important as 
ever as donors scale back their giving.”

later—include be-
coming more aware 
of other people’s 
struggles (25 percent); 
learning more about 
poverty, justice, or the 
world (16 percent); 
increasing compassion 
(11 percent); deepen-
ing or enriching their 
faith (9 percent); 
broadening their 

spiritual understanding 
(9 percent); and boosting 
their financial generosity (5 
percent). 
However, despite the 

accessibility and personal 
benefits, most Americans 
have never experienced a 
short-term service project. 
Just 9 percent of Americans 
have ever been on one of 
these brief service trips, in-
cluding only 11 percent of 
churchgoers. What’s more, 
most of the people who 
have gone on such journeys 
did so more than five years 
ago. To put that in perspec-
tive, only 8 million of the 
228 million adult residents 
of the U.S. have been on a 
short-term mission trip in 
the last five years.
Trip Tips Regarding Short- 

Term Missions 
• Most people who take 

service trips have gone 
outside the country for 
them; however, 33 percent 
of the mission trips were to 
locations in the U.S. 
• A person does not have 

to go far in order to grow 

A century ago, missionaries 
had to commit to years of 
service. Today, with the 
comparative ease and afford-
ability of travel, church 
leaders now encourage a 
different form of engage-
ment: short-term mission 
trips. These journeys, 
lasting from a few days to 
several weeks, allow people 
to put their religious beliefs 
into action by taking people 
to other countries or areas 
of great need to serve the 
poor or disadvantaged.
A new study from Barna 

Group shows that most of 
the people who embark on 
service adventures describe 
the trips as life-changing. 
In fact, three-quarters of 
trip-goers report that the 
experience changed their 
lives in some way. Yet the 
research also shows that 
few adults—including a 
small percentage of Chris-
tians—have ever gone on a 
short-term service trip.
The most common areas 

of personal growth that 
people recall—even years 

through serving others. 
People who took domestic 
service trips reported the 
same degree of life-changing 
experiences as those who 
traveled abroad. 
• The typical person who 

has been on a mission 
trip has taken two such 
journeys. Two percent of 
Americans are service-trip 
enthusiasts, having been on 
five or more such adven-
tures. 
• People frequently go on 

short-term trips with imme-
diate family members, most 
often with siblings. Only 14 
percent of these trips were 
led by parents facilitating a 
family learning experience. 
This means that just one 
percent of Americans have 
ever taken a mission trip as 
a family. 
“This research does not 

measure the benefit to the 
people being helped,” says 
researcher David Kin-
naman, “since we only 
interviewed Americans for 
this project. But short-term 
missions clearly benefit 
the people providing the 
assistance. Many pastors, 
parents, and teachers are 
searching for ways to trans-
form hearts and minds. 
One promising way to go 
about changing people’s 
perspectives is to go on a 
service adventure together.”
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