Legendary Brigham Young University football coach LaVell Edwards carrying the Olympic torch
when the torch relay made its way through Provo, Utah, on February 5, 2002. (Photo by Jaren
Wilkey, courtesy of BYU Photo.)



WHY THE “MORMON
OLYMPICS” DIDN'T HAPPEN

J. B.Haws

Richard Cowan is a marvel to me—a man who gives new meaning to the word
“indomitable.” His scholarship on so many facets of twentieth- and twenty-
first-century Mormon history has been foundational for other researchers, and
his work in BYU classrooms over the past half-century has affected the lives of
literally tens of thousands of students—and I was one of those students. But I'm
most grateful for the lessons he teaches just by being who he is. Early-morning
walks to work, team-teaching a class, Mexican food lunches—these are some
unforgettable moments with an unforgettable mentor.

ane Beattie became the state Olympic officer for Utah in

2000 when he retired from the Utah State Senate. His office

was flooded with interview requests from journalists from all

over the globe who wanted to get a handle on this place where the

2002 Olympics would soon be held. One question always stood out

to Beattie: “Can a person get a drink in Utah?”! In some ways, that

question was code for a larger concern. What inquiring minds really

seemed to be asking was, “Will the LDS Church dominate the Salt

Lake Winter Games? Will the vaunted Olympic experience be damp-

ened by some stultifying, heavy-handed religion? Basically, will the
world even enjoy visiting Salt Lake City?”?

Those concerns, sometimes unspoken but more often than

not spoken aloud, offered some telling insights into the public’s
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perception about Mormons as the new millennium dawned. Despite
arash of dire predictions in this vein from a number of media voices,
the 2002 Salt Lake Olympics did not become the so-called “Mormon
Games.” Well-publicized fears about the LDS Church’s oppressive
community presence never materialized; in fact, by all accounts, the
opposite was true. As one columnist put it, the Mormons, in the
end, “looked golden”

This story, a sort of apprehension-to-appreciation story, is some-
thing that Professor Richard O. Cowan has been researching for most
of his academic career. His 1961 Stanford dissertation dealt with
“Mormonism in National Periodicals’—and his findings are very
relevant in this 2002 Olympic story. As he traced journalists’ treat-
ment of Mormons from 1830 to 1960, he found that a positive uptick
in Mormon-related reporting corresponded with a “change from the
early interest in the Saints as a ‘peculiar people’ believing in curious
theological doctrines, to an interest today in Mormonism’s programs
for the total well-being of the Saints as well as in the individual and
collective accomplishments of the Mormon people”™ In essence, that
description also seems to apply well in describing the changing arc of
the media’s attention to Mormons during the 2002 Olympic season—
an arc that moved from a focus on Mormon peculiarities to a focus
on Mormon people. It was a shift that would have an impact long after
the Olympic Games’ closing ceremonies.

Background—and Battlegrounds

In order to appreciate just how significant the 2002 Olympics were in
the recent history of the public perception of Mormonism, one must
understand just how bleak things were for Mormons, from a public
image standpoint, by the early 1990s. And it was a change that had
come on rapidly. Gallup recorded a public favorability high-water
mark for Mormons in 1977, when the polling organization reported
that 54 percent of Americans held an opinion of Latter-day Saints that
fell somewhere on the favorable side of Gallup’s measurement scale.”
Gallup’s findings came during the LDS Church’s Homefront heyday,
when radio and television commercials about family solidarity played
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across the nation. George Romney, J. Willard Marriott, Johnny Miller,
the Osmonds—these were Mormons that the public knew and liked.

But in the late 1970s, a new chapter on the reputation of insti-
tutional Mormonism was about to open—and an unexpected one at
that, based at least on a 1973 opinion survey commissioned by the
LDS Church’s Public Communications Department. Respondents in
1973 ranked the LDS Church relatively low in comparison to other
denominations when it came to perceptions of secrecy and suspi-
cion, and even lower in terms of public influence.® Mormons seemed
wholesome, happy, and benign.

Only a few years later, though, the Church’s active opposition
of the Equal Rights Amendment at the end of the decade alarmed
some commentators who worried about the underappreciated politi-
cal clout that the highly centralized and wealthy Church could wield
when it wanted to—and that clout threatened not only those on the
political left who saw Mormonism’s sense of morality as anachronistic
and repressive, but also those of the new Christian Right who wanted
to make very clear the religious divide that separated Mormons and
traditional Christians. The God Makers, a film which premiered in
late 1982, gained rapid popularity for setting that divide in the stark-
est of terms, as it painted the LDS Church in ominous, even satanic,
hues. When the Mark Hofmann bombing and forgery scandal made
front-page news nationwide in 1985, the repeated accusations from
so many sides about Mormonism’s secrecy, its authoritarianism, and
its bizarre history and practices could not be easily sloughed off by the
Church’s press representatives. Not only did these types of descrip-
tions make a measurable dent on Mormonism’s public standing—only
half as many Americans viewed Mormons favorably in 1991 as did in
1977’ —but these descriptions also would prove to have remarkable
staying power in setting the terms of discussion about Mormonism
over two decades later.®

The Barna Research Group noted in its 1991 survey about American
attitudes toward various church groups that “the only denomination
in the survey”—a survey which also included questions about Baptist,
Catholic, Methodist, Presbyterian, and Lutheran churches—“for which
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Members of the United States Olympic team hold the American flag that flew over the World Trade
Center on September 11, 2001. The flag was carried into Rice-Eccles Olympic Stadium during the
playing of the national anthem at the Opening Ceremonies of the Salt Lake 2002 Olympic Winter
Games. (Photo by U.S. Navy Journalist 1st Class Preston Keres.)

more Americans had a negative impression than a positive impression
was the Mormon church, also known as the Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints”; 37 percent ranked Mormons unfavorably in 1991,
while only 18 percent gave Mormons an unfavorable rating in Gallup’s
1977 poll. When those who expressed no opinion were removed from
Barna’s sample, the 1991 results were even more dramatic: “Nearly six
out of ten people who had an opinion of the Mormon Church said
their impression was a negative one.”® This reversal of reputational for-
tunes was not lost on LDS Church headquarters. In 1989, Church lead-
ership had restructured its Public Communications and Special Affairs
department—renamed “Public Affairs” in 1991. In 1993, a specially
commissioned task force made up of Mormon media types, called the
Communications Futures Committee, finalized its recommendations
for the Church after a yearlong study—recommendations that included
things like modifying the Church’s logo to emphasize “Jesus Christ,”
hiring an outside public relations firm, and tapping into the potential of
the emerging “information superhighway.” Both for Church employees
and outside advisers, the watchword was “proactivity.”*°
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These advocates for outreach found their standard-bearer in
Gordon B. Hinckley, sustained as the Church’s fifteenth president in
March 1995. At the Communications Futures Committee’s urging,
the Church had retained the services of the New York-based pub-
lic relations firm Edelman Group. Edelman and President Hinckley
proved a potent combination. The Edelman Group arranged for a
“meet the press” lunch at the Harvard Club, and it was at that lunch
that President Hinckley agreed to sit for an interview with 60 Minutes’
Mike Wallace. “Can you tell me,” Wallace asked in that interview, as
if to underscore just how remarkable he found the occasion, “the last
President of the Mormon Church who went on nationwide television
to do an interview with no questions ahead of time so that you know
what is coming?” The interview and the attendant 60 Minutes feature,
which aired in April 1996, signaled something of a sea change to the
wider media world and foreshadowed the type of Mormonism that
would be on display in 2002."*

Then, in 1997, Church Public Affairs got a dry run for Olympic
press coverage, and unexpectedly so. That year, independent Mormon
pioneer enthusiasts planned to commemorate the 150" anniversary
of the Latter-day Saints” overland trek to Utah with a full-scale reen-
actment. Dozens of wagon teams prepared to make the sesquicen-
tennial trip, and it became a media phenomenon. The visual images
of the Mormon trek recalled all that was heroic and romantic about
the American West, so photographers and television crews flocked
to the high plains of Wyoming. While LDS Church officials did not
initiate the wagon-train commemoration, they were ready to join in
the telling of the pioneer story. Public Affairs specialists employed
a new technology—CD-ROM—to distribute maps, pioneer jour-
nals, and statistics about the LDS Church’s worldwide membership
to journalists.

The surprise for Church representatives was just how widely
the story played. It quickly took on an international flavor, as Public
Affairs hosted reporters from Japan to Ecuador. Elder M. Russell
Ballard said in August 1997, “When we can finally assess the num-
ber of newspaper articles and the extent of the television and radio
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coverage of the sesquicentennial, we will likely find that the Church
has had more media exposure this year than in all the other years of
our history combined”"?

After some of the low points of the 1980s, this was a season of
optimism indeed for Mormons. Church membership hit the ten-
million mark in 1997, one year after statisticians announced that
more Mormons now lived outside the United States than in the U.S.
In 1998, President Hinckley announced plans to nearly double the
number of LDS temples across the globe, such that the Church would
have a hundred temples in operation by the year 2000. These markers
of growth and President Hinckley’s openness fostered a new tone, a
new self-confidence, as the Church approached a new millennium.
But all was not rosy in Salt Lake. Community excitement over hosting
the 2002 Olympics was dealt a devastating blow near the end of 1998.
A scandal was unfolding. Salt Lake Olympic boosters had stooped to
what appeared to be all-out bribery to secure the city’s right to host
the Olympics. Some of the principal organizers of the Olympic Games
were implicated in the subsequent investigation—though eventually
acquitted of illegal activities—and they left their posts with the Games
in shambles. Debts were mounting, and community enthusiasm was
diminishing. The disillusionment was real—and from a Mormon
perspective, guilt by association was a real possibility. Several of the
prominent figures in the bribery scandal were Latter-day Saints;
possibly worse, in much of the public mind, Salt Lake City and The
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints were inseparable."?

Some Utah Mormons even asked out loud if the Games should
be returned to the International Olympic Committee (IOC). There
was an almost universal recognition that the execution of the Games
would inevitably reflect on The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints, for better or for worse. And to some observers, the potential
for reputational disaster was just too high after the scandal.'*

But other Utah leaders proposed a different course: draft Mitt
Romney. The Boston venture capitalist was the son of one of the most
well-known Mormons of the previous generation, Michigan governor
George Romney. The younger Romney had made a name for himself



Haws — 371

with business smarts and a hard-fought but ultimately unsuccessful
run for the Senate in Massachusetts in 1994, against heavyweight Ted
Kennedy no less. Still, when Utah Olympic booster Kem Gardner and
Utah governor Mike Leavitt came calling, Mitt Romney was hesitant,
to say the least, about taking on the Olympic challenge.

By Romney’s own admission, it was his wife’s urging that swayed
him. She “reasoned that if the Olympics were in jeopardy, if Utah was
in trouble and our country embarrassed, that these were compelling
reasons for leading a turnaround.” Boston insurance executive David
D’Alessandro talked with Mitt Romney while Romney was mull-
ing over the Olympics job offer, and D’Alessandro saw the way that
Romney’s family and faith ties to Utah factored into the decision to
take on the troubled games. “I think he took [the job] because he felt
that the Mormons were in trouble. He never said that, but I think he
saw the scandal as a stain on his religion.”"®

Mitt Romney immediately began looking for a second-in-
command chief operating officer, and he ultimately persuaded Fraser
Bullock to join the organization. Bullock, like Romney, had been at
Bain Capital and, like Romney, was also a Mormon—and Bullock,
too, had worried about the way the Olympics reflected on the people
of Utah.'® But it was this very personnel choice that upset, paradoxi-
cally, some Utah Mormons who balked at Mitt Romney’s appoint-
ment. There were grumblings about cronyism, from a business angle
but also from a religious angle. One well-publicized complaint was
that Romney was trying to turn the Salt Lake Olympic leadership
team into a Mormon one."’

Fraser Bullock remembered how these religious-based criticisms
caught him and Mitt Romney somewhat off guard. Romney later
wrote that he “would never have guessed that a religion would be such
a big matter for the Olympics” Both quickly realized, though, how
sensitive some Utahans were to anything that could potentially exac-
erbate Mormon/non-Mormon community polarization in a place
where almost everything took on religious overtones.®

Perhaps never was that dynamic set in clearer relief than over the
question of alcohol sales at the Olympics. As Mitt Romney related the
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story, he and his committee made the decision in 2000 that alcohol
would not be sold at the downtown Medals Plaza, since they wanted
that venue to be a place where families with children could enjoy eve-
ning celebrations and concerts. What Romney conceived of as a ges-
ture of responsible planning instead lit off a firestorm of local criticisms
about Mormon attempts to impose religion on outsiders. The irony
for Romney was that his home city in Massachusetts—Belmont—was
a “dry” (no alcohol sales) city because of community concerns there
about drunk driving and family friendliness. But when the subject of
alcohol restrictions came up in Utah, it was immediately branded a
religious issue."”

Romney said that the Salt Lake Tribune’s editor Jay Shelledy
“opened [Romney’s] eyes” that debates about alcohol laws in Utah
were proxy for debates about religion. And those debates were fraught
with historic tension that played out in the media.?® Part of that ten-
sion, and the resultant criticism of Romney’s committee in Utah, was
simply because this was the Olympics. Observers have long noted
what has almost become a media truism connected with the Olympic
Games, regardless of the host city: the local media is always harder
on Olympic planners than are national or international media. Local
journalists need to fill their columns and their airtime for several
years before the Olympics, so they scrutinize, as might be expected,
every development related to preparation for the Games. This seemed
especially true in Salt Lake City, where the bribery scandal had put
the public’s media watchdogs on high alert.**

But there also was no question that the Mormon element made the
level of tension in the local media something uniquely Utahan. Thus
charges of Mormon cronyism reverberated loudly, as did accusations
of behind-the-scenes-type puppeteering on the part of the Mormon
hierarchy. The reality was that the Salt Lake Olympic Committee top
management team was made up of people from around the country
with diverse backgrounds—the majority of whom were not Latter-
day Saints.*” But the perception of Mormon control of Utah and its
people (and the specter of past Mormon control) gave rise to national
unease about the “Mormon Games.”
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Myths and Realities

If this mix of worries—past and present, local and national—was col-
oring predictions of a 2002 “Molympics,” then President Gordon B.
Hinckley’s announcement in 2000 that the LDS Church would not
proselytize during the Olympics changed the tone of the entire pic-
ture.”® The announcement served as much in its symbolism as it did
in its practicality and generated almost universal nods of apprecia-
tion—and, from some, sighs of relief.** Striking the right “good part-
ner” balance was not always easy, but the decision not to proselytize
seemed, over time (and especially in retrospect), to do just that for
two groups of Mormons who had been walking the same tightrope
simultaneously, but from different ends.

On one side of that tightrope, there were Latter-day Saints who
worked in official capacities in running the Games themselves. This
was Mitt Romney, Fraser Bullock, Lane Beattie, Governor Mike
Leavitt—these were the Mormons who worked with or for the Salt
Lake Organizing Committee (SLOC). They were carrying the load
of pulling off a successful Olympics, and the universal consensus was

Banner of figure skater adorning the Church Office Building in downtown Salt Lake City during
the 2002 Olympic Winter Games. (© Intellectual Reserve, Inc.)
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that the SLOC needed the LDS Church in order to do that. The trick,
Mitt Romney and team learned, was to balance their requests so that
the LDS Church was not doing too much. There was a feeling at the
Church (and Mitt Romney picked up on this when he took over the
helm) that Romney’s predecessors had been expecting too much of the
Church—not because the Church wasn’t willing to help, but because
Church leaders were sensitive to the aforementioned perception of
their cultural dominance, and they thus wanted to broaden oppor-
tunities for participation by the full community. These were Utah’s
Olympics, President Hinckley consistently reminded the Church’s
Olympic liaisons. Hence President Hinckley demurred when Mitt
Romney’s SLOC asked to use the Church’s massive printing presses,
for example; President Hinckley wanted to give that business to com-
munity printers.*®

Another case in point: a Mormon working for SLOC, Alan
Barnes, put together in the late 1990s a community Interfaith
Roundtable group that met monthly for several years in advance of
the Olympics. The Roundtable was conscientiously inclusive, reach-
ing out to dozens of representatives of faith groups throughout Utah.
Ray and Janette Hales Beckham represented the LDS Church on the
Roundtable. The Beckhams were appointed volunteers serving on
the Church’s Olympic Coordinating Committee, which consisted of
Church Apostles Robert D. Hales and Henry B. Eyring, along with
a rotating member of the Church’s Seventy and a member of the
Presiding Bishopric. While the Beckhams were energetic partici-
pants in the Roundtable, they declined to chair the Roundtable when
their colleagues from the various denominations invited them to do
so. Instead, they offered to support the leadership of their interfaith
partners as needed. This meant that when the various churches of
the Roundtable were charged by SLOC and community officials with
providing temporary living space for Salt Lake City’s transient popu-
lation during the Olympics, the LDS Church provided the bedding
and the foodstufts from Welfare Square, and then fill-in volunteers
from local LDS congregations to serve the meals.**
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This sensitivity to the appropriate level of LDS Church involve-
ment did not only come from the LDS Church institutional side.
When the Church’s Olympic Coordinating Committee offered to fill
some of the athletes’ downtime by setting up a family history cen-
ter in the athletes’ village, Fraser Bullock said that Games organizers
decided to nix that idea. They worried that the center would seem too
overtly promotional of Mormonism.*’

So while both sides emphatically took a wall-of-separation
approach to the administration of the Games, the Church in the end
did win applause for its role as a community supporter. That included
making available significant swaths of real estate, like the parking area
around—and road access to—the Olympic Park where the sledding
and ski jump competitions were held and the downtown plaza where
every night medal ceremonies and free concerts drew in huge crowds.
Bullock also reported that the Church, unlike other landowners or
community partners, never asked for any compensation in exchange
for the use of its properties. Beyond that, the Church donated five
million dollars to build the infrastructure at the medals plaza and
concert site.?®

But that donation showed just how precarious walking this thin
public opinion line could be. It was ironic to Mitt Romney that his
committee’s request for the Church’s downtown property led to pub-
licized complaints that the LDS Church was attempting to steal the
show by again foisting itself on the Games. Romney held a press con-
ference in 2001 to address these persistent charges, and among other
things tried to make it clear that the plaza site had come at SLOC’s
initiative rather than the Church’s. “T was brought up to thank people
who made gifts,” Romney told reporters, “not criticize them. I have
to say thank you for the contribution of the Medals Plaza land and
funds to build it out for free concerts” The press conference was a
self-conscious “orange juice and champagne” affair as Romney’s team
made clear that “these are Games for America. . . . They’re Episcopal.
They’re Catholic. They’re Muslim. They’re Jewish. They’re Mormon.

»29

They're Baptist.
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So heated did the “Mormon Olympics” rhetoric become that Utah
congressman Jim Hansen felt it necessary to give a speech in October
2001 before the US House of Representatives to “dispel the notion
that the Salt Lake Organizing Committee for the 2002 Winter Games
is somehow beholden to or acting improperly in concert with the LDS
Church”—insinuations that Representative Hansen found distasteful
in Newsweek’s feature of September 10, 2001, “A Mormon Moment.”*°

Of course, Jim Hansen’s speech came in a much different world
than did Newsweek’s feature, even though they were separated only by
a month. The horrific tragedies of September 11, 2001, changed every
conversation across the United States, including every conversation
about the 2002 Winter Olympics. While increased security became
an obvious concern, just as real were the concerns about American
national unity, international cooperation, and religious understand-
ing. Everyone connected with the Games understood the suddenly
new significance of the Olympics as a time for bringing the peoples
of the world together—and a sense of mission united the Olympic
community.’! It was a delicate balancing act, with some slips and mis-
steps, but the outcome, by all accounts, was a community partnership
that proved indispensable in the making of the 2002 Winter Games.
When a SLOC subcommittee had not enlisted enough local families
to host the families of visiting athletes only weeks before the Games
began, Ray Beckham used Church contacts to fill the quota in a mat-
ter of a few days. He also arranged for Latter-day Saint volunteers to
staff the Games’ twenty-four-hour call center when organizers were
faced with glaring gaps.®? This became the Church’s modus operandi,
to respond to behind-the-scenes needs in support of the community
when asked—and send strong signals of support of the Games in pub-
lic. Church-owned Brigham Young University announced plans that
it would suspend classes for two weeks in February 2002 so that its
students could work as volunteers at the Games. Mormon officials
went one step further by asking local leaders to read in Church meet-
ings a letter encouraging members to join the volunteer effort.>* The
response was overwhelming, and it became one of the lasting legacies
of the Salt Lake City Olympics.
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Two hallmarks came to characterize the 2002 volunteers. First
was their dependability—and this even caught organizers by surprise.
Because, historically, Olympic volunteers usually dropped out at a
rate somewhere in the range of 15-20 percent, organizers planned to
overstaft their volunteer ranks. What caught everyone off guard was
that the Utah volunteers showed up; the attrition rate was less than

Ray and Janette Hales Beckham’s “I Speak” display, featuring a collage of photos from the 2002
Olympic Winter Games framed by pins that designate languages spoken by volunteers at the
Games. (Photo by Laura Haws.)
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1 percent.** The other hallmark was the volunteers’ language ability.
Never before, foreign visitors repeatedly marveled, had they found
so many volunteers who could speak those visitors” native languages.
IOC chairman Jacques Rogge specifically singled out the 2002 volun-
teers and their foreign-language facility in his praise of the Games.
He told reporters at the end of the Games that while Mormons—and
especially the Church’s leaders—“were never pushing issues, you
know, absolutely not. . ..  have been greeted at many venues in Dutch,
... my mother language, at least 20 times by different volunteers who
told me, ‘T have been on a mission in your country.”**

Of course, many Utah volunteers were not Mormons. The full
community, in all its diversity, rightfully earned the accolades that
the volunteers repeatedly received. But as with so many aspects of the
Games, the public’s identification of Salt Lake City with Mormonism
meant that praise for the volunteers often reflected positively on the
LDS Church and its missionary program. And that, perhaps, under-
scores the principal point of this paper. The issue at hand is public
perception. Therefore, despite conscientious decisions not to influ-
ence the running of the actual Games—and in this vein, perhaps
no greater compliment could be paid to those Mormons who faced
that difficult hands-off balance than Rogge’s comment that the LDS
Church had been “absolutely invisible to us” while he was at the Salt
Lake Olympics**—LDS Church officials also accepted the reality that
Mormonism would always be visible, in the backdrop, in the Games’
spotlight spillover.

This, in a sense, was the challenge for the other group walking
that metaphorical tightrope mentioned earlier: the Mormons charged
professionally and officially with responding to media queries.
Anyone who has even casually watched the Olympics knows that the
reporting is always about more than sports—this is another Olympic
coverage truism. Media outlets send crews of journalists to gener-
ate “color” pieces, stories about the culture and history and people of
the host city. What was inescapable to every observer in the months
leading up to 2002 was just how ubiquitous the LDS Church would
be in these types of stories—so ubiquitous that Newsweek’s Kenneth
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Woodward used a phrase that would keep its currency for a decade.
He called the Olympics a “Mormon Moment.”*’

Church Public Affairs representatives knew that scores of
reporters would be knocking at their office doors—and come they
did. Over 3,300 reporters visited the Church’s temporary News
Resource Center in the Nauvoo Room of the Joseph Smith Memorial
Building on Temple Square. “It was just constant,” Michael Otterson
remembered of that stream of journalists. “It was exhausting, but
it was incredibly exhilarating”*® Otterson’s team had “scoured the
community to find” people “who would be willing to volunteer” at
the media center—or even to be “on call” if volunteers with sec-
ond-language skills were needed. Public Affairs managing director
Bruce Olsen recruited former BYU communications students from
around the West—especially those with language skills—to come
as volunteers to staft “regional” desks at the center. These Public
Affairs representatives themselves gave dozens of interviews a day
and coordinated interviews with Church leaders as well. Training
this army of Church volunteers—and these volunteers were separate
from SLOC’s cadre of volunteers—fell to a team organized by Janette
Hales Beckham. They called their program “Friends to All Nations.”
This phrase became the Church’s Public Affairs calling card during
the Olympics, a trademark that appeared on its website and trad-
ing pins and commemorative dinner plates. The volunteers’ train-
ing focused on openness, friendliness, and helpfulness—as well as
an emphatic reiteration of President Hinckley’s commitment that
Mormons would not proselytize during the Games.>® Once again,
it seems difficult to overstate the impact of that policy. This move
diverted much of the public’s focus from concerns about the Church
as an institution, thus opening up column inches and bandwidth for
features on Mormons as individuals. As Richard Cowan and sev-
eral of his graduate students have persuasively shown over the years,
the media’s treatment of the Latter-day Saint people has followed a
steady, century-long trajectory of positive reporting.*

The Public Affairs Department reported to the Church’s First
Presidency that it was not “placing stories just to increase column
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inches or to receive any kind of coverage. We are looking for media
stories that help . . . solve problems that affect the reputation of . . .
the Church or help the public better understand issues that affect the
Church.” In its five-year plan preceding the Olympics, the department
designed “a web site specifically oriented to journalists,” as well as
“press kits,” and video and photography packages to “be made avail-
able to visiting journalists and posted on the Internet media site” The
very existence of a website was an innovation that grew out of Church
preparation for the Olympics. “Our strategy,” department officials
concluded, “is to provide a number of stories for the national and
international media so that the only story about the Church is not
Mountain Meadows or polygamy—substitute positive for negative*!

These prepackaged vignettes included a ten-minute Myths and
Reality video hosted by two famous Mormons: star NFL quarter-
back (and Brigham Young descendant) Steve Young and former Miss
America Sharlene Wells Hawkes. The pair tackled several prevalent
misconceptions: Do Mormons practice polygamy? Do Mormons only
“take care of their own” when it comes to humanitarian relief aid? Are
Mormons Christians?

This focused counteroffensive against negative stereotypes,
together with the other Olympics-timed media vignettes, yielded
measurable results. Public opinion surveys conducted by the Church
demonstrated that “feelings toward the LDS Church have improved
significantly” Survey respondents in 2002 rated the Church five points
higher than they did in 1998—from 40.3 to 45.3—when asked to
measure their feelings on a “0 to 100 thermometer scale,” with 0 rep-
resenting a “very cold, negative feeling,” and 100 representing a “very
warm, positive feeling” The poll results were even more significant
in terms of targeted misunderstandings. When asked, “As far as you
know, do members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints
believe in Jesus Christ?,” 81 percent of respondents answered “yes” in
2002, as opposed to 68 percent only one year earlier. An overwhelm-
ing majority of those surveyed in 2002 (80 percent) also answered
that the LDS Church “discouraged” polygamy. Overall, Public Affairs
officials saw these trends as indicating that “knowledge about the LDS
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Church has steadily increased.” Surveyors asked, “How much do you
feel you know about The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints,
whose members are sometimes called Mormons?” The number of
people who answered “a great deal” doubled between 1998 and 2002
(from 7 percent to 14 percent), those who said “some” increased by
two-thirds (from 25 to 41 percent), and those who answered “very
little” decreased by a third (from 67 percent to 46 percent).*?

These statistics seemed directly proportional to other indicators
that pointed to the effective reach of the media initiatives that the
Church had put into place. The website that Public Affairs created
for the media tallied over 900,000 hits between June 2001 and May
2002. As Public Affairs tracked “the number of news stories that
were generated” around the world, “they were in the thousands”™—
“nothing like we have ever seen,” Otterson remembered. The sheer
volume of coverage was staggering, but more telling were some
of the headlines—from the Denver Post: “Utah’s efforts deserve
medal”; from the Portland (Maine) Press Herald: “Mormons add to,
not detract from, Salt Lake City Games”; and from the Charleston
(West Virginia) Gazette: “Olympics give people the chance to see the
real Mormon faith.”*?

Olympic Legacies

There were several Olympic images that Mormons hoped would
linger, like NBC anchorman Tom Brokaw’s interview of President
Hinckley. Brokaw described the Mormon leader, then ninety-one
years old, as “an energetic, enormously thoughtful man” A columnist
for the Washington Post noted that “the Tabernacle Choir shared top
billing with the celebrities; Temple Square got almost as much TV time
as Bob Costas” Editorials in the Washington Times and the Chicago
Sun-Times gave the Olympic hosts “gold” ratings for the quality of the
games, both for the hospitality of the locals as well as the success of the
Churchss efforts to “overcome stereotypes.” The Chicago Tribune con-
cluded that “the church’s contribution turned into a plus after years
of fear that these would be the Mormon Games.” President Hinckley
told the Church’s April 2002 general conference that “visitors . . . who
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BYU’ Folk Dancers performing at the Salt Lake City and County Building complex on February
21, 2002. (Photo by Jaren Wilkey, courtesy of BYU Photo.)

came with suspicion and hesitancy . . . feeling they might get trapped
in some unwanted situation by religious zealots . . . found something
they never expected” Outsiders agreed. “The subtle approach, in the
end, was a brilliant move by the church,” one columnist wrote. “The
only religious shenanigans and Bible-thumping at the Winter Games
came courtesy of angry other denominations, whose members circled
Temple Square with anti-Mormon signs and pamphlets and posters.”
The irony was that, in the end, “everyone looked nutty except the
Mormons, who looked golden.”**

Now, with more than a decade’s worth of historical hindsight,
some legacies launched for 2002 have proven to be lasting. The
Interfaith Roundtable still hosts annual community music events.
The LDS Church’s web presence has expanded significantly and
become an integral part of the Church’s approach in communicating
with Church members and the media and other interested parties.
Lane Beattie says that after the Olympics, surveys done by Wirthlin
International have shown that Utah’s stock has continually risen
among visitors, thanks in large part to the picture the Olympics pro-
vided of Utah’s people.*®
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And, of course, Mitt Romney’s growing national profile fueled
a successful run for the governorship of Massachusetts in 2002 and
two unsuccessful runs for the US presidency in 2008 and 2012—
campaigns that raised media coverage of Mormons to another
“unprecedented” benchmark. In many ways, it is almost impossible to
consider the attention given to Mitt Romney and his Church in 2008
and 2012 without starting with the Olympics; Michael Otterson has
persuasively argued that the much-talked-about “Mormon Moment”
in 2008-12 was not really a moment at all, since attention to Latter-
day Saints had really never abated after the 2002 Olympics.*® The Salt
Lake Tribune’s Peggy Stack recorded this exchange with an Olympics
journalist: “The Salt Lake City Olympics were like ‘a coming-out party
for Mormons, says Hank Stuever, who covered the Games as a feature
writer for The Washington Post, ‘that gave people a vernacular about
Mormonism they didn’t have before, and that [interest] has sustained
itself in pop culture.”*’

For many people in the United States and beyond, press cover-
age of the 2002 Olympics became their introduction to Mormons—
and by all accounts, that coverage looked different than it would have
in, say, the late 1980s. Considering the past dozen years since those
Winter Games, then, while it is apparent that public attention to
Mormonism has continued to come in waves, what seems most true
about the impact of the 2002 Olympics on Mormonism’s public image
was that it signaled, in reality, a new tide.

J. B. Haws is an assistant professor of Church history and doctrine at
Brigham Young University.
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