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Abstract
This article marks the thirty-fifth year of presenting statistical information on world 
Christianity and mission. This year, we report on three gaps in the literature, 
concerning women in world Christianity and mission, the status of short-term mission 
(STM), and missions and money. There are few quantitative studies on women in 
world Christianity; there remains a dearth in the literature on the magnitude and 
impact of STM (which is particularly US-centric); and Christian finance, now $60 
trillion in personal income, is vastly under-researched in global studies.
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In 1985 David B. Barrett produced the first statistical table in this series in the January 
issue of the International Bulletin of Missionary Research. He produced this table 
three years after publishing his comprehensive and highly popular World Christian 
Encyclopedia (Oxford University Press, 1982; 2nd ed., 2001; 3rd ed., forthcoming). 
Its purpose was to lay out, in summary form, an annual update of the most significant 
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global and regional statistics relevant to understanding the current status of global 
Christianity. This year, the following tables continue the tradition of this series, pre-
senting the most recent overview of statistics related to global Christianity and mis-
sion. The data appear in comparative perspective and offer estimates for the years 
1900, 1970, 2000, 2019, 2025, and 2050. In addition, an average annual rate of change 
for each category is calculated for the period 2000–2019. Each set of tables since 1985 
has provided a brief commentary to help situate the data, provide further context, and 
elaborate on implications of the data. In this year’s report, which marks the thirty-fifth 
anniversary of featuring quantitative data on world Christianity and mission in the 
IBMR, we take a slightly different approach.

Historically, we have naturally reported on what we know about world Christianity, 
and the core of what we know has been reported in the IBMR table. This year, how-
ever, we report on what we don’t know—or, rather, what we want to know better. The 
study of world Christianity as an academic discipline has grown substantially since 
Barrett’s first IBMR statistical table. It now has its own tenure-track professors, PhD-
level researchers, scholarly journals, and professional guilds. Despite the numerous 
books and research projects being released seemingly daily on Christianity as a world 
religion, there are significant gaps. This year, we briefly highlight three of these gaps, 
concerning women in world Christianity and mission, the status of short-term mission, 
and missions and money.

Women in world Christianity and mission

Demographers, social scientists, historians, and scholars of religion have stated for 
decades that women are “more religious” than men. In 2016 the Pew Research 
Center conducted a study “Gender Gap in Religion around the World,” which con-
cluded that indeed Christian women reported higher rates of church attendance, 
prayer, and religious self-identification than Christian men.1 Many scholarly studies 
have also indicated this gender imbalance in religious identity, belief, and practice.2 
Historian Dana Robert described world Christianity as a woman’s movement and 
estimated that roughly two-thirds of practicing Christians in the late twentieth and 
early twenty-first centuries were female.3 Others have also noted that Christianity 
has always been majority female: from the first century (women were the last at the 
cross and the first at the tomb) till today, women constitute the majority of Christians. 
Despite these assertions, there exists very little hard data on women in global 
Christianity. There have so far been few quantitative studies on women in global 
Christianity and mission.

In 2007 our annual statistical table in this journal reported on male and female 
“Christian workers,” but little hard evidence was available for an ongoing analysis of 
gender in mission.4 Gender, however, remains an absolutely critical variable that needs 
to be taken into serious consideration in any study of the worldwide Christian mission-
ary movement. We have good data on gender enrollment in theological education 
institutions, and there is a significant amount of data from the Vatican on Catholic 
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sisters and brothers working in mission worldwide. But in the field of world Christianity 
as a whole, there are wide gaps when it comes to understanding the presence of women 
in the churches, in church and denominational leadership, and in mission.

Short-term mission

Short-term mission (STM) is a grassroots movement that organically developed start-
ing in the 1960s with groups such as Operation Mobilization and Youth With A 
Mission—both youth ministries. The popularity of STM exploded in the 1980s and 
1990s for a plethora of reasons, including a generation shift between Baby Boomers 
and Millennials (and continuing with gusto for Generation Z),5 ease of travel, improved 
technology, and a renewed emphasis on social justice in today’s young people. The 
very language of “short-term” versus “long-term” mission is quite new, but the para-
digm of short-termers appears to be challenging centuries of tradition in mission.

Despite the exponential rise in popularity of STM, there is a notable lack of schol-
arly research on it. No one knows how many short-term missionaries there are in the 
world—nor is there agreement on whether STM is really “mission” or whether these 
people are really “missionaries.”6 Studies—which are from over a decade ago—have 
reported between 1 million and 5.5 million people going abroad annually for short-
term mission.7 Furthermore, no one is completely sure where these short-termers are 
going or where the threshold is between short- and long-term. Numerous books and 
online resources are available to help churches and Christians explore the pros and 
cons of STM, but there remains a dearth in the literature on the magnitude and impact 
of STM.8 Furthermore, these studies are strongly US-centric. The Center for the 
Study of Global Christianity (CSGC) tracks how many foreign missionaries, foreign 
mission sending agencies, and national workers there are in the world (see table 4, 
“Christian Mission and Evangelism”), but we have not included short-term mission-
aries in our figures.

Missions and money

Most variables in the IBMR statistical table are relatively straightforward to obtain and 
report, such as population figures, religious affiliation, Christian affiliation, and church 
organizations. Other areas, however, are also important to know for understanding the 
status of world Christianity and mission but are much more difficult to calculate. 
While the CSGC puts a substantial amount of effort into producing these figures, 
Christian finance represents an area that we simply do not know as much about as we 
would like. Jonathan Bonk’s book Missions and Money remains the go-to resource on 
the subject, though it is now over ten years old.9 Our annual statistical table has many 
variables related to Christian finance: personal income of Christians, giving to 
Christian causes, ecclesiastical crime, and income of global foreign missions (see table 5, 
“Christian Finance”). Many of these figures are approximations that would be 
improved with further research.
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For example, Christian income is calculated by multiplying a country’s Gross 
National Income (GNI) per capita by the number of Christians from all traditions. 
Because data on giving patterns of Christians to secular causes, churches, denomina-
tions, and parachurch organizations are not available from organizational financial 
records, the percentage of Christian income that is donated must be estimated.10 
Research has shown that 2.3 percent of Christians’ income is donated to Christian 
causes in the United States.11 This percentage is used as a reference point, with each 
country assigned a higher or lower percentage based on the 2013 World Giving Index 
(Charities Aid Foundation), with the lowest percentage set at 0.5 percent. Countries 
missing from the World Giving Index are allocated the weighted averages for their 
respective UN regions (except countries in Oceania are allocated the continental 
weighted average).12

In other words, we take available data and make estimates for variables that we are 
seeking to understand. A global dataset on Christian giving, including giving to 
churches, parachurch organizations, and mission, would vastly improve our knowl-
edge of Christian finance. With over $60 trillion in personal income, Christians world-
wide have significant resources, and good research is needed to ensure that Christians’ 
giving is directed to the appropriate destinations.

Conclusion

We hope that this article serves as a clarion call to the readership of the International 
Bulletin of Mission Research. Whether layperson, pastor, missionary, or PhD student, 
Christians should know that while the scholarly community has made significant 
strides in understanding the world Christian movement, there are still enormous, sig-
nificant gaps in our knowledge. Our appeal here is specifically directed to current and 
future scholars of world Christianity and mission. Academics: encourage your stu-
dents to think outside the box of traditional world Christianity scholarship, and help 
them engage in the interdisciplinary work necessary to make ground-breaking discov-
eries. Church and mission leaders: identify the problems you see in your contexts, both 
locally and globally, and dedicate yourself to finding creative solutions to help the 
church function better in the world. It is of particular concern that much of the research 
produced by the academy is Western-centric, relating only to societies that are Western, 
educated, industrialized, rich, and democratic (i.e., WEIRD).13 But world Christianity 
cannot be characterized this way. The CSGC will continue to do our part in providing 
the best, most accurate relevant information on world Christianity and mission for as 
long as we are able, and we will continue to encourage others to break new ground in 
research and scholarship.
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