ANire
MISSIONARY SERVICE

ach year, nearly 30,000 Latter-day Saint young adults

leave their homes to serve missions in various countries

throughout the world for the purpose of converting oth-
ers to the tenets of the Church. Once these young adults return
home from their missionary service, many go on to further
their education, begin a career, marry, and establish a family.

Returned missionaries are a unique group in the Church and
are often a point of interest in family, Church, and other social
settings. Parents, for example, note the challenges their returned
missionaries face as they make the transition from the mission
field to the home. Parents sometimes observe a raised level of
stress that occurs as their sons or daughters shift from the focus
of the mission to the focus of school, work, and dating.

Ward and stake leaders also have an interest in returned
missionaries, often giving them counsel and encouragement as
well as assigning them the most suitable Church callings dur-
ing the transitional time. President Gordon B. Hinckley (2001,
March) emphasized the importance of this duty to Church lead-
ers when he said: “I am satisfied that if every returning missionary
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had a meaningful responsibility the day he or she came home,
we'd have fewer of them grow cold in their faith. I wish that
you would make an effort to see that every returned mission-
ary receives a meaningful assignment. Activity is the nurturing
process of faithfulness” (p. 65).

Missionary service and returned missionaries are also a
point of discussion in the day-to-day conversations among
Latter-day Saints. Statements or questions such as “He’s a
returned missionary,” or “She went on a mission,” or “Did you
serve a mission?” can often be heard wherever Church mem-
bers are gathered.

Why are Latter-day Saints interested in knowing if some-
one is a returned missionary? One reason may be that when
Church members learn that someone has served a mission, they
naturally see that person differently. People somehow expect
more of returned missionaries—that they should be more spiri-
tually grounded, that they should be leaders in the Church,
that their homes and families should be stable, that they should
be successful in their schooling and careers.

These assumptions, although commonly and culturally
accepted, unfortunately may not always be the case. One bishop
in a BYU singles ward observed a number of returned mission-
aries who regretted the “loss of the Spirit” since returning from
the mission field, including some whose Church attendance
gradually dropped off until they eventually disappeared from
the landscape. Others had dropped out of school; were work-
ing in low-paying, dead-end jobs; were waiting longer to marry;
and were alienated from their families. Some had experienced
severe depression during their first two years home, while oth-
ers had committed rather serious sins, including involvement
with drugs, alcohol, pornography, and sexual transgressions.

Are these behaviors isolated cases or part of an emerging
pattern of secularization among returned missionaries in the
United States? We set out to further investigate this and other
questions by surveying 5,000 returned missionaries scattered
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across the United States, hoping to gain a more accurate view
about how they are doing—both in the early stages of their
return home and the later stages as they settle into adulthood.

Three general questions were assessed in this study. First,
how are returned missionaries doing in their current spiritual,
family, and educational pursuits? We answered this question
by looking at a number of demographic factors of returned
missionaries. These include the educational attainment, socio-
economic status, family life, and religious experiences of those
who had been back from their missions 2, 5, 10, and 17 years,
respectively. The original strategy was to look at those who had
returned from their mission 15 years before our study, rather
than 17 years. However, a two-year adjustment was made
because missionaries who returned 15 years before our study
served for only 18 months. We thus selected the 17-year group
who served for 24 months, the same length of time as the 2-,
5-, and 10-year groups.

Assessing these areas in the lives of returned missionaries
provided a barometer on how successful they are as they ven-
ture out in the various roles of life. Part of this assessment was
to also identify similarities and differences between the demo-
graphic traits of men and women. Duke and Johnson (1998)
surmise that for Latter-day Saints, “The experiences of men
and women are quite different and have a significant impact
on the way they feel and worship” (p. 317). Thus, we sought to
understand the unique differences and similarities in life out-
comes of returned-missionary men and women.

A second question we set out to answer is whether or not
more recently returned missionaries are as committed to gospel
values and Church activity as those who returned from their
missions decades ago. Unlike most recent research on returned
missionaries, which has mainly looked at the impact of the
mission experience itself, our objective here was to examine if
social change in the United States over the past several decades
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has influenced returned missionaries™ religiosity in some way
(Thomas, 1992; Roghaar, 1991).

Three decades ago, Madsen (1977) found that returned
missionaries were doing very well in their religious activity. He
summarized his findings by saying that “the vast majority of
returned missionaries attend Church meetings regularly, pos-
sess a current temple recommend, serve in Church callings, pay
tithing, and observe the Word of Wisdom” (abstract). We used
Madsen’s study as a baseline to compare the religious behavior
and marital status of returned missionaries in our sample, thus
allowing us to observe any changes over the past 30 years.

One of the theoretical foundations for hypothesizing
whether returned missionaries of today should be any more
or less religious than those studied back in the 1970s comes
from the secularization thesis, a commonly discussed theme
in industrial society. Scholars who accept this thesis propose
that religious commitment in American society has been in
a decline over the past several decades (Lechner, 1991). They
believe that as modernization and science have increased in the
United States, people are replacing faith in God with belief in
science. Taking this view, we might predict that the religiosity
of returned missionaries is also in decline and that our sam-
ple of returned missionaries would have lower religiosity than
those who returned 30 years ago.

On the other hand, those who reject the secularization
thesis argue that despite science’s increasing influence, a reli-
gious revival is occurring and religious devotion in the United
States is as high as it has ever been (Caplow, Bahr, & Chadwick,
1983; Stark & Iannaccone, 1992; Warner, 1993). If this is true,
we would anticipate that religiosity among LDS returned mis-
sionaries has actually increased over the past three decades or at
least has remained steady.

Finally, a third question we desired to answer was, What
things will help returned missionaries stay active and commit-
ted to the gospel after they return home? We assessed this with
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two approaches. First, we asked those in our sample to report
their own insights about post-mission adjustment challenges
as well as what they and the Church can do to help with that
adjustment. Second, because private religiosity is a significant
part of a Latter-day Saint life, we applied statistical modeling
procedures to identify the most important factors that lead to
private religiosity in adulthood among returned missionaries.
Private religiosity involves such things as reading scriptures,
personal prayer, and thinking about religion. The data collec-
tion procedures are described in detail in Appendix A.

RETURNED MISSIONARIES:
SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS, FAMILY LIFE, AND RELIGIOSITY

It is commonly believed that missionary service produces
not only a strong testimony but also a foundation for success
in a number of other areas of their lives. Based on our findings,
there is solid evidence supporting this claim.

Socioeconomic status. Church leaders have consistently
stressed the value of preparing for life’s work through a proper
education. President Hinckley (2001, January) counseled youth
and young adults of the Church: “You are moving into the
most competitive age the world has ever known. All around
you is competition. You need all the education you can get. . . .
You belong to a church that teaches the importance of educa-
tion. You have a mandate from the Lord to educate your minds
and your hearts and your hands” (p. 4).

How are returned missionaries doing in this endeavor? We
found 95% of them had at least some college or skill training
(see Table 1). Among those who had been back from their mis-
sions the longest (17 years), 37% of the men and 45% of the
women had completed an undergraduate degree. Another 33%
of the men and 14% of the women had earned an advanced
degree. The rate for both men and women combined in these
two categories is 40% with an undergraduate degree and 25%
with an advanced degree. These rates are considerably higher
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Table 1. Educational Attainment and Socioeconomic Status of
LDS Returned Missionaries and National Rates,
by Percentage (Ages 35-44)

Returned Missionary United States

Men Women Combined Combined

(n=456) (n=308) (n=761) (n = 44,462)
Education Level (1999)
Did not finish high 0 0 0 12
school
High school 4 3 4 34
Some college/skill 26 38 31 18
training
College 37 45 40 18
Graduate/profes- 33 14 25 8

sional school

Returned Missionary United States®

Men ‘Women Men ‘Women
(n =451) (n = 3006) (n=n/a) (n=nla)
Employment Status (1999)
Employed 98 57 93 77
Unemployed 1 44 7 23

Returned Missionary

United States®

Combined Combined

(n=749) (n=18,823)
Family Income (1998)
Under $19,999 3 9 Under $14,999
$20,000 to $29,999 7 9 $15,000 to $24,999
$30,000 to $39,999 12 11 $25,000 to $34,999
$40,000 to $49,999 17 18 $35,000 to $49,999
$50,000 to $74,999 30 24 $50,000 to $74,999
$75,000 and over 31 28 $75,000 and over

1. U.S. Bureau of the Census, Statistical Abstract of the United States: 1999, no. 265.
2. U.S. Bureau of the Census, Statistical Abstract of the United States: 1999, no. 650.
3. U.S. Bureau of the Census, Statistical Abstract of the United States: 2000, no. 746.

Note: This scale is not exactly the same as the returned missionary scale but is close enough to see the rela-

tive differences between the two groups.
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than the national average. For example, among those in the
United States of about the same age (35 to 44) in 1998, only
18% of men and women combined had a college degree, and
an additional 8% had an advanced degree (U.S. Bureau of the
Census, 1999, no. 265).

Two other important indices of socioeconomic status are
employment and income. Returned missionaries rank rela-
tively high in both. We found that 95% of the men and 63% of
the women were gainfully employed at the time of this study.
Employment among the 17-year group was at 98% of the men
and 57% of the women (see Table 1), while the national rate
for men of the same age group was at 93% and 77% for the
women (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1999, no. 650). The lower
employment rate among returned-missionary women when
compared to other women in the United States is not surpris-
ing given the Church’s view that the primary role of mothers
should be centered on more domestic responsibilities.

The higher levels of education found among returned mis-
sionaries is evident in family income, which was a little above
the national average. Eighty-five percent of the men in the
17-year group and 67% of the women (78% combined) made
$40,000 or more in 1998 (see Table 1). By comparison, 70%
of families in the United States made $35,000 or more in 1998
(U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2000, no. 746).

Family life. The LDS Church is known for its strong family
values. Accordingly, we looked at a number of family indica-
tors to ascertain the family life of recurned missionaries. Table 2
shows the marital status of returned missionaries. Among the
male 17-year group, about 90% were in their first marriage,
while 6% had been divorced or remarried. Only 1% were cur-
rently divorced, and 2% were still single.

Among men in the national sample in 1998, around 69%
were married (first marriage or remarried), 12% were divorced,
and almost 19% had never married (U.S. Bureau of the Cen-
sus, 1999, no. 63). Thus, returned-missionary men were more



Table 2. Family Characteristics of LDS Returned
Missionaries and National Rates, by Percentage

(Ages 35-44)

Returned Missionary

United States'

Men Women Men Women
(n = 454) (n=312) | (n=22,055) (n=22,407)
Marital Status
Single, never married 2 13 19 12
Cohabiting 0 2 * *
Married, first marriage 89 76 69 72
Remarried 6 5 * *
Divorced 1 3 12 14
Widowed 1 0 0 1
Returned Missionary
Men Women Combined
(n = 438) (n =260) (n=698)
Marriage Ceremony Type
Temple ceremony 91 87 90
Civil ceremony 3 7 4
mple coremany ¢ ’ ¢
LDS Spouse
Yes 99 95 98
No 1 5 2
Men Women Combined
(n = 426) (n=297) (n=723)
Number of Children
None 4 15 9
One 3 5 4
Two 12 14 13
Three 25 20 23
Four 30 20 26
Five 14 16 15
Six or more 12 10 11

—_

No data.

. U.S. Bureau of the Census, Statistical Abstract of the United States, 1999, no. 63.
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likely to get married and less likely to divorce than other men
across the United States.

Among women returned missionaries, 75% of those in the
17-year group were married (first marriage), 5% were remar-
ried, about 4% were separated or divorced, and 13% had never
married. For women of comparable age on a national scale
(1998), about 72% were married (first marriage or remarried),
around 14% were divorced, and 12% had never married (U.S.
Bureau of the Census, 1999, no. 63). Like the men, these fig-
ures show that the divorce rate among returned-missionary
women is much lower than the national rate. The percentage
who had not yet married was nearly identical.

We also found that nearly all returned missionaries who
were married had a spouse who is a member of the Church,
and 96% either had married in the temple or had been sealed
later. In addition, a relatively high fertility rate was discovered.
Latter-day Saints have been known for having larger families
than the national average, and this study verifies this pattern.
The average number of children among returned-missionary
families for the 17-year group was 3.7 for the men and 3.2 for
the women. In contrast, the average number of children ever
born to women between the ages of 35 and 44 in the United
States in 1995 was around 1.9 (Chadwick & Heaton, 1999).

Religious activity. Full-time missionary service provides
young adults with an opportunity unlike any other to develop
personal spiritual habits. Results from our research suggest that
these habits are not abandoned once the missionaries return
home. For example, 87% of all returned missionaries attend
sacrament meeting almost every week (see Tables 3 and 4).
Sunday School and priesthood/Relief Society attendance are
slightly lower, with 81 and 82% weekly attendance reported
respectively. Forty-eight percent of returned missionaries read
their scriptures at least a few times a week, 79% pray at least
a few times a week, 87% hold a current temple recommend,

90% are full-tithe payers, and 97% keep the Word of Wisdom.
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A comparison between men and women reveals women
are consistently higher in their religiosity than men. This fits
the same pattern found nationally, as women are often much
higher in their religious beliefs, commitments, and behavior
than men (Stark, 2004).

The relatively high rates of religiosity for returned mission-
aries is notable. This is especially significant given that our sam-
ple included not only recently returned missionaries but also
those who have been home for a considerable length of time.
These findings, when added to results from previous research
on returned missionaries, provides consistently strong evidence
that the vast majority of returned missionaries stay strongly
committed to gospel values not only immediately upon their
return but also later in their lives.

Family religious activities are at the core of a Latter-day
Saint home. Recently, Elder Russell M. Nelson (1999) coun-
seled, “Happiness at home is most likely to be achieved when
practices there are founded upon the teachings of Jesus Christ.
Ours is the responsibility to ensure that we have family prayer,
scripture study, and family home evening” (pp. 39-40). We
assessed these three religious activities among returned-mis-
sionary families. As Table 4 illustrates, we found that 73% have
family prayer at least a few times a week, 39% hold family
scripture study that often, and 55% hold family home evening
at least two or three times a month. Given the complexities
and demands on the modern family, these figures indicate a
relatively sound commitment to family religious practices in
the homes of returned missionaries.

COMPARING RECENTLY RETURNED MISSIONARIES
TO THOSE OF A (GENERATION AGO

Research on secularization of Latter-day Saints shows they
may show resistance to the acceptance of “worldly values.”
Stark (1984; 1996) found little evidence to support the idea
that the LDS Church was in any kind of religious decline. He
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Table 3. Family Religious Activity of

LDS Returned Missionaries, by Percentage
(All Age-Groups, Married and Divorced Only)

275

Men Women Combined
(n=1,657) (n=1,084) (n=2,741)
Family scripture study
Not at all 14 14 14
Less than once a month 16 11 14
About once a month 10 8 9
2-3 times a month 12 10 11
About once a week 12 13 12
A few times a week 23 23 23
Every day 13 22 17
Men Women Combined
(n=1,659) (n=1,091) (n=2,750)
Family prayer
Not at all 7 7 7
Less than once a month 6 5 6
About once a month 5 3 4
2-3 times a month 5 4 5
About once a week 7 6 7
A few times a week 21 18 20
Every day 50 58 53
Men Women Combined
(n=1,589) (n=1,068) (n=2,657)
Family scripture study
Not at all 16 17 16
Less than once a month 16 11 14
About once a month 15 12 14
2-3 times a month 21 21 21
About once a week 31 38 34

explained that the “secularization thesis would hold that reli-
gious movements such as Mormonism will do best in places

where modernization has had the least impact.

. . These

assumptions about secularization are refuted by research. . . .



Table 4. Private Religious Behavior of LDS Returned
Missionaries in 1977 as Compared to Those in 1999, by Percentage

(Collapsed Scales)
Madsen’s Study (1977) Current Study (1999)
(n=1,122) (7 = 2,600)
Personal Scripture Study
Seldom or never 4 4 Not at all
Infrequently 21 18 Infrequently
Weekly 20 30 Weekly
Few times per week 35 33 Few times per week
Daily 20 16 Daily
Mean =3.473  SD =1.141 t-value = 2.18' Mean = 3.386  SD = 1.065
Madsen’s Study (1977) Current Study (1999)
(n=1,118) (n=2,594)
Personal Prayer
Specific occasions or rarely 3 2 Not at all
Infrequently 8 20 Infrequently
Few times per week 18 24 Few times per week
Daily 71 54 Daily
Mean =3.570  SD =0.773 t-value = 9.46” Mean =3.305  SD = 0.847
Madsen’s Study (1977) Current Study (1999)
(n=1,123) (n=2,613)
Tithing Status
Non-tithe payer 3 4 Non-tithe payer
Partial-tithe payer 5 7 Partial-tithe payer
Full-tithe payer 92 90 Full-tithe payer
¥ =4.95
Madsen’s Study (1977) Current Study (1999)
(n=1,128)° (n=2,611)
Temple Recommend
Yes 85 85 Yes
No 15 15 No
7 =0.013

1. Statistically significant at p < 0.05.

2. Statistically significant at p < 0.01.

3. Madsen (1977) did not provide the 7 for this category, so 1128 (» for his total response
rate) was included as the 7 in order to calculate the ¥* value.
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Mormons thrive in the most, not the least, secularized nations”
(1984, p. 25).

In 1984, Albrecht and Heaton found that among many
religious groups in the United States, “educational achieve-
ment impacts negatively on religious commitment and that
increased levels of education often lead to apostasy as indi-
viduals encounter views that deemphasize spiritual growth and
elevate scientific and intellectual achievement” (1998, p. 298)

For Latter-day Saints, however, they found a positive rela-
tionship between education and religiosity and concluded that
there was very little evidence to support the secularization the-
sis. Chapter 4 in this book provides powerful evidence refuting
the notion that education is resulting in the secularization of
LDS young adults. Others have found similar results (Stott,
1984; Merrill, Lyon, & Jensen, 2003; Top & Chadwick, 2001).

To test the secularization notion among returned mission-
aries, we examined the religiosity between returned missionar-
ies of the 1960s and 1970s to those of the 1980s and 1990s.
In 1977, Madsen conducted a survey of nearly 1,800 returned
missionaries from the United States who had been home from
their missions up to 10 years. This information provided a
baseline against which we compared our sample in both private
and public religiosity as well as marital status. Private religious
behavior includes such things as personal scripture study, per-
sonal prayer, holding a current temple recommend, and paying
tithing. Areas of public religious behavior include attendance
at sacrament meeting and other church meetings.

Private religious behavior. We found that returned mission-
aries in our sample read their scriptures and prayed somewhat
less than those in Madsen’s study. As illustrated in Table 5, 49%
of current returned missionaries had personal scripture study
at least a few times a week or daily, compared to 55% of those
30 years earlier. In addition, 54% had daily prayer, compared
to Madsen’s sample, which was at around 71%. About 85% in
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each group held a current temple recommend, and both groups
were between 90 and 92% full-tithe payers.

Why returned missionaries are praying and reading their
scriptures less today than they did 30 years ago is not clear. Cer-
tainly secularization could account for this decline. Moderniza-
tion has set up a more competitive world, requiring greater
time demands on the family. More fathers are working longer,
more mothers are entering the workplace, and more children
are competing and specializing at school than they were 30
years ago. For returned missionaries, as with the rest of society,
this tide of busyness may be sweeping them up, perhaps leaving
them less time for private religious observances.

Another possibility is that given the added emphasis the
Church has placed on the family during the past several decades,
private religious practices are shifting to family religious prac-
tices. In other words, married couples, although recognizing the
value of private religiosity, may end up substituting family prayer
and scripture study for personal prayer and scripture study in
order to keep up with the demands of other responsibilities.

Public religious behavior. As for public religiosity, 86% of
the returned missionaries we studied attended sacrament meet-
ing on a weekly basis. This is higher than the 78% reported by
returned missionaries 30 years ago. Both groups of returned
missionaries ranged between 75 and 79% weekly attendance
at Sunday School and priesthood/Relief Society. Adherence to
the Word of Wisdom for both groups was extremely high, with
99% of the current sample indicating that they do so, and 97%
of the earlier group of returned missionaries indicated the same.

Even though sacrament meeting attendance is significantly
higher now than it was 30 years ago, a second look at where the
shift occurs (see Table 5) explains that most of the movement is
between those who attended “two to three times a month” and
“almost every week.” In other words, the difference is found
among those who were already very active and then became
even more active.



Table 5. Public Religious Behavior of LDS Returned
Missionaries in 1977 as Compared to Those in 1999,
by Percentage (Collapsed Scales)

Madsen’s Study (1977) Current Study (1999)
(n=1,120) (n = 2,604)
Sacrament Meeting Attendance
Seldom or never 1 1 Not at all
Infrequently 2 2 Infrequently
Weekly 1 2 Weekly
Few times per week 18 10 Few times per week
Daily 78 86 Daily
Mean =4.686  SD =0.710 t-value = —3.64' Mean =4.777  SD =0.650
Madsen’s Study (1977) Current Study (1999)
(n=1,117) (n =2,602)
Sunday School Attendance
Never 1 2 Never
Infrequently 3 3 Infrequently
One time per month 2 4 Once a month
2-3 times a month 19 12 2-3 times a month
Every week 75 79 Almost every week
Mean = 4.638  SD =0.773 t-value = 0.07 Mean = 4.636  SD =0.849
Madsen’s Study (1977) Current Study (1999)
(n=1,121) (n=2,601)
Priesthood/Relief Society Attendance
Never 2 3 Never
Infrequently 3 3 Infrequently
One time per month 1 4 Once a month
2-3 times a month 20 12 2-3 times a month
Every week 74 78 Almost every week
Mean = 4.616  SD =0.807 t-value = 0.40 Mean = 4.603  SD =0.898
Madsen’s Study (1977) Current Study (1999)
(n=1,128)* (n=2,613)
Word of Wisdom Status
Yes 97 99 Yes
No 3 1 No

1. Statistically significant at p < 0.01.
2. Madsen (1977) did not provide the 7 for this category, so 1,128 ( for his total response
rate) was used in order to calculate the %
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The increase of public religiosity during the past 30 years
can certainly be attributed to an increase in personal faith.
There may be, however, a couple of structural explanations as
well. One is that the Church has continued to build buildings
closer to the people, making it easier to attend Church than in
the past. A second possibility is because of the establishment
in the early 1980s of the three-hour block of Church meet-
ings. Prior to that time, members attended Sunday morning
meetings comprised of priesthood and Sunday School, and
later in the evening they would return for sacrament meet-
ing. Unlike returned missionaries of the 1960s and 1970s, the
establishment of the more time- and travel-efficient three-hour
meetings may have played a part in higher Church attendance
among returned missionaries of the 1980s and 1990s. What-
ever the reasons, in the end, returned missionaries continue to
remain extremely active in the public aspects of their religiosity
in spite of so-called secularization.

When looking at the overall trend in religiosity among
returned missionaries during the past several decades, we can
see that some measures in the private realm have declined, while
others have held steady. In the public sector, some indicators
have increased, and others have remained the same. It would be
premature, then, to suggest that secularization is found among
returned missionaries. Other than private prayer, it is our feel-
ing that as a whole, the religious behavior of returned mission-
aries today is generally similar to those studied in 1977.

Marital status and temple marriage. Another indicator of
religious conviction among Latter-day Saints is temple mar-
riage. We found that 63% of those in our sample had a current
temple marriage, as compared to 67% of Madsen’s sample (see
Table 6). This marks a decrease of 4 percentage points over a
30-year period. However, the number of those remaining sin-
gle has increased by 6 percentage points from 28% in Madsen’s
sample to 34% in our sample.
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Table 6. Marital Status of LDS Returned Missionaries in 1977 as
Compared to Those in 1999, by Percentage

(Collapsed Scales)
Madsen’s Study (1977) Current Study (1999)
(n=1,114) (n=2,618)
Marital Status
Current temple marriage 67 63 Current temple marriage
Current civil marriage 4 2 Current civil marriage
Single, never married 28 34 Single, never married
Single, divorced 1 1 Single, divorced
¥ =19.15"

—_

. Statistically significant at p < 0.01.

It appears that the decrease in temple marriages is attrib-
uted to the higher numbers of those not yet married, rather
than an increase in civil marriages. This tendency for returned
missionaries to wait longer to marry follows the pattern in the
United States over the same period of time. In the 1970s men
and women in the United States married around the age of
24 and 21, respectively. The average age in 1990 was 26 for
men and 24 for women. Increased opportunities for both edu-
cation and work are some of the reasons attributed to the post-
ponement of marriage among Americans (Gelles, 1995).

HELPING RETURNED MISSIONARIES STAY
COMMITTED TO GOSPEL VALUES

As mentioned earlier, Church leaders have encouraged
returned missionaries to continue living the same standards
after their missions as they did while serving. Elder Dallin H.
Oaks (1997) said: “I say to our returned missionaries—men
and women who have made covenants to serve the Lord and
who have already served Him in the great work proclaiming
the gospel and perfecting the Saints—are you being true to
the faith? Do you have the faith and continuing commitment
to demonstrate the principles of the gospel in your own lives,
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consistently? You have served well, but do you, like the pio-
neers, have the courage and the consistency to be true to the
faith and to endure to the end?” (p. 73).

We found that the large majority of returned missionaries
in our study were doing well in their early postmission adjust-
ments. For example, when asked how difficult it was for them
to adjust to postmission life, only about 20% indicated that it
was either “quite difficult” or “very difficult.” The vast major-
ity (80%) indicated that this adjustment was either “somewhat
difficult,” “a little difficult,” or “not at all difficult.”

We further examined adjustment issues by asking returned
missionaries to respond to three open-ended questions about
the specific difficulties they encountered as they returned
home, and what things the returned missionaries themselves,
as well as family and Church leaders, could do to help ease the
stress of this transition.

Adjustment concerns. The major concerns among returned-
missionary men are how to handle dating and the marriage
question, adjusting to family and friends, and dealing with
culture shock (see Table 7). One man wrote, “Dating was a
challenge, as relationships with young women had been care-
fully monitored by myself for two years. Also, dating leads to
marriage, and with my parents’ marriage ending in divorce,
this activity was scary.”

Another man reported the most difficult adjustment he
faced was how “to make so many critical decisions about my
schooling, career, employment, and social adjustment in such
a short time.”

Women rated adjusting to family and friends and culture
shock as the top two problems they faced. One young woman
explained that because she saw her family in a new light, “[I]
was very critical of them. This caused big problems with [my]
mother.”
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Table 7. Adjustment Problems and Concerns!
Response Rate among LDS Returned Missionaries (1999)

Top Adjustment Problems? . =N{e,1613 9) (n\l(/olr? 2625)

Dating, courtship, and marriage 22 20
Adjusting to family and friends 21 28
Social adjustment—culture shock 14 19
Maintaining spirituality 13 15
L.ack of routine, rules, structure, goals, and effective use of 13 13
time

Finding employment 13 10
Schooling 12 8
Psychological adjustments: feelings of loneliness, selfishness 9 15
Identity crisis—not being needed 7 14
Longing for companionship, associations, and activities of 7 1

the mission field

1. Question: “Upon arriving home from your mission, what were the most difficult adjust-
ments or problems you faced?”

2. Because this was an open-ended question, some returned missionaries gave several sug-
gestions. Up to the first three suggestions were included in the response rates. Thus, the
total response rate for each group may exceed 100%.

Other women found that old friends had changed. “My
friends were all married,” one woman wrote, “so the friends I
had were all in the mission field. I was very lonely.”

Another commented, “All of my closest friends were either
married or currently serving a mission, so I felt the adjustment
of making new friends. Also, I had a boyfriend who had waited
for me, and we went through an adjustment phase and the
stresses of deciding whether to get married, etc.” As this state-
ment suggests, a concern about dating, courtship, and marriage
was also ranked as a difficult problem for women. Although
this “social life” adjustment does not appear to be as critical for
the women as it is for the men, it is still a major concern for
returned-missionary women.
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Women ranked psychological adjustments higher on the
list than men did. One woman explained that the most dif-
ficult adjustment she faced was “having a focus on myself? 1 felt
so guilty. . . . Finding a new social group seemed so daunting
and impossible. I felt so ‘nerdish’ and that was a new feeling
and made me feel guilty that I cared about all that.” It appears
that some young women may be more prone to experience a
sense of guilt or frustration than men do as they make the tran-
sition from the mission field to home.

Although our focus here is on returned missionaries, it
should be pointed out that these types of feelings and adjust-
ments are certainly not unique to returned missionaries. All
LDS young adults experience similar challenges, and they must
navigate their way through what is termed “the transition into
adulthood.”

How the Church could help. When asked how the Church
could help returned missionaries successfully cope with adjust-
ments upon their return home, the most frequent sugges-
tion was for them to receive a call to a responsible position
as soon as possible (see Table 8). This is important in light of
the statement by President Hinckley mentioned earlier that if
every returning missionary had a “meaningful responsibility”
once they returned home, they would have a greater chance
at remaining strong and active in the Church. Confirming
President Hinckley’s invitation, one young man stated, “Put
the RMs to work right away, meaning a calling. Don't let them
drift for weeks or months with no responsibility. Challenge
them. Most missionaries enjoyed the challenge of knocking on
stranger’s doors, etc. Don’t feel like they need ‘time off.””

This sentiment was also expressed among the women in the
study. For example, one woman declared, “I think that mission-
aries need to be involved immediately in Church positions so
they stay active in serving and teaching.” She concluded, “They
need to feel that their experiences and service to the Lord are
valued and appreciated. The best way to do that is use them.”
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Another women advised, “Give them a calling, or keep
them busy. Be their friend. Talk with them on an individual
basis. Really care about them.”

Other insightful suggestions from both men and women
included involvement in service, providing strong young single
adult programs, holding interviews at regular intervals with
a Church leader, and holding special classes or seminars for
returned missionaries. Counsel, support, and encouragement
from Church leaders concerning educational pursuits, the
launching of careers, and dating would perhaps ease the dif-
ficult decisions following mission service.

How returned missionaries could help themselves. The most
frequent suggestion on how returned missionaries could help
themselves was for them to request a church assignment,
keep busy, and get involved in church activity and service (see
Table 9). In other words, newly returned missionaries should
be proactive in finding ways to serve. Setting goals, getting
involved in school and work, having a regular gospel study pro-
gram, and continuing to hold personal prayer were also impor-
tant activities suggested by returned missionaries.

One young man said, “Continue to keep mission grooming
standards and scripture study and prayer schedules. Don’t ‘take
a break’ from serving in the Church (go on splits, home teach,
attend firesides and socials, etc.).” Other suggestions were get-
ting involved in dating, maintaining mission standards, seek-
ing spiritual associations, attending all church meetings, and
accepting personal responsibility for adjustment.

Staying committed to private religiosity in adulthood. Another
way in which we probed the dynamics of the postmission expe-
rience was by assessing what factors in returned missionaries’
high school and mission years are related to helping them stay
strong in their private religiosity after they return home. In
other words, we wanted to know what things a person can do
before, during, and soon after a mission that will help them to
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Table 8. How the Church Could Help Returned Missionaries,’
Percentage Rates among LDS Returned Missionaries (1999)

Men Women

2
Top Responses, Church Help (1=1397)  (n=1,146)

Call to responsible position 38 52
Involve in service 18 18
Involvement in YSA programs 11 10
Interview at regular intervals 9 7
Special classes/firesides for RMs 7 7
Provide educational and career counseling and job place- 5 3
ment

Less emphasis on marriage immediately after release 5 5
Special programs through elders quorum/RS/Sunday 4 3
School

Call as stake or ward missionaries 4 6
RM gatherings/support/reunions 3 6

1. Question: “What could the Church (stakes and/or wards) do to help returned missionar-
ies successfully cope with the adjustments or problems they face upon returning home?”

2. Because this was an open-ended question, some returned missionaries gave several sug-
gestions. Up to the first three suggestions were included in the response rates. Thus, the
total response rate for each group may exceed 100%.

maintain a strong commitment to reading scriptures, praying,
and thinking about religion.

Figure 1 shows a conceptual model of the various dimen-
sions that we hypothesized would influence private religiosity in
adulthood. Private, public, and family religious practices at vari-
ous times in life; parent and peer influences during adolescence;
mission experiences; religious education; and church social
involvement after a mission were all included in the model.

Results from our assessment concluded that private religi-
osity when the future missionaries were young was by far the
most powerful predictor of private religiosity in adulthood. For
example, the strongest correlation in the model was between
early postmission private religiosity and adult private religios-
ity for both the men and the women. The relationship between
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Table 9. How Returned Missionaries Could Help Themselves,’
Percentage Rates among LDS Returned Missionaries (1999)

Men Women

2
Top Responses, Self Help (1=1397)  (n=1,146)

Request Church assignment, keep busy, get involved in

Church activity and service 3 36
Get involved in school/work 18 20
Regular gospel study (scriptures) 17 22
Personal prayer 16 22
Date/get involved socially 13 12
Set goals; priorities 13 14
General involvement (social and community) 10 11
Maintain mission standards 10 11
Stay close to Spirit, God, Christ, build testimony 5 8

Attend all church meetings 3 5

Seek spiritual associations 3 8

1. Question: “What could missionaries do to help themselves with the adjustments of
returning home from the mission field?”

2. Because this was an open-ended question, some returned missionaries gave several sug-
gestions. Up to the first three suggestions were included in the response rates. Thus, the
total response rate for each group may exceed 100%.

premission private religiosity and early postmission private
religiosity was also significant. Thus, if returned missionaries
had a strong commitment to reading scriptures, praying, and
thinking about religion during their high school years, they
were more likely to continue these practices during the first
year home from a mission, which leads to higher commitment
later in life.

Another essential factor that led to strong private religiosity
in adulthood, at least for the men, was the avoidance of R-rated
movies and videos after their missions. We used R-rated media
as an indicator of exposure to things such as profanity, violence,
and pornography in the media. A strong relationship between
avoiding R-rated movies and videos before a mission and stay-
ing away from them immediately after was also found. In other
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Figure 1. Conceptual Model for Predicting Early
Postmission, Mission, and Premission Factors on
Private Adult Religiosity

Early Postmission

Experiences
Religiosity
Private behavior
Public behavior
Family
Premission Parent/child
N Acceptance
Experiences P!
P Psychological control
Religiosity Peer
Private behavior Peer influence
Publ}c behAa\A/ioAr Church Social
F arr_u!y religiosity Experiences
Rcllglous adherence Church calling
SE“}‘“MY Ward experience
Family ) Social involvement
Pi‘fem/ child Religious Education
cceptance Religious education :
Behavioral control ¢ Current Adult Life
Psychological control Experiences
Missi
Peer ) \ B ssion Religiosity
Peer influence Xperiences Private behavior

Mission Experiences
Rules /
Relationships
Satisfaction

words, if youth disciplined themselves not to see R-rated movies
(and for that matter, any media, regardless of rating, that offers
exposure to inappropriate behavior) while in their high school
years, they were less likely to view this material during the first
year home from their missions, as well as later.

Private religiosity in adulthood was influenced by the type
of mission experience as well, albeit indirectly. Findings vary
between men and women. However, in general, missionaries
who kept the mission rules, got along well with their compan-
ions, and had a satisfying mission experience were more likely to
continue to read their scriptures, pray, and think about religion
right after their missions, which is strongly linked to private
religiosity in adulthood. In addition, men who kept mission
rules and were more satisfied with their missions were more
likely to avoid R-rated media immediately after their missions,
thus leading them to higher religiosity in later life.
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Figure 2. Model of Significant Estimates for Predicting Premission,
Mission, and Early Postmission Factors on Private Adult
Religiosity (Men)

Premission Mission Early Postmission Current Adult Life
Experiences Experiences Experiences Experiences

Private
Religiosity

Private
Rellgmslty

Peer
Religiosity

Family
Religiosity

R*=.28

Private
Religiosity

Seminary
Attendance

Companion
Relations

D 12 = 452.085
Movies No df =227
RRated GFI =972
AGFI = .960
Mother Mission RMR =.048

Acceptance Satisfaction

All coefficients are significant
at the .05 level or lower.

Figure 3. Model of Significant Estimates for Predicting Premission,
Mission, and Early Postmission Factors on Private Adult
Religiosity (Women)

Premission Mission Early Postmission Current Adult Life
Experiences Experiences Experiences Experiences
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>
Private
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Mother
Psychological
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Private
Religiosity
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Attendance Relations

n=939

No - o*=366.112
R-Rated Retations df=215
Movies GFI =.970
AGFI = .957
RMR =.029

Mother 07 Mission
Acceptance Satisfaction

All coefficients are significant
at the .05 level or lower.



290 Shield of Faith

So the mission experience seems to matter when it comes
to religious commitment later in life. However, we are a little
more cautious when it comes to interpreting these correlations,
because we are unsure if they represent a causal relationship or
are the outcome of selection bias. In other words, certain mis-
sionaries bring with them into the mission field traits that help
them keep mission rules or get along with a companion. Thus,
the indicators we used to measure the mission experience may
actually be measuring premission characteristics.

In addition, we found that family experiences, including
family religious practices and the parent-child relationship, had
a significant influence on private religiosity in adulthood. Spe-
cifically, men who were raised in homes where family home
evening, family prayer, and family scripture study were prac-
ticed had higher adult private religiosity.

Notably, this direct relationship was not found for the
women. They seemed to be more resilient to any neutral or
negative experiences in their families than the men in terms of
premission family religious practices. Perhaps the influence of
Church advisors and/or friends during adolescence helped to
moderate these effects in some way. It may also be that their
husband’s religiosity had a greater effect on their current religi-
osity than did any of their premission factors.

We also found that the parent-child relationship during
high school is indirectly related to adult private religiosity
through the mission experiences. For both men and women,
their mother’s acceptance influenced their experiences in the
mission field. Women, however, were also influenced by their
mother’s psychological control, directly influencing how these
women got along with their mission companions.

CONCLUSION

Many feel that the postmission experience is a pivotal time
for LDS young adults, where maintaining the religious iden-
tity they developed in the mission field is tested. Latter-day
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Saints tend to attach higher spiritual and social expectations
to returned missionaries given their unique “life-transforming”
experiences in the mission field. Results from this study indi-
cate that such high expectations may be warranted. Returned
missionaries are doing very well not only in the religious aspects
of their lives but in a number of other areas as well.

Of significance is the finding that the socioeconomic sta-
tus among returned missionaries exceeds that of the national
average. Family characteristics were also different than those
nationally, with returned missionaries showing a much lower
average of divorce and also more children than their peers
across the United States.

High religiosity across a number of indicators was also found
among returned missionaries. Although it is unfortunate that
any returned missionary falls into inactivity, the fact that almost
nine out of ten returned missionaries continue to regularly
attend church for up to 17 years after their missions is remark-
able. A comparison of returned missionaries’ private religiosity
over the past 30 years shows a modest decline in their scripture
study and prayer, yet these levels still remain relatively high. On
the other hand, an increase in church attendance was also found.
A number of other factors remained the same. All of this under-
scores the point that the vast majority of returned missionaries
continue to hold strong to their religious convictions and refutes
any notion that there is an emerging pattern of inactivity or secu-
larization among them.

The study shows that if returned missionaries had a strong
commitment to private religiosity during their high school
years, they were more likely to continue that practice during
the first year home from their missions, which in turn con-
tinued into adulthood. Thus it is important for parents and
Church leaders to help young men and young women to begin
a habit of personal prayer and scripture study during these
impressionable high school years.
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Other notable factors that were associated with private
religiosity in adulthood were the avoidance of viewing R-rated
movies; having positive mission experiences and attitudes;
being involved in family home evening, family prayer, family
scripture study while a youth; and having a positive relation-
ship with parents.

Finally, the majority of returned missionaries are adjusting
to regular life after a mission very well. As suggested by the
returned missionaries themselves, the most important thing
they can do to help themselves during this stage is to continue
to maintain good spiritual habits such as daily prayer and scrip-
ture study, to attend church, and to serve in significant call-
ings in their wards. Many of them recognize that such spiri-
tual maintenance will help them have the spiritual resources
to draw upon when they are challenged by other areas in their
life, including dating, family, culture shock, school, and work.

In 1997, President Hinckley counseled Church leaders that
the most important things they can do to help retain new con-
verts is to provide them with “a friend, a responsibility, and
nurturing with ‘the good word of God” (p. 47). Certainly
this counsel can pertain to all members of the Church, and
based on the findings in this study, it can especially be applied
to “retaining” newly returned missionaries. Once home, if
returned missionaries are provided with the responsibility of
a church calling, involve themselves in church social activities
where they can develop good friendships, and continue to be
nurtured through personal prayer and scripture study, they will
find the strength to successfully navigate their way through
their postmission pursuits and continue to contribute as mem-
bers of their families, society, and the Church.
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