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The short-term mission trip, or SMT, grows significantly in member participation every 

year, especially among the youth. In 2004 alone, 1.5 million adult churchgoers, and 2.4 million 

people, including those participating in youth groups, went on a SMT abroad.  The positive 1

impacts for both participants and those residing within the host community are widely cited, 

marketed, and toted as religious groups continue their trips to various places around the world. 

While many organizations do indeed succeed in positive change, the negative impacts of these 

trips are too often overlooked and solely depicted without nuance or attention paid to the 

long-term repercussions. Possible consequences include creating a dependency on outsourced 

labor; spurring unwanted economic outcomes wherein domestic laborers must compete with 

volunteers who oftentimes pay to do labor; slowed or unsatisfactory work done by unskilled 

volunteers resulting in time having to instruct or redoing work; promulgating dangerous 

conceptions of foreigners and harmful rationalizing of poverty; profiting from disguising a 

self-gratifying experience as an uncomplicated mission, among other tangible and sociological 

effects.   2

A more thorough investigative explication of a typically volunteer-controlled narrative 

will ensure an organization’s objectives are not only actualized but will allow for necessary 

adjustments to negate the inadvertent and adverse effects on host communities. In conjunction 

with past scholars, the exploration of these alternative effects of short-term mission trips remains 

largely uncharted and leaves much room for future research. While these trips can oftentimes do 

1 Kraig Beyerlein, Gary Adler, and Jenny Trinitapoli, “The Effect of Religious Short-Term 
Mission Trips on Youth Civic Engagement,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 50, no. 
4 (2011): 780–95. 
2 Daniel A. Guttentag, “The Possible Negative Impacts of Volunteer Tourism,” International 
Journal of Tourism Research11, no. 6 (2009): 537–51, https://doi.org/10.1002/jtr.727. 
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more harm than good, with proper attention, mentorship from leaders who understand the 

nuanced effects of these trips, and careful construction of the itinerary, these trips can fulfill the 

altruistic and impactful goals they set through reducing grievous byproducts. Problematic as they 

may be, it is worth reevaluating possible solutions to ensure host communities reap only positive 

benefits given the relatively recent proliferation of these trips. 

Unintentional negative effects on the host community’s economy include disadvantaging 

local workers while also creating a dependence on outside help. Visiting volunteers are not only 

free labor but are actually paying to do the work that fully capable local workers would benefit 

from doing themselves, according to a supporter of a Honduran agency that sent volunteers to 

help with the aftermath of a hurricane.  Co-founder Jo Ann Van Engen of the Association for a 3

More Just Society, an organization designed to help Hondurans have better access to government 

services such as healthcare, education, and security, states, “Short-term mission groups almost 

always do work that could be done (and usually done better) by people of the country they visit.”

 While some organizations make deliberate efforts to avoid interfering with local labor markets, 4

many do not and the target community’s laborers, specifically construction workers, bear the 

brunt of this oversight.  5

To buffer the deleterious effects on the local economy, agencies can conduct proper 

evaluations on target communities who lack a workforce or readily available labor market for the 

task at hand. For example, if the task is construction, working with a host community where 

construction workers are scarce may prove more productive and useful than a host community 

3 Guttentag, 544. 
4 Jo Ann Van Engen, “Short Term Missions: Are They Worth the Cost?,” 2000a, 4. 
5 Guttentag, 544. 
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where an abundance of construction workers fail to match to projects. An agency that engages 

volunteers to help build a school or a house can channel their resources to the former while 

connecting with local agencies to match unemployed people with communities that can pay them 

for their services, stimulating their local economy instead of outsourcing labor. More widespread 

policies of “no handouts” and avoiding “crowding-out,” where “self-generated solutions to 

challenges are replaced by solutions which look to external sources as the answer to challenges,” 

should be implemented and mandated where necessary. A focused and purposeful mission can 6

alleviate the unintended impacts on the local economy from trips who overlook the broader 

influence their visit has on the economy. 

The presence of outside help also creates a ripple effect within the broader economy. 

Volunteers risk reinforcing “the ethos of the ‘expert’, thus promoting deference in the local 

community to outside knowledge, therefore contributing to the curtailment of self-sufficiency.”  7

In essence, the community receiving help may look to these Western organizations as saviors. 

Since many programs do not mandate volunteers with any useful skills, this will yield “hindered 

or unsatisfactory work.”  Time is invested in redoing, teaching, or fixing when local workers 8

could do the work more efficiently and to a more satisfactory completion. Many organizations 

attempt to establish “no handouts” rules to combat this dependency or “crowding-out,”  

To address outside labor’s counterproductive effect on progress on projects, agency 

workers must prioritize efficiency over breadth. Although not listing requirements for skills 

6 David Barr, “Avoiding the Sapling and the Elephant: A Case Study from Uganda of the Impact 
of Short-Term Teams on Participants and Host Communities,” Missiology 47, no. 4 (August 24, 
2019): 372–94, https://doi.org/10.1177/0091829619860264. 
7 Guttentag, 544. 
8 Guttentag, 544. 
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allows for a broader possible volunteer base, projects such as construction, classroom help, and 

simple tasks made harder by an inability to communicate because of a language barrier are 

hindered as a result. Organizations must consider the task at hand, decide whether unskilled 

workers risk hampering the project, and assign the task accordingly; managers should designate 

those tasks that require more skill to those whose skill set matches to avoid wasting resources 

and time spent meticulously instructing volunteers. This will help deconstruct the “expert ethos” 

when those without specific useful skills are not doing jobs they are not qualified for. This will 

provide local people with more self-efficacy when they realize they are not more incapable than 

an unskilled American, and those with essential skills are just as essential as skilled American 

volunteers. 

Furthermore, short-term mission trips have the unintended consequence of perpetuating 

dangerous misconceptions. Agencies often boast the emotional and transformative benefits of 

partaking in these trips, citing a “greater sense of self” and “meeting of the minds” between 

volunteers and locals.  Van Engen points out that locals will oftentimes feel “inadequate and 9

incapable” as a result of trading local labor for volunteer work from unskilled tourists.  10

Interviews with young adults returning from a gap year revealed some volunteers “are 

emphasizing difference and establishing a dichotomy of ‘them and us’ as opposed to ‘finding 

commonality between the developed and developing world.’”  This focus on differences defeats 11

the purpose of emerging oneself in a completely alien environment. Multiple scholars cite the 

problematic takeaway many volunteers have indicating surprise at how “happy” locals are 

9 Guttentag, 544. 
10 Jo Ann Van Engen, “The Cost of Short Term Missions,” February 2000, 4. 
11 Guttentag, 545.  
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despite their lack of material wealth. This mindset can result in a “rationalization of poverty as a 

struggle that locals accept,” and tendencies to “romanticize poverty and associate it with social 

and emotional wealth.”  Participants return oftentimes “counting the blessings of being North 12

Americans,” and “having gained little insight into the causes of poverty and what can be done to 

alleviate them.”  Volunteers’ resignation to poverty counteracts objectives of the altruistic 13

element of SMT. In addition to helping construct the “expert ethos,” the role of the Global North 

in constructing the systematic inequalities volunteers hope to alleviate are disguised rather than 

exposed.  14

Employing deliberate trip programs to consciously craft discussions will vastly reduce 

the “us and them” dichotomy that can arise as a result of SMT. In a case study done on a SMT to 

Uganda where the host viewed volunteers positively, “basic training was given before 

traveling… Motivations of the participants were problematized and challenged by those leading 

the discussions…”  This case study’s purposeful efforts to prevent one of the many criticisms of 15

STM provides a useful groundwork for other organizations to follow suit. The case-study also 

revealed reciprocal learning, with one volunteer recognizing, “we think we know what is needed 

and then when we listen to them we realize we have it all so wrong and they know best.”  A 16

mutual sense of respect is essential to ensuring these trips are cooperative rather than co-optive.  

12 Guttentag, 546.  
13 Engen, 2000b, 21. 
14 David Barr, “Avoiding the Sapling and the Elephant: A Case Study from Uganda of the Impact 
of Short-Term Teams on Participants and Host Communities,” Missiology 47, no. 4 (August 24, 
2019): 372–94, https://doi.org/10.1177/0091829619860264. 
15 Barr, 374. 
16 Barr, 385. 
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Reinforcing stereotypes, romanticizing poverty, and omitting the self from the 

conversation about locals’ suffering are not consequences to take lightly. This sociological 

repercussion is dangerous and requires addressal upon detection. This result is one of the hardest 

to identify and prevent, as many people may be unaware of the fault in their thoughts or 

comments. Mentors and leaders who are properly equipped with appropriate responses to a 

volunteer’s reflection will negate poor takeaways and opinions that counter the mission of a trip: 

first and foremostly helping communities who ask for it. Mission trips can no longer promote 

patronizing ideas about wealth and suffering while failing to treat those in the host community 

with dignity, respect, and a process of “othering.”  

Another proposed concern surrounds the phenomenon of mild deception to provide an 

external appearance of virtuosity. The claims of volunteers should produce at least minor 

skepticism, as many may make statements that seem “desirable” and “rationalize the cost of the 

trip.”  One case-study of a SMT to Honduras found that “over half” of respondents claimed to 17

have increased donations to the organization through which they went on the trip, but after 

verifying with donation records, they discovered only twenty-five percent of participants sent in 

direct donations within the two months following their trip while overall donations “either 

directly or via church offerings, increased by only a small percentage.”  Of the seventeen 18

churches that volunteered through the organization, six of them increased their donations, while 

eleven of them decreased them.  This finding contradicts the long-lasting change in attitude and 19

17 Guttentag, 545.  
18 Guttentag, 545. 
19 Kurt Alan Ver Beek, “The Impact of Short-Term Missions: A Case Study of House 
Construction in Honduras after Hurricane Mitch,” Missiology 34, no. 4 (October 1, 2006): 
477–95, https://doi.org/10.1177/009182960603400406. 
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increased charitable attitudes narrative that organizations often perpetuate. Barr cites research 

findings supporting commitment while on the trip, with “little long-term post-trip interest,” and 

“significant fall-off in positive attitudes and behavioral change in the year following the trip.”  20

Organizations appear to exaggerate the long-term effects on volunteers without actual 

substantive data. 

Finally, the phenomena of people misreporting their donations following a trip must be 

addressed. The underlying cause as to why people lie about their charitable activity relates to 

society valuing and raising up those who demonstrate altruism, which is why many may choose 

to go on the trip in the first place. This is not an inherently bad thing, but lying about how 

charitable one is posits concern about those who partake in volunteer activities, if their 

motivations are primarily to serve for moral reasons and a desire to help people, or if they want 

an experience for self-gratification, resume building, or any other unsavory motivation that may 

counteract an agency’s mission statement. In the case of resume-building, this may be viewed 

“as a form of neocolonialism with some scholars interpreting such an attitude as building a 

career off the back of the marginalized.”  Motivators are hard to gauge because just as people 21

lied about their charitable giving, they can lie about the reasons they decide to partake in a 

mission. Participant-focused benefits such as “self-development,” or escaping from the 

predictability and normalcy of modern-day life may play a part, with some scholars arguing that 

“the developing world has become a playground for the redemption of privileged souls looking 

to atone for global injustices by escaping the vacuity of modernity.”  Amending applications 22

20 Barr, 378. 
21 Barr, 378. 
22 Barr, 378. 
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and processes for these trips to screen for people who are less receptive than those who display 

more whole-hearted intentions may aid in determining whether their participation will benefit the 

project and contribute to a positive ripple effect going forward rather than serving as a disguised 

vacation. 

Short-term mission trips continue to prevail as an extremely popular mode of volunteer 

tourism and show no signs of tapering off. Rather than denounce the entire notion of these trips, 

an overhaul to prevent the most egregious offenses remains necessary. The positive outcomes do 

not outweigh or compensate for the injurious results. Purposeful restructuring, partnering with 

long-term organizations, and increased conscientiousness will correct the pitfalls of these trips 

and prevent damage cloaked under the guise of magnanimity. Without rehabilitation, these trips 

will continue to inadvertently damage local economics, further detrimental stereotypes, and 

flaunt unfounded positives to encourage more people with images of the various sufferings of 

other people—local people without shoes, destroyed homes, poor living conditions—to 

incentivize people to partake in these self-serving missions.  Susan Sontag’s book, Regarding 23

the Pain of Others, provides insight on why depicting such suffering is an effective marketing 

tool, as people respond to “a view of suffering, of the pain of others, that is rooted in religious 

thinking… suffering as something that is a mistake or an accident or a crime. Something to be 

fixed.”  Efforts to destroy the cycle of poverty cannot solely remain as a western savior’s job; 24

the equal and collective partnership of host and volunteer to not only “fix,” as Sontag states, but 

23 “Bahamas Relief Mission Trips - Hurricane Relief | EM.” Accessed April 12, 2020. 
https://experiencemission.org/mission-trips/hurricane-relief-bahamas. 
24 Sontag, Susan. Regarding the Pain of Others. New York, N.Y: Picador, 2003. 



Monaco-Vavrik 9 

to destroy the neocolonialist aspects that have become entangled and synonymous with 

short-term mission trips.  
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