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5 Key Findings of the STATE of the PLATE
Church Research Survey
A “new normal” is emerging in the church world when it comes to church giving, budgets, and generosity
initiatives. The second annual STATE of the PLATE, a collaborative research project by Brian Kluth’s
Maximum Generosity ministry and Christianity Today International, received responses from 1,017 churches of
varying sizes and from every region of the country. The survey asked church pastors, staff, and leaders to report
on their church giving, budgeting, and generosity initiatives.
In the latest research, released in March 2010, five major trends emerged:

1) The poor economy is hurting a growing number of churches.
While some media headlines suggest signs of improvements in the economy, the offering plates at many
churches do not:
•
•
•

•

The number of churches reporting a decline in giving this past year has increased to 38% of churches
surveyed, compared to 29% at the same time a year ago.
Only 36% of churches saw giving increase this past year, compared to 47% a year ago.
Megachurches suffered this year more than ever before. Nearly half (47%) of churches with 2,000 to
5,000 in weekly worship attendance saw a decrease in their giving this year compared to only 23% the
year before. More than ever before, many megachurches are beginning to experience some financial
strain and pain because of the economy.
Pacific states and Mountain states struggled most. Pacific states (CA, OR, WA, AK, HI) were hardest hit,
with 55% of churches reporting decreased giving (in 2008, Pacific states also were hardest hit among
the country’s regions, but only 34% reported a drop in their giving). In 2009, the next hardest-hit area
were the Mountain States (NV, UT, CO, ID, WY, MT), where 48% of churches saw a decrease in giving.

2) Many churches say December year-end giving fell short.
While Rick Warren’s December appeal to more than 100,000 e-mail recipients helped his church adequately
close the gap on a year-end budget shortfall, many other churches weren’t so fortunate:
•
•
•

32% of churches surveyed said that their December year-end giving “missed” their expectations.
Only 23% of churches indicated that year-end giving surpassed their expectation.
With nearly a third missing giving expectations at the end of 2009, many churches likely entered 2010
looking for ways to slow their church spending.
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3) Some churches decreased their budgets while others increased budgets.
While a growing number of churches trimmed budgets, others increased theirs heading into 2010:
•
•
•
•

32% said they made budgets cuts of 1% to 20%. A year ago, only 14% said the same.
The top three cuts came in the areas of travel and conferences, ministry programs, and
expansion/renovation projects.
24% of churches kept their budgets the same as last year.
Surprisingly, 45% of churches increased their budgets for the coming year, compared to 23% who said
the same a year ago. Churches that increased their budgets did so primarily in the areas of benevolence
giving, ministry programs, and missions giving.

4) More churches plan to preach and teach on finances and generosity in a
variety of ways.
The Bible provides more than 2,000 verses on finances and generosity and a growing number of churches say
they planned or considered planning to share God’s Word on these subjects through the following:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Preaching, 75%
Financial classes/courses/groups, 65%
Sharing a Bible verse during the offering, 62%
Distributing pamphlets, 51%
Making financial counselors available, 48%
Conducting an annual stewardship drive, 48%
Showing videos in the worship service, 44%
Giving families a generosity devotional, 43%
Providing estate planning materials/seminars, 44%
Providing stewardship training for leaders, 40%

5) More churches are using outside resources and guidance.
More churches say they’re seeking outside resources to help with church finances, giving, and generosity. The
top resources identified by respondents:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Dave Ramsey, 58%
Crown Financial Ministries, 54%
Denominational resources, 44%
Brian Kluth/Maximum Generosity, 43%
Church Law & Tax Report, 41%
Your Church magazine, 35%

Special note: There were two surveys for the 2010 www.STATEofthePLATE.info research.
The 2nd survey, a “View from the Pew,” surveyed 1,000 Christian households on finances, debts, and
giving/tithing. The Executive Summary and key findings of this report will be released by April 2, 2010,
on the www.STATEofthePLATE.info website.
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Who filled out the survey?

•

Completed number of surveys: 1,017 surveys were completed as of March 18, 2010.

•

Email communications: Email invitations to participate in this research were sent out in the month
of February 2010. MAXIMUM Generosity sent emails to 12,000+ pastors/leaders/individuals on its
eNewsletter list. Christianity Today International sent emails to 40,000+ pastors/leaders/individuals
via some of its eNewsletter lists.

•

Geographical demographics: Emails were sent to churches in all 50 states representing 7 regions of
the country. Churches from every region of the country participated in the survey. There also were
churches from 25 countries that participated (the largest representation coming from Canada).

•

Denominational/Theological demographics: Churches from the following theological groups
participated: Mainline, Evangelical, Baptist, Charismatic/Pentecostal,
Independent/Nondenominational, and Catholic/Orthodox.

•

Church Size: Survey participants represented churches of all sizes: Under 100 people; 100-249; 250499; 500-999; 1,000-1,999; 2,000-4,999; 5,000-10,000; and more than 10,000.

•

Detailed Data: All the numerical data for this survey is available at www.STATEofthePLATE.info and
YourChurchResources.com.
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Church Giving Trends

•
•

The number of struggling churches grew this year: Churches reporting a decline in giving this
past year increased to 38% of churches surveyed, compared to 29% at the same time a year ago.
Fewer churches experienced giving increases: Only 36% of churches saw giving increase this
past year compared to 47% a year ago.
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Church Giving Trends
by Geographical Location

•

•

Pacific states and Mountain states struggled most. Pacific states (CA, OR, WA, AK, HI) were hardest hit,
with 55% of churches reporting decreased giving (in 2009, Pacific states also were hardest hit among
the country’s regions, but only 34% reported a drop in their giving). In 2010, the next hardest-hit area
was the Mountain States region (NV, UT, CO, ID, WY, MT), where 48% of churches saw a decrease in
giving.
Great Lakes states did better than expected: The Great Lakes States region (WI, IL, MI, IN, OH),
a region many would expect to see significant difficulties, actually fared better than other parts of the
country. Only 32% of these churches saw their giving decline.
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Church Giving Trends
by Church Size

•

Megachurches were hit harder this year than ever before: Nearly half (47%) of churches with
2,000-10,000+ in attendance saw a decrease in their giving this year compared to only 23% the year
before. More than ever before, many megachurches are beginning to experience some financial strain
and pain because of the economy.
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End-of-Year
Church Giving Trends

•

Year-end giving misses the mark for many churches: One major reason churches reported a
decline in giving was that 32% of them said giving in December missed expectations. Many churches
run behind budget during a calendar year, but finish in the black because of strong year-end giving.
This year, it didn’t happen for many, and they entered 2010 carrying red ink from the previous budget.
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Church Budgeting Trends

Church budgets this year are reminiscent of the song, “A whole lotta shakin’ goin’ on.” Last year, most
churches (46%) took a cautious approach, freezing budgets as much as possible. The October 2008 stock
market drop didn’t give most churches time to process budget changes for 2009. However, this past year,
churches felt the financial squeeze more throughout the year, leading to more active efforts to decrease budgets
when budget planning began in the fall:
• Deeper cuts this year: 37% of churches actively decreased their budget compared to only 14% that
cut their budget last year.
• Fewer churches went with a middle ground position: Only 24% of churches kept their budget
about the same. Last year, 46% froze their budgets.
• Greater increases this year: Many more churches (44%) increased their budgets compared to only
23% the year before.
• Top 5 categories of budget increases: Churches increased giving to Benevolence and Missions as
their top priorities:
31% Benevolence
30% Missions
29% Staff salaries
29% Facilities
26% Staff health care
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Financial Ministry/Generosity Initiatives

In past years, very few churches considered it their responsibility to teach people a Biblical perspective on
handling finances and giving. In recent years, a significant change has occurred: churches now actively provide
classes, courses, resources, literature, and counselors to help people learn how to manage their finances. The
old adage certainly holds true today, “When all else fails, go back and read the directions.” The Bible offers
2,350 verses related to finances, material possessions, and generosity. With the failure of banks, mortgage
companies, investment advisors, car companies, and financial institutions, it makes sense that churches are
increasingly pointing people back to the Bible. Churches say they planned or considered planning to share
God’s Word on these subjects through the following during the next 12 months:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Preaching, 75%
Financial classes/courses/groups, 65%
Sharing a Bible verse during the offering, 62%
Distributing pamphlets, 51%
Making financial counselors available, 48%
Conducting an annual stewardship drive, 48%
Showing videos in the worship service, 44%
Giving families a generosity devotional, 43%
Providing estate planning materials/seminars, 44%
Providing stewardship training for leaders, 40%
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Outside Financial/Generosity Resources

Church Capital Fundraising Campaigns

Capital campaigns are a common experience for many congregations. A small percentage (7%) of churches
will postpone a capital campaign because of the economy. One-third of churches (34%) plan—or will
consider—a capital campaign within the next two years.
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PRESS RELEASE
For Immediate Release

Economy Hits Churches at Unprecedented Rate
Nearly 40% of churches reported declines in 2009, according to the annual STATE of
the PLATE research, with megachurches and West Coast churches suffering most.
Nearly 40% of churches across the country experienced a decline in church giving and offerings in 2009,
representing two consecutive years of significant decreases, according to the 2nd annual STATE of the PLATE
research by Maximum Generosity and Christianity Today International.
“Churches today are in unchartered waters financially,” says Brian Kluth, founder of Maximum Generosity.
“After the October 2008 stock market drop, 29% of churches experienced a decline in giving and this past year
the number has climbed up to 38% of churches. Multiple research projects last year documented the sharp
decline in church giving and our research this year shows things have only gotten worse for a growing number
of churches.”
Part of the reason for 2009’s continued decline: An unexpected number of churches (30%) reported lowerthan-expected collections for December, a month that traditionally helps many churches meet their budgets.
Even Rick Warren’s Saddleback Church, with about 20,000 people attending weekly worship services, ran
behind its multimillion-dollar budget before Warren sent out a last-minute email appeal encouraging year-end
gifts. Saddleback Church received more than $2.4 million, allowing the megachurch to end the year in the
black. But other churches weren’t as fortunate.
Megachurches (47%) and West Coast churches (55%) were hit hardest in 2009 as they fell behind in their
giving from the previous year, according to the latest survey.
On a positive note, the STATE of the PLATE research also showed that a growing number of churches (31%)
increased their benevolence giving to help people in their church and community facing critical financial needs.
Giving to missions also increased in a significant number (30%) of churches.
Many churches also actively taught Biblical financial and generosity principles in 2009 through sermons
(66%), financial classes and seminars (48%), and volunteer financial counselors/coaches (26%) to help their
church families weather the poor economy.
“In our new economic culture, churches must learn to intentionally teach Biblical financial and generosity
principles to help serve the families in their congregations and to reverse the decline in giving,” Kluth says.
Kluth launched the STATE of the PLATE research in 2008. This year, Christianity Today International
partnered with Kluth to launch the 2nd annual STATE of the PLATE research, which surveyed more than 1,000
church leaders. The research aims to capture true benchmarks, statistics, and trend lines that can help church
leaders know how to understand changing economic realities that are different from the past, and help church
leaders find proven solutions as they face growing financial challenges.
For an Executive Summary with media charts/graphs and access to the complete research data, go to:
www.STATEofthePLATE.info.
Media Contacts:
Maximum Generosity: Brian Kluth Cell phone: 719-930-4000 Email: bk@kluth.org
Christianity Today International: Matt Branaugh 630.260.6200 Email: mbranaugh@christianitytoday.com
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The stock market drop in October 2008 ushered in the Great Recession and with it, a growing number of
stories in newspapers, including The Wall Street Journal, national magazines, and prime-time television
programs about decreases in giving to churches. Many of the news stories tended to offer anecdotal support
based on a national or local reporter calling a few pastors to find out what was happening in local churches.
Very few of the stories referenced any national research or solid data to substantiate what was really happening
in churches across America. In response, Brian Kluth and Maximum Generosity created the STATE of the
PLATE research, a survey built to gain solid data and benchmarks about what really happened with church
giving in 2008; to learn how churches planned to handle budgeting issues for 2009; and to understand what
churches were doing to ramp up financial and generosity ministries in their congregation to help people during
the growing recession. In conjunction with the STATE of the PLATE, a second survey called the VIEW from
the PEW was created to measure the financial, debt, and giving/tithing statistics of individual Christian
households.
In 2009, editors from Christianity Today International’s Church Finance Today newsletter and Leadership
asked to collaborate with Brian Kluth to continue the research on an annual basis. The goal: capture true
benchmarks, statistics, and trend lines that could help church leaders truly know how to “understand the times
and to know what to do” in the midst of emerging economic realities that are very different from the past. The
desire is to create a valuable and reliable source for media sources as they address these issues on a local or
national level in their publications, websites, and television programs.
THE DETAILED NUMERICAL DATA FOR THE 2009 and 2010 STATE of the PLATE and VIEW from the
PEW research surveys are available at www.STATEofthePLATE.info or YourChurchResources.com.

About Brian Kluth and MAXIMUM Generosity
Brian Kluth is a pastor, best-selling author, speaker, and media commentator. He has been
interviewed by NBC, CBN, leading newspapers and magazines, Kiplinger Personal Money
magazine, Chronicle of Philanthropy, Prime Time America, radio and TV news and talk show
programs, and Money Matters radio program. Kluth's 40 Day Journey to a More Generous
Life book has become a bestseller with 400,000 copies in print and translations underway in
over 50 foreign languages. From 1994 to 1999 he was the national president (1994 to 1999)
of the Christian Stewardship Association, America’s largest faith-based professional
fundraising association. In 2007 he was named the Stewardship Educator of the Year. Kluth
is the founder of www.MAXIMUMgenerosity.org, a leading website and provider of churchbased resources to inspire generosity and increase giving. The MAXIMUMgenerosity.org
eNewsletter is sent to more than 12,000 pastors/leaders/individuals in every state and in over 130 countries. In
2009, Kluth launched the www.GiveWithJoy.org radio stories that are heard on over 200 radio stations
nationwide. In 2008, Brian Kluth was awarded an honorary doctorate by Trinity College & Seminary for his 20
plus years of work, research, writing, and speaking on the subject of charitable/Christian giving and generosity.
CONTACT INFORMATION: Brian Kluth | Cell 719.930.4000 | Email: bk@kluth.org
MAXIMUM Generosity | 5201 Pinon Valley Road | Colorado Springs, CO 80919

About Christianity Today International
Christianity Today International, based in Carol Stream, Illinois, is a not-for-profit Christian media ministry
founded by Billy Graham in 1956. It provides 9 publications, including Christianity Today, Leadership, Your
Church magazine, Church Finance Today, and an award-winning website reaching more than 2.5 million
unique visitors monthly.
CONTACT INFORMATION: Matt Branaugh |Email mbranaugh@christianitytoday.com
Christianity Today International |465 Gundersen Drive |Carol Stream, Illinois 60188|630.260.6200
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Additional Research/Articles

The www.STATEofthePLATE.info data can be cross referenced to similar research projects and articles by
the following groups.
• Barna Research Group articles and research on “The Economy’s Impact on Churches: Congregational
Budgets “ from January 2010
• Lifeway: Research and article on the “Economic Pain Deepens for Churches” from November 2009.
• Alban Institute and Lake Institute on Faith & Giving: “2009 Congregational Economic Impact Study”
• The State of Church Giving by the Empty Tomb.
• The 2009 Church Budget Priorities Survey by Your Church magazine:
http://www.christianitytoday.com/special/ycresources/pdf/exec-report_churchbudgetpriorities.pdf

Research for Groups* that Serve
Churches/Clergy/Christians
*Denominations, associations, businesses, financial institutions, media
The STATE of the PLATE research surveys are available for groups that want to collect giving/financial data,
trends, and benchmarks among their churches, constituency, or customers. A special survey link for the
existing STATE of the PLATE surveys is available for free upon request. In addition, customized surveys
and/or reports are available on a fee basis. Contact Brian Kluth for more details at bk@kluth.org.

Future Research
The STATE of the PLATE survey will take place annually in February. Groups that desire to
partner/collaborate with this research are welcome and can be provided with a special link that will allow them
to conduct surveys among their own constituency. Contact Brian Kluth for more details at bk@kluth.org.
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