
In October 2012, a change in age requirements for full-time missionaries was announced. In the weeks following, 

 missionary applications increased from 700 per week to 4,000, with women making up more than half of the applicants.
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“I beheld that the church of the Lamb, who were the saints of God, were also upon 
all the face of the earth; and their dominions upon the face of the earth were small, 
because of the wickedness of the great whore whom I saw” (1 Nephi 14:12).

In recent years, the rapid growth of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
day Saints has caught the attention of scholars, the media, and the public.1 

The Church was formally organized in upstate New York in 1830, with only 
6 members.2 By the end of 1830, there were 230 members of the Church. 
In September 2013, Church membership reached 15 million (fig. 1). The 
Church has been consistently ranked among the fastest-growing religions 
in the United States, ahead of Catholicism,3 and since 1996, the majority of 
its membership has resided outside the United States.4 This growth has led 
some to speculate about the future ratio of Church members to the world 
population both because world growth is slowing down and because religious 
demographics are transforming worldwide.5 

Several factors probably contribute to the Church’s rapid growth. The 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints was listed as a religion with great 
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overall member commitment, with three-quarters attending church services 
at least once a week.6 Latter-day Saints also have strong social networks, large 
families, and a thriving missionary program.7 Political and religious climates 
throughout the world may also have an effect on LDS growth, although it is 
unknown to what extent this is the case. 

Since 1964, the world’s population has grown at a decreasing rate.8 For 
example, from 1963 to 1964, the world population increased by 2.2 percent, 
but from 1964 to 1965, the increase was 2.1 percent.9 In the 1970s, the aver-
age annual percent increase in the world’s population was 1.9 percent, in the 
1980s it was 1.7 percent, in the 1990s it was 1.5 percent, and in the first decade 
of the twenty-first century it was 1.2 percent. In some countries, including 
Germany, Italy, Spain, Russia, and China, the birthrate is lower than what is 
required to maintain the current population size, and many other countries 
are expected to follow suit within the next century.10 According to Census 
Bureau projections, the pace of the world’s population growth will continue 
to decline to less than 0.5 percent by 2050.11

In addition, the world’s religious composition seems to be turning 
away from mainstream Christianity. Over the last century, Christianity in 
some parts of the world has begun to give way to increasing portions of 
agnostics, atheists, or other groups. A comprehensive demographic study 
conducted by the Pew Research Center identified that 34.8 percent12 of the 
earth’s population was Christian in 1910. This number dropped slightly to 
31.7 percent13 in 2010. Although an increase in the percentage of Christians 
has occurred in Sub-Saharan Africa and Asia Pacific, an overall decrease in 
the percentage of the earth’s population associated with Christianity may 
be due in part to slow Christian growth in the Americas, Europe, and the 
Middle East–North Africa.14 

While the proportion of Christians in the world appears to be shrink-
ing, some Christian sects have countered this trend. For example, the rate 
of growth among Seventh-day Adventists and Jehovah’s Witnesses in the 
United States currently exceeds the world growth rate.15 A small religious 
group, the Amish, has recently been deemed one of America’s fastest-
growing religious organizations, doubling every twenty-one to twenty-two 
years.16 The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints recently received 
the distinction of being the fastest-growing of the ten largest churches in the 
United States.17 These changing dynamics have led to questions regarding 

how world religious belief, especially among Christians, will shift in coming 
years in relation to the world population.

Given changes in the world population and differing trends in religious 
growth, is the growth of the Church keeping pace with the world’s population 
growth? While Church growth has been well studied for years, little has been 
done to examine that growth in light of changes in the size of the population. 
This article will examine the current growth in The Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-day Saints compared with world population growth, and how current 
Church trends may impact that growth in the future.

Methods

This descriptive report is based on world population estimates from the US 
Census Bureau and Church membership data from the Church’s Management 
Information Center. Average annual growth rate is expressed as percentage 
per ten-year time period. The number of Latter-day Saints is presented per 
1,000 people in the world. This number is extrapolated through 2050 based 
on the US Census Bureau world population estimates and different possible 
growth rates in the Church. 

Results

Figure 1 provides a comparison of the estimated number of the world’s popu-
lation (based on the US Census Bureau) to the membership population of 
the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (from 2014 through 2050 
based on an assumed 2 percent annual growth rate) from 1830 to 2050. As 
can be seen, the world’s population grew from 1.2 billion in 1830 to 7.2 bil-
lion in 2014 and is projected to reach almost 9.4 billion in 2050. The Church’s 
population grew from 0 in 1830 to 15.3 million in 2014 and is projected to 
reach 31.3 million by 2050. 

During its first ten years, the Church grew by 67 percent annually (fig. 
2). During the 1840s, that rate dropped to 12 percent, and for each decade 
thereafter through the 1940s, it averaged between 2 percent and 4 percent. 
From the 1950s to the 1980s, the average annual growth rate was near 5 per-
cent. However, since 2000, the average annual growth rate has remained near 
2 percent. For each decade since 1830, the average annual growth rate of the 
Church has exceeded the earth’s average annual population growth rate. The 
world population growth rate has been fairly constant since the early 1800s at 
around 2 percent. The current growth rate is now closer to 1 percent.
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Figure 3 provides a ratio of Latter-day Saints per 1,000 people in the 
world. In 2014, there were 2.1 Latter-day Saints per 1,000 people in the world 
(fig. 3). World population growth estimates are available from the US Census 
Bureau through 2050. On the basis of these estimates and different assumed 
growth rates for the Church, the number of Latter-day Saints per 1,000 peo-
ple in the world in 2050 is expected to be around 3.3 (assuming a 2 percent 
annual Church growth rate). If the annual Church growth rate were 3 percent 
it would reach 4.9 per 1,000 people in the world in 2050. If it were 5 percent, 
it would reach 10.3 per 1,000 people in the world in 2050. 

Discussion

The results of this study show that The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 
Saints is growing at a faster rate than the world population. While this news 
is positive for Church members, there are three important considerations 
to make about this finding: first, the proportion of Church members as 
compared to the world population; second, factors that may influence the 
Church’s growth rate over time; and third, how well these statistics reflect 
active membership.

Church membership will continue to represent a small part of the world 
population into the future. While sociologist Rodney Stark predicted that 
the Church would become a “major world religion” by the middle of the 
twenty-first century, we predict that Church membership at an optimum 
realistic growth rate will remain below 1 percent of the world’s population 
through 2050. This is consistent with the Book of Mormon scripture where 
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Figure 1: Population growth in the world and 
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints since 1830
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Figure 2: Population growth rate in the world and 
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints
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Nephi prophesied in about 600 BC that the Church would remain propor-
tionally small to the world population before the Second Coming of Christ 
but would be represented in all nations (see 1 Nephi 14:12). This prophecy is 
more accurate than any suppositions that the Church is becoming the largest 
world religion at this time.

The rate of Church growth has remained between 2 and 5 percent since 
the 1850s. Considering this trend, one might be tempted to continue to place 
Church growth within that range in the future, as one influential scholar did 
in the 1980s.18 Church growth rates dropped in the 1990s from 5 percent to 
2 percent annually, and an increasing change in growth rate is just as possible 
in coming years.19 Future Church growth may be influenced by an increasing 

number of missionaries that resulted by lowering the minimum age for mis-
sionaries, changes in birthrates among the Latter-day Saints, and the global 
population and global modernization.

In the Church’s October 2012 general conference, a change in the mini-
mum age requirements for full-time missionaries was announced (from age 
nineteen to eighteen for men and age twenty-one to nineteen for women). In 
the weeks following this announcement, the Church reported that missionary 
applications increased dramatically (from 700 applications per week to 4,000), 
with women making up more than half of the applicants.20 In the Church’s 
2012 Statistical Report, the ratio of convert baptisms to full-time missionaries 
was approximately 4.5:1, and between October 2012 and October 2013, the 
number of missionaries serving jumped from 58,500 to 80,333.21 This spike in 
number of missionaries may plateau or decrease slightly as nineteen-year-old 
sister missionary applicants take over for twenty-one-year-old sister mission-
aries who are currently serving, but it may remain higher than previous rates, 
because nineteen-year-old women are less likely than twenty-one-year-old 
women to have marriage and other competing interests in mind.  Further 
research on the impact of the change in missionary age would be beneficial to 
understanding the future growth rate of the Church.

Changing birthrates may also impact Church growth, especially as com-
pared to changes in the world population. The current world fertility rate 
is 2.58, just enough to replace and expand slightly on the current popula-
tion.22 David G. Stewart notes that active LDS families have 3 children on 
average, while non-LDS families have 2.23 Data show that states with large 
Latter-day Saint populations have higher general fertility rates than the aver-
age population.24 In Utah, fertility rates are greater than overall Latter-day 
Saint fertility rates, especially because families can be influenced by prevail-
ing cultural norms, socioeconomic conditions, and living space available in 
an area. One Latin American study found that LDS fertility was lower in 
Mexico and Brazil than the national averages, but found that those same rates 
were higher after adjusting for socioeconomic circumstances.25 Another study 
showed that Latter-day Saint fertility in Japan and England was higher than 
national averages.26

Globalization and technological advancements will likely push Church 
growth more than has been previously seen. The Church has a large pub-
lic relations committee, member and missionary bloggers, and Twitter 
and Facebook users who utilize this technology to spread religious beliefs 
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Figure 3: Estimated number of Latter-day Saints per 
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worldwide.27 In addition, programs like familysearch.org, LDS.org, and mor-
mon.org are increasing the Church’s public visibility among target groups. 
The Church has recently launched a massive “I’m a Mormon” media cam-
paign in New York, London, and Ireland, which has caught the attention of 
international media and local residents.28 Of course, increased technological 
availability also increases visibility of anti-Church groups to the public, but 
the impact of either positive or negative technological influences is difficult 
to measure. Further research concerning the influence of technology on 
Church growth may be beneficial to the social-scientific community.

International political trends and secularization can also impact future 
Church growth. In February 1996, 4,720,000 members of the Church lived 
outside of the United States and 4,719,000 lived in the United States.29 At the 
time, 35.0 percent of Latter-day Saints in the United States and 17.5 percent 
of all Latter-day Saints in the world lived in Utah. In 2010, however, only 
31.1 percent of Latter-day Saints in the United States and 12.7 percent of 
all Latter-day Saints in the world lived in Utah.30 Church growth has risen 
significantly in Asia, Africa, and South America, although growth has slowed 
in European countries. Some researchers have suggested that the growth of 
structured religions, such as The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 
Jehovah’s Witnesses, and Seventh-day Adventists, occurs most in areas of 
the world undergoing the process of modernization.31 In these nations, indi-
viduals who feel the stresses of war, revolution, or societal change seek more 
for stability and order in life than those in modernized nations. If this is the 
case, the Church may experience more significant growth rates in these areas. 
However, in stable regions, proponents of this theory might suggest that 
Church growth may continue at a sluggish pace for the time being. 

While the world increase in Christianity is not keeping pace with 
the world population growth, the annual growth rate in The Church of 
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints has marginally exceeded world growth. 
Nevertheless, these statistics do not take active membership into account, 
and even under very optimistic projections of growth, there will likely be 
fewer than 10 Latter-day Saints per 1,000 people in the world by 2050. 

Active membership has not been included in our analysis because this sta-
tistic, generally considered attendance at one church meeting every quarter, 
is not published on a global level by the Church.32 Sacrament meeting atten-
dance has been estimated at 40–50 percent in North America, 35 percent in 
Europe and Africa, and 25 percent in South America and Asia.33 Furthermore, 

50–75 percent of converts worldwide fail to attend church altogether after 
one year.34 While the children born into Latter-day Saint families remain on 
membership rolls, not all of these children are baptized. Seventy percent of 
children who are raised as Latter-day Saints consider themselves as such in 
adulthood,35 but others may remain on record if they choose not to remove 
themselves from Church rolls. 

While reporting methods of church activity differ, religious activity 
appears to be higher in the Church than in other religious denominations. 
Research has shown that self-reported Latter-day Saints in the United States 
tend to pray daily and attend weekly church services more often than those 
who affiliate themselves with other religious groups. Eighty-three percent 
of Latter-day Saints say religion is very important to them, compared with 
56 percent of Catholics and 79 percent of evangelicals. These are among the 
findings of the Pew Research Center’s Forum on Religion and Public Life of 
more than 1,000 Mormons across the country.36 Many inactive members still 
have Latter-day Saint beliefs and share experiences that have the potential to 
spark religious discussion. For example, a study of returned Latter-day Saint 
missionaries, seventeen years postmission, found that 90 percent still paid 
tithing and 97 percent still followed the Word of Wisdom even though only 
87 percent attended sacrament meeting weekly.37

Conclusion

The annual growth rate in The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints 
has marginally exceeded the world population growth rate and will change 
in the future according to missionary efforts, media campaigns, and sociopo-
litical factors. Interactions between these factors and religious growth have 
not been studied in great depth and should be considered in further research. 
Although Church membership is greater than Church activity, religious 
activity is higher in the Church than is generally observed in other religious 
denominations. 
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