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Latter-day Saint Returned Missionaries
in the United States

A Survey on Religious Activity and
Postmission Adjustment

Richard ]. McClendon and Bruce A, Chadwick

ach year, approximately twenty to thirty thousand Latter-day Saint
E}fmmg adults leave to serve missions throughout the world.! Once
these young adults return home from their missionary service, most go on
to further their éducation, begin a career, marry, and establish a family.
Returned missionaries are a unigue group in the Church and are often a
peint ol interest. Parents, for example, note the challenges their missionary
has as he or she makes the transition fram the mission field to home. They
sometimes observe their returned missionary confronting increased stress
levels as he or she shifts from the singular focus of the mission field to mak-
ing multiple and major decisions about school, work, and dating, Ward
and-stake leaders also have an interest in returned missionaries, often giv-
ing them counsel and encouragement as well as assigning them a suitable
calling during this transitional time. President Gordon B. Hinckley
emphasized the importance of this duty to Church leaders by saying, 1 am
satisfied that if every returning missionary 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 mis-
sionary receives a meaningful assipnment. Activity is the nurturing process
of faithfulness™

Mussionary service and returned missionaries are alsoa point of dis-
cussion i day-to-day conversations among Latter-day Saints Church-
wide: Staléments or questions such as "He is a returned missionary™ or
“She went on a mission” or "Did vou serve a mission?” are often heard
wherever Church members are gathered. Why are Latter-day Saints inter-
ested in knowing whether someone is a returned missionary? One reason
might be that when members learn that someone has served a mission,
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they see that person differently. Members somehow expect that returned
missionaries are spiritually grounded, that they ought to be leaders in the
Church; that their homes and families should be stables and that they
ought to besuccessful in their schooling and careers.

These assumptions, although often experienced, are not always the
case, While serving ds a bishop ina Brigham Young University singles
ward, one of the authors observed a number of returned missianaries 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 Church landscape. Others had dropped
out of school, were working in low-paving, dead-end jobs: were waiting a
long time 1o marry, and were alienated from their family, Some had expe-
rienced severe depression during their first two years home, while others
had commutted rather serious sins including sexual transgression and
involventent with drugs, alcohol, and pornagraphy.

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 surveéying five thou-
sand returned missionaries scattered across the United States, hoping 1o
collect more accurate data about their postmission lives—both ar the
early stages of their return home as well as at the later stages as they set-
tled mto adulthood.

Three general areas were assessed in this study, (1) How successful are
retarned missionaries in their current spiritual, familial, and educational
pursuits? We answered this question by looking at a number of the dema-
graphic factors concerning returned mussionaries, These factors indude
the éducational attwinment, socio¢conomic status, family life, and religious
experiences of those who had been back from their missions two, five, ten,
and seventeen vears.” Assessing these areas in the lives of returned mission-
aries provided a barometer for how successful they are in the various life
rales they have ventured into, Part of this assessment was alse intended to
identify similarities and differences between the demographic traits of men
and women. Duke and Johnson surmise that for Latter-day Saints “the
experiences of men and women are guite different and have a significant
impact on the way they feel and worship."* Thus, we sought to understand
the unigue differences and similarities in life outcomes of returned mis-
stonary men and women,

(2 A second guestion we'sel out 10 answer is whether 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 that has mainly looked at the impact of
the mission experience itself, our objective here was to examine whether
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social change in America over the past several decades has influenced
returned missionaries’ religiosity in some way.” In the 19708, Madsen found
that, overall, returned missionaries were doing very well in their religions
activity. He sumnmarized his findings by saying that “the vast majority of
returned missionartes attend church meetings regularly, possess a current
temple recommend, serve in ¢hurch callings, pay tithing, and observe
the Word of Wisdom™® We used Madsen's study as a baseline to com-
pare the religious behavior and marital status of returned missionaries
in our sample, thus allowing us to observe any changes that have
woccurred in the interim.

One of the theoretical foundations for hypothesizing whether
returned missionaries of today should be any more or less religions than
those studied back in the 19705 comes from the secularization thesis, a
commonly discussed theme in tociology. Scholars who accept this thesis
propose that religious commitment in Amierican society has been in a
decline over the past several decades.” They believe that as modernization
and science have increased in the United States, faith in God has dwindled,
Taking this view, we might predict that the religiosity of returned mission-
aries i5 also in decline and that our sample of returned missionaries would
have lower religiosity than those in Madsen's sample.

On the other hand, those who reject the secularization thesis argue
that, despite science’s increasing influence, refigion is reviving rather than
declining and that religions devotion in the United States isas high as it has
ever been:® Given this perspective, we would anticipate that religiosity
among returned missionaries has actually increased over the past three
decades or has at least remained steady,

(3) Finally, a third question we desired to answer was, What things will
help returned missionaries stay active and committed to the gospel after
they return home? We assessed this area with two approaches. First, we
asked those in our sample to report their own insights about postmission
adjustment challenges as well as the ways returned missionaries and the
Church can help with that adjustment. Second, because private religiosity
is a significant part of a Latter-day Saint life, we applied statistical model-
ing 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, having personal prayer, and
thinking about religion,

In surnmary, an assesstent of these three areas showed that as a whole
returned missionaries are adjusting well to the religious and the secular
aspects of their postmission Hves. The vast majority of returned missionar-
ies hold strong to their religious convictions, and their religiosity levels
remain relatively high compared with the 1977 study.
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RespancH METHODS

In winter and spring 1999, four random samples were generated of one
thousand men and five hundred women who had been back from their mis-
sions for two, five, ten, or seventeen years. A final sample of 4,884 returned
missionaries (3,082 men and 1,802 women ) from the United States was pro-
duced. Dara were then collected via standard mail survey procedures, which
included four separate mailings: A responsé rate of 73 percent was obtained.

Given that the primary focls of our study was the religiosity of
returned missionaries, we were concerned that those who did not réspond
to the survey might be significantly less active than those who did, which
would introduce a nonresponse bias. To investigate this possibility, a phone
survey was conducted of a random sample of the bishops of those returned
missionaries who did not respond to the survey. Among the bishops con-
tacted, 76 percent indicated that the returned missionary in question
attended Church meetings at least three or more times a month and in
their opinion was active in the ward. Based on this figure, we concluded
that nonresponsiveness to the survey was based on factors other than sig-
nificant inactivity or disassociation from the Church.

Resvirs

Our study showed how returned missionaries in this sample compare
with the larger United States society and with returned missionaries of the
1960s and “yos. The results also indicate ways returned missionaries can
adjust to life after the mission.

Returned Missionaries:
Socioeconomic Status, Family Life, and Religiosity

Aswe mentioned earlier, it is commonly believed that missionary ser-
vice nor only produces a strong testimony in missionaries butalso prepares
young people for success in a number of other areas of their life, Our find-
ings, presented below, provide solid évidence to suppart this claim,

Socioeconomic Status. Church leaders have consistently stressed the
value of preparing oneselfl for life’s work through proper education. In
2000, President Hinckley counseled youth and voungadults:

You are meoving into the most competitive age the world has ever

known, All around vou is competition. You need all the education vou
canget . ..

You belong tioa church that teaches the impertance of education. You
have a mandare from the Lord to educate your minds and your hearis
and your hands.*

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/byusq/vol43/iss2/5
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How are returned missionaries doing in this endeavor? We found that
g6 percent of those who had been back from their missions the longest
(seventeen years) had at least some college or skill training (see table 1).
Thirty-seven percent of the men and 45 percent of the women had com-
pleted an undergraduate degree. Another 33 percent of the men and 14 per-
cent of the women had earned an advanced degree. The rate for both men
and women combined in these two categories is 40 percent with dn

Table 1

Educational Aftainment and Sccioeconomic Status of LDS Roturned
Missionuries Compared with Mational Rates
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undergraduate degree and 25 percent with an advanced degree. These rates
are considerably higher than the national average. For example, among
those in the United States of about the same age (thirty-five to forty-four)
in 1908, only around 18 percent of men and women combined had a college
degree, and an additional 8 percent had an advanced degree.'?

It is important to note here that this and other comparisons
between returned missionaries and the national population in this study
must be viewed with caution since the differences between them may be
a result of other factors that we could not statistically control. For example,
the age of most of the returned missionaries in the seventeen-year group is
around 4o to 41 years old. The age of those in the national sample is between
35 and 45 years old. Other factors that may represent any differences
between these bwio groups are race, premission economic status, and eda-
cational goals.

Two other important indices of sociveconomic status are employment
and income. Returned missionaries rank refatively high in both, We found
that g5 percent of the men and 63 percent of the women were gainfully
emploved at the time of this study, Employment among the seventeen-year
group was at 98 percent of the men and 57 percent of the women (see table1),
while the national rate for men of the same age group was almost g3 per-
cent for the men and about 77 percent for the women.'' The lower employ-
ment rate among returned missionary women when compared 1o women
in the United States is not surprising given the Church’s view that the pri-
mary role of women is centered on home responsibilities.'?

The higher rate of education found among returned missionaries is
evident in family income, which was a little above the national average.
Eighty-five percent of the men in the seventeen-year group and 67 percent
of the women (78 percent combined ) made 540,000 or more in 1908 (see
table 1), By comparson; around 7o percent of families in the United
States!® made S35.000 or more in 19944

Family Life. The Church is known for its strong family values. Accord-
ingly, we looked at a number of family indicators to ascertain the family life
of returned missionaries. Table 2 shows the marital status of returned mis-
sionaries in the seventeen-vear group. Among the men, about 4o percent
were in their first marriage while 6 percent had been divorced or remar-
ried. Only 1 percent were currently divarced, and 2 percent were still single.
Amaong men in the national sample in 1998, around 69 percent were mar-
ried (first marriage or remarried), almost 12 pércent were divorced, and
almost 19 percent had never married.'” This difference Is considerable,
Returned missionary men are more likely to get married and less likely 1o
divorce than men across the United States.

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/byusq/vol43/iss2/5
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Among women
returned missiomaries,
76 percent of those in
thE SE"‘."EHtEEIi"}’Eﬂ.I'
group were married
[first marriagel, 5 per-
cent were remarried,
about 4 percent were
separated or divorced,
and 13 percent had
never married. The
natiomnal marriage
rates (1098} of wormen
of comparable age
indicate that about 72
percent  of  women
were married (first
marrizge or remar-
vied), around 14 per-
cent were divorced,
and about 12 percent
had never married.'®
Like those for the
mer, these fgures
show that the divorce
raie ﬂmnng rEr.L'I.l'ﬂEd
missionary wommen is
much lower than the
national rate. The per-
cent of returned mis-
sionary women who
had not vet married
was nearly identical to
the national rate of
single women.

We alsa found that
nearly all returned
missionaries who were

Table 2a

Marital Status of LDS Returned MEHIﬂtj_ﬁrhd.
Compared with National Rates

Marital Status | Va0

- United
States "
[Age: 35-24)

Men  Women Men Women

Wil =230 (Haii T

18 L)

nia ne
(] 72

12 18

o 1
100 8a

Raturned
Misslanary (s
117-y0ir grocp)
Alimaba|
-E:'unla. FEwEr rarmhad 2 13
Cohatiing a d
Mammad; first i imGe {1e3 76
Remaried [ 5
Divercad il 3
Wigcramr] (4]
Tatal a8 )
Sourss LS Densus Burssg, Stedancs’ dbsdect of ine United Sredas, 1599,
ro B3
Table 25

Family Charagteristics of Married LDS Returned
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martied had a spouse who is d member of the Church, and a6 percént
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
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verifies this pattern. The average number of children among returned mis-
stonary families for the seventeen-year group was 3.7 for the men and 3.2 for
the women, In contrast, the average number of children born 1o women
between the ages of thirty-five and forty-four in the United States in 1995 was

around 1,9,

Religious Activity, Full-
time missionary service pro-
vides 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  missionarigs  return
haome. For example, 87 per-
cent of all returned mission-
aries attend sacrament
meeting almost every week
isee table 3), Sunday School
and priesthoad/Relief Society
attendance are slightly lower
with %1 and &2 percent
weekly attendance reported
respectively, Fortv-eight per-
cent read their scriptures at
least a few times a week,
75 percent pray privately at
least a few times a week,
87 percent hold a current
temple recommend, 9o per-
centare full-tithe pavers, and
g7 percent keep the Word of
Wisdom. A comparison be-
tween men iﬂ.]']d women
reveals: women are consis-
tently higher in their reli-
giosity than men, This fits
the same pattérn found
nationally: women are oftén
much higher in their reli-
gious belief, commitment,
and behavior than men.'®

Table 3

Aeligious Activity of LDS Returned Misslonaries
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Men i Weomen % Combingd ms

The relatively high rates of
religiosity for returned mis-

Private Prayes  (N=18771 (Ne) 3300 (Me3207) sionaries is notable. This is
Riot-#tal 2 : £ especially significant given
ﬁ“:::" preE B 2 4 that our sample not only
e . . N thl.dEd .recenll}f returned
a manth missionaries but also those
I3timasamonth 7 L B who have been home for a
:“:'“' ewlige 7 . - considerable length of time.
i gl £ 5 These findings, when added
Sy de a8 a3 54 to results from previous
Tot 1 100 101 research on returned mission-
CurrentTOOBM. oo vuemal i aries,'" provide consistently
acpmiand strong evidence that the vast
:: ?; ?; ?: rn:ajnril}r of _rrc!urncd mission-
e = o T aries stay faith ﬂ.:tl to g,fnspel
e R eree values not only immediately
ol Sthe pokor = a3 I upon their return home but
e = % & also later in their lives.

Mo titia payar & 5 Family religious activities
Total a1 10 0 are at the core of a Latter-day
Word of Wisdom  iM1887) (W=7 3@l (N3 Saint home. Elder Russell M.
reE—Complataly 56 89 1) Nelson counseled, “"Happi-
WAost of th Tirne 3 [ 2 ness at home is most likely to
tip 'k . L. be achieved when practices
Totad 101 100 1o

therg are founded upon the
teachings of Jesus Christ.
Chars i the responsibility to ensure that we have family prayer, scripture
study, and family home evening."*® We assessed these three religious
activities among returned missionary families. As table 4 illustrates, we
found that 73 percent of married or divorced returned missionaries have
family prayer at least a few times a week, 40 percent hold family scripture
study that often; and 55 percent 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 reli-
gtous practices in homes of returned missionaries.

Comparing Recently Returned Missionaries
to Those of a Generation Ago

Research on secularization of Latter-day Saints shows that they may
have a unique immunity to the acceptance of so-called worldly values,
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Tabie 4 Stark found litle evi-
Family Religious Activity of LDS Returned Missionaries dence to support that the

|Only Married and Divorced, All Age Growps) h 3 i
11 Was- N -anv n
Men =i Waomen s Combined () Gh T L

Family Scripture Study (V21 E5TI  (NeTOBd.  N=Z a0 of religious decline.?! He
Nt a: 14 i 1 explained that the “secu-
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(AR DA mpAr H 2 2 hald that religious move-
2-3 timas a monih 12 i) 11 ments such as Mot-
About orce 8 weak 12 ia 12 . a =
el e 33 % P monism will do be.-stl in
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Farmily Prayar =1 B (AT L (=2 50 impact. s+ These -as-
bt all 7 ] 7 sumptions about secalar-
Lass fhen sncee manth B 5 B ization are refuted by
ABOUE ANCA 8 mar) B 5 4 research. . . . Mormons
SECYRAR A e ? E 5 thrive in the most, not
Aboul orea-a waak ! g ! .
A Haiv timins & sk # ia i) the IE-'!_.'H.. secularized
gy =0 - 53 nations.2* In 1084, Al-
Fotal 101 o 162 brecht and Heaton found
Farily Honie Evanlig  (Ww1.5661 IN=10B8  |NSZEST that among many reli-
hiotg1all 18 1 i glous groups in the
Less then coces manth - 18 " 1 United States “educa-
ArauT anta B manih 15 12 s t'mnal 'ﬂChiE"'-"E‘f!lE‘ﬂ[ im-
P=F tires amiontn i ] o1 ki i
Alo it Ao B sk a3 35 34 FH'E ts_ “EEH tive l‘r" on
o & % =5 religious commitment
and that increased levels
of education often lead to

apostasy as individuals encounter views that deemphasize spiritual growth
and elevate scientific and intellectual achievement." Among Latrer-day
Saints, however, Albrecht and Heaton found a positive relationship bétween
education and religiosity and concluded that there was verv little evidence
to support the secularization thesis, Others have found simikar results.?*

To test the secularization notion among returned missionaries, we
compared the religiosity of returned missionaries of the 19605 and 19705 1o
those of the 1980s and 1990s. In 1977, Madsen conducted a survey of
returned missionaries from the United ‘States who had been home from
their missions up to ten years.” This information provided a baseline
dgainst which we compared our sample in both private and public reli-
giosity as well as marital status. Private religious behavier includes such
things as conducting peérsonal scripture study, having personal prayer,
holding a current temple recommend, and paying tithing, Areas of public

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/byusq/vol43/iss2/5
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rehigious behavior are sacrament meeting attendance, Sunday Schoaol atten-
dance, priesthond/Relief Society meeting attendance, and adherence to the

Word of Wisdom.®®

Private Religious Behavior. We found that returned missionaries in our
sample read their scriptures and prayed somewhat less than those in

Madsen's study. Forty-nine per-
cent of current returned mis-
sionaries had personal scripture
study at least a few times a week
or daily compared to 55 percent
of these thirty years earlier (see
table 5). In addition, 54 percent
had daily prayer, compared to
around 71 percent in Madsen's
sample. About 85 percent in each
group held a current temple rec-
ommend, and both groups were
between go and g2 percent full-
tithe payers.*’

Why returned missionaries
are praving and reading their
scriptures less today than they
did thirty years ago is not clear.
Certainly secularization could
geccount for this decline. Meod-
ernization has sel up a more
competitive  world  requiring
greater time demands on the
family. More fathers are working
longer, more mothers are enter-
ing the work place, and children
are competing and specializing
at school more than they were
thirty 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 ohservances. Another
possible explanation is that,
given the added emphasis the
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Church has placed on the family
during the past several decades,
private religious practices are
being replaced by family religious
practices: In other words, married
couples; although recognizing the
value of private religiosity, may
end up substituting family prayer
and scripture study for personal
praver ‘and scripture study in
order 1o keep up with the
demands of other responsibilities.
Public Religious Behavior. As
for public religiosity, 86 percent of
the returned missionaries we stud-
ied attended sacrament meeting on
a wiekly basis (see table &), This is
higher than the 78 percent reported
bv returned missionaries thirty
vears ago. Both groups of returned
missionaries ranged between 74
and 79 percent weekly attendance
at Sunday School and priest-
hood/Relief Society, Adherence to
the Word of Wisdom for baoth
groups was extremely high, with
g9 percent of the current sample
indicating, adherence and g7 per-
cent of the earlier group of returned
missionaries indicating the same ™
Even though sacrament meet-
ing attendance is significantly
higher now than thirty yearsago, a
second look at where the _signiﬁ-
cant shift occurs is between those
who attended “2-3 times :a
month” and "almost every week”
{see table 6}, In other words, the
difference is found among those
wha were already very active and
then became even more active.

Table B
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The increase of public religiosity during the past thirty vears can cer-
tainly 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 con-
tinued to construct meetinghouses closer to the people, allowing members
to attend Church more often than they used to. A second possibility may
arise from the ¢stablishment in the eatly 19805 of the three-hour block of
Church meetings. Prior to that ime, members attended Sunday morning
meetings comprised of priesthood and Sundav School, and later in the
evening they would return for sacrament meeting. The establishment of
the more time-and-travel-efficient three-hour meetings may have played a
partin higher Church attendance among returned missionaries of the 19805
and 19905, Whatever the reasons, in the end, returned missionaries continue
to remain extremely active in the public aspects of their religiosity.

When looking at the overall trend in religiosity among returned mis-
sionaries during the past several decades, then, we can see that some mea-
sures 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. [t would be premature to suggest that secularization is
found among returned missionaries. Other than private prayer, it is our
belief that, as a whole, the religious behavior of returned missionaries
taday is generally similar to those studied in 1977,

Marital Status and Temple Marriage. Another indicator of reli-
gipus conviction among Latter-day Saints is temple marriage. We found
that 63 percent of all returned missionaries in our sample had a current
temple marriage as compared to 67 percent of Madsen's sample {see table
7). This marks a decrease of four percent over a rhirry—j.'ea.r period. How-
ever, the number of those remaining single has increéased by six percent to
34 pereent in our sample as compared (o 28 percent in Madsen's sample.®®
It appears that the decrease in temple marriages is attributed to the higher
numbers of those not vet married

rather than to an increase in civil
Table 7

ma”iagﬂ" This tcndenc:,f for Marktal Status of LDS Returned Missionares
returned missionaries to wait longer i 1977 and 1998 (Collapsed Scales)

to marry follows the pattern in the 1477 1398

United States over the same period : SRV -
| Marrtal Status =1, 118 (N BTE
af hmcl. In I:]1|:.I 19;’1.;15, men a.“d ok Viale g L =
women in the United States married - R i 2
around the age of twentv-three and  Sigis never marmen 28 3
twenty-one, respectively, The aver-  Sngls divarcad ' 1
age age in 1990 for men was twenty- oW 108 50

six and for women, twenty-four. 7 « 123520 4 stastically sqrificeni t p <05
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Increased ppportunities for both education and work arve two of the rea-
sons attributed to the postponement of martiage among Americans. !

Helping Returned Missionaries Adjust and
Stay Committed to Gospel Values

As mentioned earlier, Chiurch leaders have encouraged returned mis-
sionaries to continue living the same standards after their missions as they
did while serving. Elder Dallin H. Oaks reminded:

[ sav te our returned missionaries—men and women who have
made covenants to serve the Lord and who have already served Him in
the great work of proclaiming the gospel and perfecting the Saints—
are you being true to the faith? Do vou have the faith and continuing
commitment to demonstrate the pr:in:'ipll:s of the 5(".-5]:1:[ in VO W
lives, cunsistcnt]:r? You have served well, but do v, like the PIOTIECTS,
bave the courage and the consistency te be true to the faith and to
endure to the end???

We found thar the large majority of returned missionaries in the current
study were doing well in their early postmission adjustments. For example,
when asked how difficult it was for them to adjust to postmission life, only
about 20 percent indicated that it was either "quite difficult” or “very diffi-
cult” The vast majority (8o percent) indicated that this adjustment was
either “somewhart difficuly,” “a little difficult,” or "notat all difficult”

We further examined adjustment issues by asking returned missionar-
ies to respond o three open-gnded questions about the specific difficulties
they encountered as they returned home, things family and Church leaders
could do to help ease the stress of this transition, and things returned mis-
sionaries themselves could do to help ease transition stress.

Adjustment Concerns. The major concerns among returned mission-
ary men are handling dating and marriage issues, adjusting to family and
friends; and dealing with culture shock (see table ). One man wrote, " Dat-
ing was a challenge as relationships with voung wommen had been carefully
monitored by myself for two years. Also, dating leads to marriage and with
my parent’s marriage ending in divorce, this activity was scarv” Another
man reported the most difficult adjustment he faced was how “to make so
many critical decisions about my schooling, career, employment, social
adjustment insuch a short time”

Waomen rated “adjusting 1o family and friends™ and “dating, courtship,
and marriage” issues as the top two problems they faced. One voung woman
explained that because she saw her family in a new light, she was "very critical
of them. This caused big problems with |her| mother” Other women found

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/byusq/vol43/iss2/5
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that old friends had changed. "My friends were all married,” one woman
wrote, “so the friends | had were all in the mission field. 1 was very lonely”
Another commented, “All of my closest friends were either marricd or cur-
renily serving a mission, so [ felt the adjustment of making new friends. Also,
I had a boyfriend wha had waited for me and we went through an adjustment
phase and the stresses of deciding whether to get married, etc.”

Women ranked psychological adjustments higher on the list than men.
One woman explained that the most difficult adjustment she faced was "hav-
ing a focus on myselfl 1 feltso guilty, . . |Flinding a new social group seemed
so daunting and impossible. I felt 5o ‘nerdish’ and that was a new feeling and
made me feel guilty that [ cared about all that” It appears that some voung
women may be more prone to experience a sense af guilt or frustration than
men as they make the transition 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 adjustments are certainly not

Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2004 15



BYU Studies Quarterly, Vol. 43, Iss. 2 [2004], Art. 5
146 = BYU Studies:

Tablz 3
Top Ways the Church Could Help Returned Missionasries
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unique to returned missionaries. Latter-day Saint voung adults, regardless
of returned-missionary status, experience similar challenges and must
navigate their way through what is termed “the transition into adulthood.”

Ways the Church Could Help. When asked how the Church could
help returned missionaries successfully cope with adjustments upon their
return home, the respondents’ most frequent suggestion was for them to
receive & call to a responsible position as soon as possible (see table ). This
is important in hight of the statement by President Hincklev mentioned
earlier that if all returning missionaries had a “meaningful responsibility”
once they returned home, they would have a greater chance of remaining
strong and active in the Church. Confirming President Hinckley's invita-
tiom, one voung man stated, “Put the R.M's to work i ght away, meaning a
calling. Don't let them drift for weeks or months with no responsibility.
Challenge them, Maost missionaries enjoyed the challenge of knecking on
stranger’s doors, etc. Don't feel like they need ‘time off™

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/byusq/vol43/iss2/5
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This sentiment was also expressed among the women in the study, For
example, one women declared, "] think that missionaries need to be
involved immediately in church positions so they stay active in serving
and teaching.” She concluded, “They need to feel that their experiencesand
service to the Lord are valued and appreciated. The best way to do that is
use them.” Another wormen 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
Church leaders Involving returned missionarizs in service, providing
strong young single adult programs, conducting interviews at regular
intervals, 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 difficult decisions following mission service.

Ways Returned Missionaries Could Help Themselves, The most fre-
quent 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 10). In other words, newly returned

Tablg 10
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missionaries should be proactive in finding ways to serve. Setting goals,
geting involved in school and work, having a regular gospel study pro-
gram; and continuing to hold personal praver were also important activi-
ties suggested by returned missionaries. One young man said, “Continue
to keep mission grooming standards and scripture study and prayer sched-
ules. Don't “take a break’ from serving in the Church (go on splits, home
teach, attend firesides and socials, ete,).” Other suggestions were getting
invelved in dating, maintaining mission standards, seeking spiritual asso-
ciations, attending all Church meetings, and accepting personal responsi-
bility for adjustment.

Commitment to Private Religiosity in Adulthood

Another way in which we probed the dynamics of the postmission
experience was by statistically assessing what factors in returned missionaries”
high school and mission vears are related 1o helping them stay strong in
their private religiosity after they return home. In other words, we wanted
ta know what things people can do before; during, and soon after their mis-
sions that will help them to maintain a strong commitment to reéading their
scriptures, praying, and thinking often about religion later in their adult life.

Figure 1 shows a conceptual model of the various dimensions or fac-
torrs that we hypothesized influence private religiosity in adultheod. Pri-
vate, public, and family religious practices at various times in life; parent
and peer influences duri'ng adolescence; mission experiences; and religin s
education and Church social involvement after a mission were all included
in the model*® From this conceptual model, a statistical model was con-
structed using variables that measure each dimension in the conceprual
model. The statistical medel was then tested using Structural Equation
Modeling {SEM).* Essentially, SEM assesses the simultaneous intéraction
between multiple variables, thus providing a more realistic picture of the
complexity of human behavior. The results of all significant factors are
modeled inthe fignres in the appendix,

The strongest correlation in the model was between early postmission
private religiosity and later adult private religiosity for both the men and
the women. (The men had:a coefficient of .40, and the women had .45.)
The relationship between premission private religiosity and early postmis-
sion private religiosity was also significant (men, .39 and women, .37).
Thus, if returned missionaries had a strong commitment to reading their
scriptures, praying, and thinking about religion during their high school
vears, they were more likely to continue these practices during the first vear
home from their missson, which itself led to higher commitment in this
area later in life.

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/byusq/vol43/iss2/5
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Fic. 1. Conceptual model for predicting early postmission, mission, and premission factors on
private adult religiosity.

Anocther essential factor that led tostrong private religiosity in adulthood,
at least for the men, was the avoidance of R-rated movies and videos after they
came home from their mission. (The coefficient for this refationship was .13;
see appendix.) We used R-rated media as an indicator of exposure to things
such as profanity, violence; and pornegraphy in the media. A strong rela-
tienship between avoiding R-rated movies and videos before a mission and
staving away from them immediately after was also found (.47). In other
words, if youth disciplined themselves not to seée R-rated media (and, for
that matter, any media regardless of rating that offers exposure to inappro-
priate behavior) while in their high school years, they were less likely to
view this material during the first vear home from their mission as well as
later in their adult life.

Private religiosity in adulthood was influenced by the type of mission
experience as well, albeit indirectly. Findings vary between men and
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women, but, in general, missionaries who kept the mission rules, who got
along well with their companions, and who had a satisfying mission expe-
rience were more likely to continue to read their scriptures, prav. and think
about religion right after thérr missions, which as we shdwed above is
strongly linked to private religiosity in adulthood. In addition, men who
kept mission rules (17) and were more satisfied with their mission (,08)
were more likely to avoid R-rated media immediately after their missions;
which was correlated with higher religiosity in their adult life. So, the mis-
siom experience seems to matter when it comes to religious commitment
later in life. However, we are cautious when interpreting these correlations
because we are unsure whether they represent a causal relationship or are
the outcome of selection bias. In other words, certain missionaries bring
with them into the mission feld traits that help them keep mission rules or
eet along with a companion. Thus, the indicators we used to measure the
mission experience mayv actually be measuring premission characteristics.

In addition, we found that family experiences, im:luding tamily reli-
gious practices and the parent/child relationship, hada significant influence
an private religiosity in adulthood. Specifically, men who were raised in
homes where family home evening, family praver, and family scripture
study were practiced had higher adult private religiosity (.09). Notably, this
direct relationship was not found for the women. They seem to be more
resilient to any neutral or negative experiences in their family than the men
in terms of premission family religious practices. Perhaps the influence of
Church advisors andier friends during adolescence helps to moderate
these effects in some way.

We also found that the parent/child réelationship during high school is
indirectly related ta adult private religiosity through their mission experi-
ences. For both men and women, theit mother’s level of acceplance before
their mission influences their expetiences in the mission field. Social scien-
tsts refer to “parental acceprance” as the positive interpersonal relation-
ship and emotional ties between parents and children.™

In addition, returned missionary women were influenced by their
mothers” psychological control, which directly influences how these
women get along with their mission companions, Social scientists explain
that psvchologically controlling parents intrude upon their children’s
development of individual 1dentity, sense of efficacy, and feelings of self-
worth. Such parents refuse to listen to or quickly dismiss their reeragers’
ideas, opinions, and feelings.™ Thus, women who expeérience this while
teenagers mav ke hindered from developing a strong sense of self and the
inner control necessary to resist selfish impulses that cause conflict with
MISSION Companions:
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The significant negative relationship that seminary (years of seminary
completion) has on several factors in the men's and women's models is
opposite of what we expected {see appendix). As we further investigated
this outcorne, we found several possible reasons why this is the case. Per-
haps the most important of these is that this outcome is simply a statistical
aberration, In multiple regression analysis, this type of outcome happens
once in & while and is often attributed to a phenomenon known as sup-
pression,™ This occurs when an independent variable, which originally has
no significant hivariate correlation with a dependent variable, becomes
highly significant to that dependent variable when it is tested in a multi-
variate model with one or several other independent variables with which
it has a strong correlation. In our case, seminary [years of seminary com-
pletion) was found to have no significant bivariate relationship with keep-
ing mission rules, early postmission religiosity, avoiding R-rated movies, or
adult private religiosity for the men and the same for early postmission pri-
vate religiosity for the women. However, when seminary was put into a
multivariate model that included premission private religiosity (with
which it has a significantly strong positive correlation), the interaction
between these two variables creates a suppressor effect that renders semi-
nary to have a significant negative relationship with the variables men-
tioned above, In the end, although seminary 15 found to be negatively
correlated to several factors in both the men's and women’s multivariate
madels, these relationships area staristical anomaly and should therefore
be considered spurious,

CoNCLUSION

Many feel that the postmission experience is a pivotal time for Latter-
day Saint young adults where maintaining the religious identity they devel-
oped in the mission field 15 tested. Latter-day Saints tend to attach high
spiritual and social expectations to returned missionaries given their
unigue “life-transforming™ experiences in the mission feld. Resulis from
this study indicate that such expectations may be warranted. Returned
missionaries as @ whole are doing very well, not only in the religious
aspects of thetr lives; but in a number of other areas as well. Of significance
15 the hinding that the sociceconomic status among returned missionaries
exceeds that of the national average. Family characteristics are also differ-
ent than those ﬂﬂtiﬂnﬂ”}'., with returned missionaries 5huwing a much
lower average of divorce and also more children than their peers across the
United States. As we have stated earlier in this article, these differences
must be viewed with caution since we cannot statistically control for age,
race, premission economic status, and educational goals.
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High religiosity across a number of indicators was also found among
these returned missionaries. Although it is unfortunate that any returned
missionary falls into inactivity, the fact that almest nine out of ten
returned missionaries continue to regularly attend Church up to seventeen
vears after their missions is remarkable. A comparison of returned mis-
sionaries’ private religiosity over the past thirty years shows a modest
decline in their scripture study and praver, vet these levels still remain
relatively high, On the other hand, an increase in their Church attendance
was alse found. A number of other factors remained the same. These find-
iigs (1) underscore the point that the vast majority of returned missionar-
ies in our 1999 study continue Lo hold strong to thelr religious convictions
and (2} refute the notion that there is an emerging pattern of inactivity or
secularization among them. The recent raising of the bar for missionary
eligibility and personalizing their teaching of the gospel would only tend to
strengthen these positive results in coming vears.

The results from our multivariate modeling showed that if returned mis-
sionaries had a strong commitment 1o private religiosity during their high
school vears, they were more likely to continue that practice during the first
vear home from their mission, which practice, in turr, continued into adult-
hood, Thus, it isimportant for parents and Church leaders to help voung men
and young women begin a habit of personal prayer and scripture study dur-
intg the impressionable high school vears. Other notable factors associated
with private religiosity in adulthood were avoiding R-rated or inappropriate
media; having positive mission experiences and attitudes; being involved in
family home evening, family praver, and family scripture study while a youth;
and as @ vouth having a positive relationship with parents,

Finally, the majority of returned nussionaries are adjusting well to
postmission life, As suggested by the returned missionaries themselves, the
most important thing they can do to help themselves during this stage is to
cantinug to maintain goed spiritual habits such as holding daily praver and
scripture study, attending Church méetings, and serving in a significant
wird calling. Many of the returned missionaries recognize that such spiri-
tual maintenance will help them have the spiritual resources to draw upon
when they are challenged by other areas in life—dating, family, culture
shock, schoal, and work.

In 1997, President Hinckley counseled Church leaders to help retain
new converts by providing them with "a friend, a responsibility, and nur-
turing with ‘the good word of God.™*® Certainiy 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. If
returned missionaries are immediately provided with the responsibility of
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a Church calling, invalve themselves in Church social activities where they
can develop good friendships, and continue to be nurtured through per-
sonal prayer and scripture study, they most likely will find the strength to
successfully navigate their way through their postmission pursuits and
continue to contribute as members of their family, society, and the Church.
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Appendix

Model of significant estimates for predicting early postmission; mission, and premission factors
on private adult religiosity
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