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Conclusions in Search of Evidence

John Gee

Review of Jana Riess, The Next Mormons: How Millennials Are Changing 
the LDS Church (New York: Oxford University Press, 2019). 312 pages. 
$29.95.

Abstract: Riess’s book surveying the beliefs and behaviors of younger 
members of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints was supposed 
to compare the attitudes of younger generations with those of older 
generations. Unfortunately, flaws in the design, execution, and analysis 
of the survey prevent it from being what it was supposed to be. Instead 
the book is Riess’s musings on how she would like the Church to change, 
supported by cherry-picked interviews and an occasional result from the 
survey. The book demonstrates confusion about basic sampling methods, 
a  failure to understand the relevant literature pertaining to the sociology 
of religion, and potential breaches of professional ethics. Neither the survey 
results nor the interpretations can be used uncritically.

Oxford University Press has a number of excellent titles in sociology 
and the sociology of religion that I can recommend.1 Unfortunately, 

 1. Christian  Smith and Melinda Lundquist Denton, Soul Searching: The 
Religious and Spiritual Lives of American Teenagers (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2005); Mark Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit: Sex & Religion in the Lives of 
American Teenagers (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007); Donna Freitas, Sex 
and the Soul: Juggling Sexuality, Spirituality, Romance, and Religion on America’s 
College Campuses (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008); Christian Smith and 
Patricia Snell, Souls in Transition: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of Emerging 
Adults (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009); Kenda Creasy Dean, Almost 
Christian: What the Faith of Our Teenagers is Telling the American Church (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2010); Lisa D. Pearce and Melinda Lundquist Denton, 
A Faith of Their Own: Stability and Change in the Religiosity of America’s Adolescents 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2011); Christian Smith, Kari Christoffersen, 
Hilary Davidson, and Patricia Snell Herzog, Lost in Transition: The Darker Side of 
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the volume under review is not one of those. On the bright side, this 
book did not come out of the division of Oxford University Press that 
deals with sociology but out of the division that deals with religious 
studies. The unfortunate flip side is that this book did not benefit from 
peer review by someone who actually does social science.

The author of the book, Jana Riess, is a  journalist with a  PhD in 
American religious history from Columbia University, where she 
studied under Richard Bushman. She has no training in social science 
or statistical analysis and outsourced the statistical work on her book 
to others. Her book is based on a survey she calls “The Next Mormons 
Survey.” She put more effort into this book than typically expected 
from a journalist, and it shows, but the result does not attain the level 
of top-quality social science work. Riess’s book is not horrible, but it is 
plagued with problems. As David Frankfurter, professor of religion at 
Boston University, once noted, “[M]any scholars in Religious Studies 
have had a certain aversion to the positivistic use of evidence, borne of 
post-modern critiques of scientific verifiability and a general relativism 
toward truth-claims.”2 They thus tend not to be well situated to evaluate 
or use evidence, which shows in the book under consideration. On 
a certain level, the book deserves to be taken seriously, seriously enough 
to go to the effort to dissect certain aspects and analyze them carefully. 
I will discuss the problems with the book in order of the steps taken to 
put the book together.

Emerging Adulthood (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011); Mark Regnerus 
and Jeremy Uecker, Premarital Sex in America: How Young Americans Meet, Mate, 
and Think about Marrying (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011); Nancy 
Tatom Ammerman, Sacred Stories, Spiritual Tribes: Finding Religion in Everyday 
Life (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014); Christian Smith, The Sacred Project 
of American Sociology (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014); Christian Smith 
and Hilary Davidson, The Paradox of Generosity: Giving We Receive, Grasping We 
Lose (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014); Christian  Smith, Kyle Longest, 
Jonathan Hill, and Kari Christoffersen, Young Catholic America: Emerging Adults 
In, Out of, and Gone from the Church (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014); 
Donna Freitas, The Happiness Effect: How Social Media is Driving a  Generation 
to Appear Perfect at Any Cost (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017); Mark 
Regnerus, Cheap Sex: The Transformation of Men, Marriage, and Monogamy (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2017).
 2. David Frankfurter, “The Satanic Ritual Abuse Panic as Religious-Studies 
Data,” Numen 50, no. 1 (2003): 111. 
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Funding
We begin our examination of the problems with the funding of the 
Next Mormons Survey. Rather than get funding through an established 
academic funder who might question whether the author had the academic 
skills necessary to conduct the research, or might ask for better quality 
control on the survey, or required the raw data to be posted, Riess opted 
to use crowd sourcing. She obtained $19,665 from 245 donors with an 
additional $6,000 coming in later (p. 237). To provide incentives to donate, 
Riess provided rewards for different levels of contributions.3 For at least 
$15, one could get one’s name listed in the acknowledgements. For at least 
$60, one could also get a signed copy of the book. For at least $100, one 
could additionally get an executive summary of the research. For at least 
$500, the author would also make an appearance in the donor’s city.

At the end of the book (pp. 251–52) is a list of the individuals who 
funded the project at various levels.4 This is not uncommon with crowd 
funded books; it allows us to do a cursory analysis of the donor base. 
Fourteen individuals donated at least $500. Another 68 individuals 
donated at least $100. Donating at least $60 were 74 individuals, while 
another 60 donated at least $15 dollars. This means that 29 individuals 
donated less than $15. Not considering this last group and assuming only 
minimum donations, $19,140 are accounted for. Those in the under-$15 
group cannot account for most of the difference, which would average 
$18 per person — enough to move them into a higher-donor category. 
This means that some individuals donated more than the threshold 
minimums, but most of them seem to have donated the minimum.

The list of donors raises some questions about conflict of interest and 
“pay to play.” At least four of the donors at the highest level are noted for 
being publicly critical of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints 
and its stance on homosexuality, which features prominently in Riess’s 
survey and book. Are they funding Riess’s work because they agree with 
her, or are they influencing her? The participation of other funders also 
raises concerns. Armand Mauss helped fund the study at the highest 
level (p. 251) and also contributed to it (p. 249), helped write the questions 
(p. 249), and provided feedback on drafts of chapters (p. 250); his work 
is highly praised in the conclusions (pp. 234–35). David Campbell also 
funded the study at the highest level (p. 251), assisted with the study 

 3. “The Next Mormons,” Kickstarter, last updated February 11, 2019, https://
www.kickstarter.com/projects/863062971/the-next-mormons.
 4. “Methods,” The Next Mormons Survey, accessed November 2, 2019, https://
thenextmormons.files.wordpress.com/2018/08/tnm-kickstarter-donors.pdf.
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(p. 249), commented on drafts of chapters (p. 250), and wrote a blurb 
for the book’s dust jacket, calling it a  “tour de force.” Bill and David 
Turnbull helped fund the study at the highest level through their Faith 
Matters Foundation (pp. 250, 251) — where Riess sits on the board of 
directors (p. 251)5 — and helped write the survey (p. 249). Though Joanna 
Brooks is not listed as contributing money, she helped write the survey 
(p. 249), commented on drafts of chapters (p. 250), and wrote a blurb for 
the dust jacket praising its “top-notch social science research methods” 
and lauding it as “among the most important books ever produced in the 
field of American religious studies.”

It is fair to note that any or all of these individuals might be completely 
ethical and appropriate in their contributions, but the fact is that more 
than one had both financial and intellectual influence on the book, and 
in some cases, the book advocates for their political positions. Since the 
funding came in before the survey was done, it gives the appearance 
that those who funded the survey influenced the content and analysis 
of the survey. Or perhaps they had reason to be confident that Riess’s 
as-yet- ungathered results would be supportive of their political and 
ideological goals. It may be innocent, but the optics look bad.

Sampling Issues
Once funding was secure, the next step was to assemble the data. In 
total, “1,156 self-identified Mormons were included in the final sample, 
as well as 540 former Mormons, for a total of 1,696 completed surveys” 
(p. 238). The online survey was conducted between 8  September  2016 
and 1 November 2017 (p. 238). Given the nature of the internet survey, 
the question remains open whether it was possible for individuals to take 
the survey multiple times, thus over-representing their opinions in the 
survey. Unfortunately, even if we disregard the possibility that individuals 
may have taken the survey more than once, the sample itself was not 
representative. The sample was assembled by chain referral sampling, 
which is not representative. Chain referral sampling (also called snowball 

 5. According to the organization’s website, the foundation’s advisors and 
contributors are Philip Barlow, Tom Christofferson, Darius Gray, Fiona Givens, 
Terryl Givens, Jay Griffith, Jacob Hess, Patrick Mason, Thomas McConkie, Charles 
Randall Paul, Rosalynde Welch, and Melissa Inouye. The foundation’s founders and 
executive team are Susan and Bill Turnbull, Kristin and David Turnbull, Kristyn 
and Greg Trimble, and Aubrey and Tim Chaves. Jana Riess is not listed. “About,” 
Faith Matters Foundation, accessed November  2,  2019. https://faithmatters.org/
about/.
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sampling or network sampling) is a  method of trying to learn about 
an uncommon group of people by getting those involved in the survey 
to refer others to take the survey. Although it “is generally regarded as 
a highly effective sampling technique that enables the study of populations 
who are difficult to reach or ‘hidden,’”6 it can fail in a number of ways, and 
the results are not representative. In the Next Mormons Survey, the object 
was to try to turn the sample into quota sampling by selecting surveys that 
fit various criteria, but Riess was unable to meet the quotas and so both 
altered the quotas during the survey and weighted the samples she had 
(p. 240–42). Quota sampling is frequently used in political science. The 
idea behind quota sampling is that the population sampled is divided into 
various demographic factors and that a certain quota of each demographic 
group is surveyed. Even if she had met her quotas, quota sampling is not 
representative sampling, and comparative studies consistently show that 
quota sampling generates poorer quality data.7

Riess herself is confused about various sampling methods. She 
discounts one survey because “it was obtained from a  convenience 
sample (also called a  ‘snowball sample’)” (p. 260 n. 36). Convenience 
samples are not the same thing as snowball samples. The classic example 
of a convenience sample is the psychology professor who does a study of 
the students enrolled in his psychology class.

Another potential for distortion in a  chain referral sample is the 
influence of peer effects. By their nature, peer effects spread along 
the same networks that the referral process would use. Ironically, 
Riess unknowingly critiqued her own sampling method. As she 
says, “[I]t has some disadvantages that don’t pertain to a  nationally 
representative sample, such as the reinforcement of the socioeconomic, 
religious, and/or educational biases that may exist in a person’s social 
networks” (p. 260 n. 36). We can say amen to that and at the same time 
wonder why she did not observe her own caution.

 6. Jaime Waters, “Snowball Sampling: A Cautionary Tale Involving a Study of 
Older Drug Users,” International Journal of Social Research Methodology 18, no. 4 
(2015): 367.
 7. Agata Górny, and Joanna Napierała, “Comparing the Effectiveness of 
Respondent-Driven Sampling and Quota Sampling in Migration Research,” 
International Journal of Social Research Methodology, 19, no. 6 (2016): 645–61; 
Romain Guignard, Jean-Louis Wilquin, Jean-Baptiste Richard, and François 
Beck, “Tobacco Smoking Surveillance: Is Quota Sampling an Efficient Tool for 
Monitoring National Trends? A  Comparison with a  Random Cross-Sectional 
Survey,” PLoS ONE 8, no. 10 (October 2013): 1–8. 
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To understand why this is so, consider the following scenario: 
A researcher wants to find out general opinions and starts her sample with 
her friends. How many friends does she have? Although the basis for the 
Dunbar numbers is flawed,8 they are convenient numbers that seem to 
have some validity.9 Accordingly, people have on average 15 close friends 
of whom five are very close friends.10 Let’s say that the researcher sends 
out surveys to her 15 close friends and asks them to do the same. It was 
shown long ago that friends tend to have similarity of opinion, especially 
with regard to religion.11 Let’s assume that, on average, very close friends 
share 90% of their religious opinions and that close friends hold 80% of 
opinions in common. If all one’s close friends share the survey with 14 
close friends, and then they share it with 14 friends, then 3,375 people will 
have taken the survey, and 57% of the opinions will still be shared with the 
original researcher. Even if very close friends share 85% of opinions and 
close friends share only 75% of opinions, almost half of the opinions in the 
final survey will reflect the opinions of the researcher.

While Riess claims to have “excellent reason to be confident that the 
NMS data is comprehensive and reliable” (p. 8), she actually gives reasons 
why her data are not reliable. (Some of these will be discussed below 
under social desirability bias.) An example of distortion in her sample 
shows up when she discusses the sexual practices of current and former 
members of the Church before their marriage. Out of her sample of 1,156 
self-identified current members of the Church, 639 (55%) are married to 
their first spouse, and 211 (18%) have never been married (p. 84). This 
leaves 306 (26%) individuals who are (given the survey questions asked): 
cohabiting (5% ≈ 58), widowed (3% ≈ 35), separated or divorced (8% ≈ 
92), or remarried (10% ≈ 116) (p. 75). A comparison with other surveys 
that are actually representative (p. 75) shows that she has about twice as 
many cohabiting Latter-day Saints as expected, half as many widows, 
and more than the average number of singles. This should have alerted 
her that her sample was obviously not representative.

 8. Barry Wellman, “Is Dunbar’s Number Up?” British Journal of Psychology 
103 (2012): 174–76.
 9. Bruno Gonçalves, Nicola Perra, and Alessandro Vespignani, “Modeling 
Users’ Activity on Twitter Networks: Validation of Dunbar’s Number,” PLoS ONE 
6, no. 8 (August 2011), 1–5.
 10. Maria Konnikova, “The Limits of Friendship,” New Yorker 
(October 7, 2019), https://www.newyorker.com/science/maria-konnikova/  
social-media-affect-math-dunbar-number-friendships.
 11. Irena Nowak, “Need for Similarity with Friends as a Personality Trait,” The 
Polish Sociological Bulletin 7 (1963): 69–77.
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Since Riess’s sample was not representative, her statistics may or may 
not be indicative of reality. We may never know. We can only determine 
that by carefully comparing them with more representative samples. 
What a shame that she wasted her opportunity to do things right.

The Qualitative Aspects
If the quantitative survey sample has problems, the qualitative aspects 
of the survey also have problems. The individuals sampled for the 
interviews do not come from the same population as those who provided 
the answers to the survey questions. Instead, these 63 interviewees 
were friends of friends (pp. 246–47). Unusual for this sort of book, 
“the majority of interviewees quoted in the book are identified by 
their actual first names” (p. 248), and one of the interviewees is cited 
by actual full name (p. 274n1). Riess also gives a number of identifying 
features about these individuals, although the details are sometimes 
inconsistent: one interviewee was variously listed as being 24 (p. 268 
n. 18) and 25 (p. 280 n. 37) at the time of the interview. In the ethics 
of sociological research, researchers are supposed to do their utmost to 
keep the identities of participants confidential, so Riess at least gives the 
appearance of a violation of the ethics of the discipline.12 Such ethical 
rules do not exist just to protect the privacy of individuals, which they 
might well waive. Confidentiality also prevents virtue signaling and 
social desirability bias on the part of the research participants, and thus 
avoids an over-representation of those with a political axe to grind.

Riess uses material from all 63 interviews.13 These included 39 
women and 24 men, about a three to two ratio. (Ironically, she complains 
that in her survey “more women were responding than men” [p. 241]). 
The bulk of the book is actually Riess’s commentary interspersed with 
these interviews, with the statistics brought in when they support Riess’s 
thesis. Riess has selected material from the interviews to tell the story 
she wants to tell.

Since Riess spends more or her time on her qualitative survey rather 
than her quantitative survey, it is worthwhile to look at the basic statistics 
for this survey. The age range of the women is 19 to 47 with a mean of 
32 (σ = 5.94). The age range of the men is 21 to 44 with a mean of 31 (σ 
= 6.49). What is really interesting is the mode, which is 25 for the men and 
37 for the women. All of the interviewees were from what Riess considers 

 12. American Sociological Association, Code of Ethics (June 2018), 10.
 13. The interview subjects’ first names, ages, and interview dates and formats 
are listed in the endnotes of Reiss, The Next Mormons, 253–92.
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Generation-X (m=4, f=9) or Millennials (m=18, f=29). This is somewhat 
odd for a survey supposed to compare the views of various generations.

We can divide the interviews into five periods: long before 
the survey (2012–2014) (four interviews), before the survey (22 
June–7  September  2016) (seven interviews), during the survey 
(2 November 2016–12 November 2017) (17 interviews), after the survey 
(7 February 2017–5 May 2017) (three interviews), more than six months 
after the survey (2  June  2017–4  November  2017) (29 interviews), and 
unreported (three interviews); see the following chart. The bulk of the 
interviews came after the survey during the writing of the book and 
appear to have been solicited to make the points that Riess wanted to 
make.

Since excerpts from all the interviews were inserted into the story 
but come from multiple periods, the question arises whether Riess was 
simply conscientious in inserting something from all the interviews into 
the book, or if Riess is only counting those interviews she did use. The 
timing of the interviews suggests the latter. Almost half the interviews 
were done more than six months after the study and mostly after the 
study results were analyzed. This suggests that the results of data did 
not sufficiently tell the story Riess desired and that the interviews were 
carefully selected to provide the requisite narrative. What are the chances 
that a representative sample of 63 Latter-day Saints would contain not 
just one but two Latter-day Saints who claimed to be transsexual? It 
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cannot be coincidence that Riess’s interviews with those claiming to be 
transsexual both occurred on the same day.

Our hypothesis in this analysis is that the interviews long before the 
survey come from interviews Riess happened to record and insert into 
the study. The interviews that come before the survey will be reflected in 
the wording of the survey. The interviews that come during the survey 
will reflect more normal points of view of Church members and tend to 
be more orthodox. The interviews after the survey will tend to reflect 
Riess’s point of view. The clearest example of Riess’s soliciting interviews 
to support a preconceived thesis is in her chapter on race (pp. 109–28). 
The interview conducted during the time when Riess was conducting 
her survey depict race relations in the Church in a  positive light. The 
individual claimed that “being a  racial minority has been more of 
a  problem with non-Mormons than it has been within the church” 
(p. 113). Riess, however, gives the appearance of having wanted to depict 
the Church as racist and slow to change and so uses interviews from 
after the survey (and one from before) to depict the Church in a negative 
light. This looks both intentional and like evidence of bad faith.

Biased Questions
The questions themselves are available14 and provide some interesting 
insight into what those compiling the survey were interested in but also 
rather revealingly into some of their blind spots.

For an example of the biases in the survey questions, consider 
the issue of authority. To members of the Church of Jesus Christ, the 
priesthood represents the power, authority, and responsibility to act in 
the name of God, to say and do the things that Jesus would say and do 
if he were here, and have those acts ratified by heaven. To those who 
composed the survey, the priesthood comprises the following things: 
“Sunday priesthood meetings, Home teaching, Priesthood social 
activities, Priesthood service opportunities, Priesthood curriculum and 
church lessons,” that certain males were not given it before 1978, and 
that women are not given it (the last two appeared four times each in the 
survey). In Latter-day Saint thought, priesthood is intimately connected 
with covenants and ordinances. To make a  covenant with God that 
God will actually recognize, God or his duly designated representative 
has to be a  participant. Thus, Latter-day Saints believe that someone 

 14. “Methodology,” The Next Mormons Survey, accessed November  2,  2019, 
https://thenextmormons.files.wordpress.com/2018/07/tnm-online-interview-
script-final.pdf.
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“must be called of God, by prophecy, and by the laying on of hands by 
those who are in authority, to preach the Gospel and administer in the 
ordinances thereof” (Articles of Faith 1:5). If one thinks that God has 
a role in authorizing and appointing those who represent him, then if 
one has a problem with that, one takes it up with God. If one thinks that 
the priesthood is merely a  social club that dictates who gets to attend 
which parties and meetings, then who is allowed into the mortal social 
club becomes a political issue, which is the way that Riess portrays it. 
In baptismal interviews and temple recommend interviews, questions 
about the priesthood all center on whether the individual believes and 
accepts that the priesthood is the authority of God and that it is properly 
held and transmitted. The survey contains no questions about that. Now 
I can understand researchers being interested in what they are interested 
in and asking questions accordingly, but if one’s thesis is that younger 
members of the Church do not accept the basic doctrines, shouldn’t one 
at least ask about the basic doctrines?

The survey contains nothing about faith in Jesus Christ, covenants, 
or repentance. Ordinances are only mentioned once. The only blessings 
mentioned in the survey are the blessing of infants. The sacrament is 
mentioned only in the context of changes to sacrament meeting. The 
proposed list of changes is an interesting study into what the authors of 
the Next Mormons Survey (which included more than just Riess) think 
would make sacrament meeting better: shorter, with more music played 
on different instruments, without children, but with guest speakers 
from the local community and PowerPoint presentations. Interestingly, 
almost none of these ideas were actually popular (p. 157), which shows 
that the authors of the survey do not exactly have their fingers on the 
pulse of their objects of study.

Interestingly, Riess repeatedly notes important issues she forgot to 
ask about as she was preparing her survey (pp. 44, 59, 84, 154, 199, 206). 
Thus, she admits her survey questions were not thought through very 
well in spite of all the advice she got on them.

Social Desirability Bias
Social desirability bias is the phenomenon in which individuals give the 
answers on surveys they think are socially desirable rather than accurate. 
How do we know the answers given in the survey conform to what 
individuals thought those administering the survey wanted to hear, or 
projected an image of participants who matched what they wished were 
the case rather than what was actually the case?
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There is already a literature on social desirability bias among Latter- day 
Saints. Researchers have found an “inverse association between Mormons 
and socially desirable response bias.”15 So Latter- day Saints are more likely 
to be honest on surveys than other religious groups. My concern is not 
so much about Latter-day Saints being honest, but whether those on the 
margins of the faith or who have left the faith are being honest, because 
other studies dealing with social desirability bias have shown that “less 
religious people” are more likely to report their behavior inaccurately.16

This is not an abstract problem. Riess herself reports on an interview 
with a  woman “who is not a  believer but holds a  temple recommend” 
(p. 31) and “has stopped wearing garments” (p. 67). Though the interviewee 
admits to violating at least two of the conditions for a temple recommend, 
she still has one. She is quoted as claiming, “I will go in and just say 
whatever I need to say” even though that “can seem dishonest” (p. 67). 
Seem? This woman who participated in Reiss’s project wore (and perhaps 
still wears) a mask of social desirability at least to her Church leaders if not 
to her congregation and perhaps even to her family. This is not the only 
example of this that Riess reports. Riess tells about another individual who 
renewed a temple recommend despite not sustaining Church leaders even 
though she “felt very disingenuous” (p. 222). Riess reports approvingly on 
a member of a group of students at BYU who would lie for each other to 
the “draconian” Honor Code Office at BYU about their sexual activities 
because it was “empowering” and a  reason to be “proud” (p. 141) and 
of another group that conspires to keep their violations of the Word of 
Wisdom secret (p. 162). This actually documented behavior puts the 
validity of the responses of those who are on the margins of the Church 
or have left the Church into question. Are they just saying what they feel 
they need to say in order to project a particular image while considering 
themselves faithful “in my own way” (p. 157)? Does the fact that they 
are being identified by their true name(s) mean that they have an image 
among the disaffected to protect or enhance?

How bad is the problem in this survey? Riess has a whole section 
documenting the extensive social desirable bias in her survey (pp. 155– 56), 

 15. Mark  D.  Regnerus and Jeremy  E.  Uecker, “Religious Influences on 
Sensitive Self-Reported Behaviors: The Product of Social Desirability, Deceit, or 
Embarrassment?” Sociology of Religion 68, no. 2 (2007): 158n.
 16. As one narrow example, see Kyler  R.  Rasmussen, Joshua  B.  Grubbs, 
Kenneth I. Pargament, and Julie J. Exline, “Social Desirability Bias in Pornography-
Related Self-Reports: The Role of Religion,” The Journal of Sex Research 55, no. 3 
(2017): 389.
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including that “43 percent of the ‘very active’ Millennials [in her survey] 
had not been to church” within the last month (p. 156). Should we assume 
that almost half of the respondents are providing incorrect information? 
Alternatively, we could say that 44% of the survey respondents were 
Millennials (p. 243); 79% of those said they were very active (p. 155), 
and 43% of those were dishonest about that (p. 156). That means at least 
15% of Riess’s total sample gave socially desirable rather than honest 
answers. Either way, this information reveals a  statistically significant 
problem with the data and completely undercuts Riess’s assertions about 
the reliability of the data. While Riess claims “the results we report in 
this book are representative of the wider Mormon and former Mormon 
populations in the United States within the standard margins of error 
(±3 percent and ±4 percent, respectively)” (p. 244), this should be revised 
to a minimum of ±15% — and this without even considering the issue of 
biased sampling from the outset.

Interpretation
Riess says she began her survey because other national representative 
samples showed that “Mormon youth were more likely to hold religious 
beliefs similar to their parents’, share their faith with others, pray regularly, 
and discuss religion in their families” (p. 3). Riess, however, believes 
“the number of young adults who are leaving Mormonism appears to 
be rising sharply” (p. 4). She believes “the church’s conservatism on 
social issues has become an obstacle” (p. 4), and she would like to change 
that. Riess began with her conclusions and then searched for evidence 
to support those conclusions. Riess’s starting conclusions are that the 
Church is losing young people in droves because of the Church’s stance 
on homosexual relations and gender issues. The best she can do, however, 
is note that 23% of those who left the Church did so for those reasons 
(p. 224). The number one reason those individuals gave was that they 
could no longer reconcile their lifestyle with the teachings of the Church.

Fortunately, Riess’s study came out at the same time as two other 
studies on the same subject. One, by the Gallup organization, using 
longitudinal information, pointed out that while membership in religious 
organizations has in general been declining, “membership in a place of 
worship has been stable among Mormons (near 90% in both time periods) 
and Jews (in the mid- to low 50% range in both time periods) over the 
past two decades.”17 So according to Gallup, membership in the Church 

 17. Jeffrey  M.  Jones, “U.S.  Church  Membership Down Sharply in Past Two 
Decades,” accessed November  2,  2019, https://news.gallup.com/poll/248837/
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of Jesus Christ in the United States has been holding steady for the past 
two decades. The Church, at least in the United States, is not losing people 
in droves, notwithstanding Riess’s anecdotal conclusion. The other 
study — using data from the same Pew Religious Landscape Survey that 
Riess claimed showed “a quietly rising tide of disaffiliation from the LDS 
Church in the United States” (p. 4) but this time analyzed by someone with 
training in using data — concluded that “the most warranted conclusion 
is that the Church is in a state of stasis in terms of religious switching.”18

The conclusions of others with more training and experience 
working with statistical data provides a useful check on some of Riess’s 
interpretations. For example, Riess goes to great lengths to emphasize that 
the Church’s treatment of women is “a relic from another age” (p. 58). Yet, 
we need to consider that in the Pew Religious Landscapes survey, “men 
are overrepresented among those who have left; these results comport 
with prior findings in the large American Religious Identification Survey 
that men tend to disproportionately leave the Church.”19 It is difficult to 
argue that gender issues are driving an exodus from the Church, since it is 
predominantly men rather than women who leave.

Also, if the Church is not politically liberal enough in Riess’s view, and that 
were causing members to leave, one would expect that those leaving would be 
joining liberal Christian churches, but relatively few do.20 This would indicate 
that leaving for political reasons is less likely than other factors.

Riess claims the younger generation of members of the Church are 
declining in faith. It apparently never occurred to her that it might be 
a stage-of-life issue rather than a generational issue (p. 255 n. 9); a dip in 
religious observance among some portion of unmarried individuals in 
their late teens and early twenties is a well-known phenomenon that has 
been occurring for at least the last half a century and has been discussed 
in the literature.21 The longitudinal National Studies of Youth and 

church-membership-down-sharply-past-two-decades.aspx.
 18. Stephen Cranney, “Who Is Leaving the Church? Demographic Predictors of 
Ex–Latter-day Saint Status in the Pew Religious Landscape Survey,” BYU Studies 
58, no. 1 (2019): 101.
 19. Cranney, “Who Is Leaving the Church?” 105.
 20. Cranney, “Who Is Leaving the Church?” 104.
 21. Carolyn McNamara Barry and Larry  J.  Nelson, “The Role of Religion in 
the Transition to Adulthood for Young Emerging Adults,” Journal of Youth and 
Adolescence 34, no. 3 (June 2005): 247; Phil Davignon, “The Effects of R-Rated Movies 
on Adolescent and Young Adult Religiosity: Media as Self-Socialization,” Review 
of Religious Research 55, vol. 4 (December 2013): 616; The Austin Institute for the 
Study of Family and Culture, Relationships In America Survey (Austin, Texas: The 
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Religion found that Latter-day Saint Millennials became more faithful 
over time, not less. Thus, weekly Church attendance went from 84% of 
Latter-day Saint teenagers to 93% as young adults. As teenagers, 63% of 
Latter-day Saint Millennials prayed daily, but as young adults, 89% did. 
As teenagers, 26% of Latter-day Saint Millennials read their scriptures 
daily, but as young adults, 44% did.22

Riess finds the fact that “former Mormons are about twice as likely 
to have engaged in forbidden practices like sexual intercourse outside of 
marriage” to be “startling” (pp. 83–84). Considering that a  loss of faith 
correlating with increased sexual activity outside of marriage — not just 
in Latter-day Saints but in other religions as well — is well documented,23 
there is no reason for it to be startling. Riess does not give enough statistical 
information to answer the question if we ask it this way: If one engages 
in forbidden practices outside of marriage, is one more likely to remain 
a member or leave the Church? Since her sampling method was flawed, 
could we trust the answer even if she had provided the data? A  better 
designed and executed survey could probably have provided answers.

If Riess had actually read more of the relevant literature, she might 
have avoided these sorts of mistakes in her interpretation of the data.

Austin Institute for the Study of Family and Culture, 2014), 10; Rodney Stark, The 
Triumph of Faith (Wilmington, Delaware: ISI Books, 2015); Vern L. Bengtson, Merril 
Silverstein, Norella M. Putney, and Susan C. Harris, “Does Religiousness Increase 
with Age? Age Changes and Generational Differences Over 35 Years,” Journal of the 
Scientific Study of Religion 54, no. 2 (2015): 364; Jeremy E. Uecker, Damon Mayrl, 
and Samuel Stroope, “Family Formation and Returning to Institutional Religion in 
Young Adulthood,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 55, no. 2 (2016): 385; 
Michele F. Margolis, From Politics to the Pews: How Partisanship and the Political 
Environment Shape Religious Identity (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2018), 
67–71.
 22. Based on National Studies of Youth and Religion data, comparison of wave 
1 and wave 3 data. Data available at the Association of Religion Data Archives.
 23. McNamara Barry and Nelson, “Religion in the Transition to Adulthood,” 
247; Mark D. Regnerus and Jeremy E. Uecker, “Finding Faith, Losing Faith: The 
Prevalence and Context of Religious Transformations during Adolescence,” Review 
of Religious Research 47, no. 3 (March 2006): 229; Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 53–54, 
123–25; Jeremy E. Uecker, “Religion, Pledging, and the Premarital Sexual Behavior 
of Married Young Adults,” Journal of Marriage and Family 70 (August 2008): 741; 
Freitas, Sex and the Soul, 26; Smith and Snell, Souls in Transition, 83–84, 240; 
Regnerus and Uecker, Premarital Sex in America, 19.
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Riess and the Prophets
Riess has chosen not to use the full name of The Church of Jesus Christ 
of Latter-day Saints or follow the Church’s style guide in referring to the 
Church or its members. Her explanation of this is revealing: “the terms 
‘Mormon’ and ‘Mormonism’ are legitimate scholarly labels to refer to 
the religious branches that stem from Joseph Smith’s Latter-day Saint 
movement, including The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints 
and its members.”24 Apparently for Riess, scholars trump prophets.

Riess’s treatment of the leaders of The Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-day Saints would appear to give a good idea of her opinion of them. 
She cites them primarily to criticize them. Thus two members of the 
First Presidency, Russell M. Nelson and Dallin H. Oaks, are said to put 
members of the Church who disagree with the Church’s moral stances 
in “an uncomfortable situation” (p. 184), though one could argue that the 
individuals put themselves in that situation. Boyd K. Packer is criticized 
for his emphasis on families (p. 88), his teachings against certain pro-
homosexual arguments (p. 135), and his statements about how the Church 
generally works (p. 202). Praise of prudence or foresight on Latter-day 
Saint leaders is relegated to the footnotes (p. 281 n. 52; 285 n. 3). If a Church 
leader is acknowledged for being aware of a problem, the problem is “far 
more serious than he seemed to indicate” (p. 228). Such statements betray 
an arrogance on Riess’s part, since apostles are far more aware of what 
is going on among Latter-day Saints than she is. They have access to 
more, better, and more competently analyzed statistical data than Riess 
does. They routinely talk to far more Latter- day Saints than she does. As 
expressed by Elder Quentin L. Cook, “over a four-year period, every single 
stake and ward, district and branch, in the Church has a member of the 
Twelve [Apostles] coming and meeting with its leaders — and training 
them on prophetic priorities.”25 As Elder Gerrit W. Gong put it: “As we 
go different places, we feel the goodness of the members. … We hear the 
experiences and we learn things that help us to understand as we counsel 
together as a quorum about what is happening in the different parts of the 
world and in different groups within the Church.”26

 24. “FAQ,” The Next Mormons Survey, accessed November 4, 2019, https://
thenextmormons.org/faq/.
 25. Sarah Jane Weaver and Jason Swensen, “We Are Witnesses: The Twelve 
Apostles Today,” Ensign 49, no. 7 (July 2019), https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/
study/ensign/2019/07/we-are-witnesses-the-twelve-apostles-today?lang=eng.
 26. Ibid.
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An admission by Dieter F. Uchtdorf that sometimes leaders make 
mistakes is, for Riess, an illustration of “just how taboo it is to criticize 
or publicly disagree with an LDS prophet or apostle” (p. 191). If Riess 
actually believed that, she would not be doing it. This is merely a public 
posture that lets Riess feign some sort of intellectual courage when she 
knows it is not actually the case.

Some Small Details
A number of years ago, I made the observation that those involved in 
Mormon Studies could not necessarily be counted on to get details and 
even basics right.27 Riess provides a  number of examples of that. For 
example, Seminary is not required to serve a mission (p. 25); the missionary 
application does not even ask about it. Riess claims that “Even the notion 
that Mormons would call the president of their church ‘the prophet’ is 
a mid-twentieth-century innovation; the practice can be dated to 1955, 
during the presidency of the exceptionally popular David  O.  McKay. 
Before 1955 the term ‘prophet’ was used in LDS periodicals to refer to 
founding leaders Joseph  Smith and Brigham  Young, or else prophets 
from scripture” (p. 191). This is an intriguing theory, but it does not 
work. The popular hymn “We Thank Thee O God for a Prophet” entered 
the hymnal in 1863.28 In 1883, Franklin D. Richards, an apostle, called 
John Taylor “our Prophet, who had been illegally imprisoned.”29 Evan 
Stephens wrote a hymn whose opening line is “We ever pray for thee, 
our prophet dear” for Wilford Woodruff’s 90th birthday in 1897.30 On 
6  October  1899, Seymour  Young referred to “our Prophet, Seer and 
Revelator, Lorenzo Snow.”31 The children’s song “Stand for the Right” 
was written by Joseph Ballantyne who died in 1944, before President 
McKay was the prophet. The line “Our prophet has some words for 
you, And these are the words: ‘Be true, be true.’” would seem to refer 
to Joseph F. Smith. These are just a few examples that show that Riess is 
wrong on this point.

 27. John Gee, “Whither Mormon Studies?” Interpreter: A Journal of Mormon 
Scripture 4 (2013): 105, 109–10.
 28. Karen Lynn Davidson, Our Latter-day Hymns (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 
1988), 48.
 29. Franklin D Richards, “Independence,” Journal of Discourses 24:279.
 30. Davidson, Our Latter-day Hymns, 51.
 31. Seymour B. Young, in Conference Report, October 1899, 55.
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Positive Signs
One of the positive things that can be said about Riess’s book is that 
even if it does not meet the standards one might have come to expect 
from high-quality social science, it is much better than we have come to 
expect from journalists.

One of the sad things about Riess’s missteps is that they undercut 
some interesting observations she does put forward. I will highlight only 
a few, but note that, unfortunately, the significant errors make it difficult 
to tell whether some of the observations are accurate or mirages.

Riess claims that “a majority of former Mormons, especially 
older ones, already had significant cracks in their testimony during 
adolescence” (p. 218). If true, this is an important observation.

Riess noted that the only proposal for changes in sacrament meeting 
that she put forward which had much popularity was shortening 
sacrament meeting (pp. 156–57). As her book was at press, sacrament 
meetings were shortened, though only by ten minutes. What this shows, 
however, is that in large measure Latter-day Saints do not feel the 
need to change the Church or the way it worships. For the most part, 
it meets their spiritual needs. Riess certainly could have made more of 
this observation had she reflected on it more and been less interested in 
pushing her own agenda.

When Riess asked former Latter-day Saints why they left the 
Church, “the only specific historical or doctrinal issue to rank among 
the top ten was concern about the historicity of the Book of Mormon 
and the Book of Abraham” (p. 233). Based on my own experience, this 
sounds correct. The historicity of ancient scriptural texts is probably the 
biggest intellectual reason that members of the Church leave the faith. 
The response, if one is interested in increasing faith, is to support the 
historicity of the scriptures, not capitulate on the issue. Capitulation on 
this issue simply causes more people to lose faith.

It is a shame that Riess’s methodological and interpretive failures as well 
as her ax-grinding will bring into question some of her more salient insights.

Conclusions
Riess ends every section of her book on a negative note. The introduction 
ends claiming that “young adult Mormons … struggle with whether they 
will be able to live all the commandments of a strict Mormon lifestyle” 
(p. 9). The first chapter ends telling about a woman who “sometimes felt 
overwhelmed by serious doubts” (p. 32). The second chapter tells the 
story of a young man leaving the Church after his mission (pp. 47–48). 
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The third chapter claims that members who will not wear their temple 
garments are “the proverbial canaries in the coal mine, portending 
trouble for the future” (p. 68). The fourth chapter ends with “the case 
against singles wards” (pp. 87–89). The fifth chapter ends questioning 
whether the Church should stick with its traditional understanding of 
gender (p. 108). The sixth chapter ends with charges of “racism and sexism 
in the church” (p. 128). The seventh chapter claims that “tensions over 
LGBT issues have reached a new level of intensity,” and as a result people 
are “leaving the Church” (p. 146). The eighth chapter ends claiming 
that “Millennials are not tying their identities as ‘active’ Mormons as 
strictly to practices like attending church meetings or keeping the Word 
of Wisdom” (p. 168). The ninth chapter would have ended claiming that 
Latter-day Saints play “bishop roulette” (pp. 205–6), but Reiss found 
that patriarchal blessings complicated her thesis. She ends the book with 
a  chapter on those who leave the Church, claiming that “most young 
adults who leave Mormonism are unlikely to come back” (p. 231).

I have looked at quite a few statistical studies dealing with the loss 
of faith in general and the state of teenagers and adults in the Church 
in particular, and I  think they paint a  much brighter picture of the 
Church and its members than the one Jana Riess paints. True, it is not 
a picture of blue skies and endless sunshine as far as the eye can see. 
The breathtaking vista has its share of threatening storm clouds boding 
serious challenges, but the picture that emerges shows the majority of 
the Saints are striving to do what is right and succeeding in doing so. 
Even the statistics in Riess’s book show that we Saints are generally doing 
better on many fronts than we have in the past. Nevertheless, if the 
Church were to follow Riess’s recommendations, the Church probably 
would see a mass exodus.32

Because Riess’s sample was unrepresentative and because she often, 
by her own admission, did not ask the right questions and because her 
interpretation is negative, one should be careful about using her statistics 
or following her conclusions. There are better reasons for hope for the 
Church of Jesus Christ than what is presented in her book.

John Gee is the William (Bill) Gay Research Professor in the Department 
of Asian and Near Eastern Languages at Brigham Young University.

 32. See, for example, David Millard Haskell, Kevin  N.  Flatt, and Stephanie 
Burgoyne, “Theology Matters: Comparing the Traits of Growing and Declining 
Mainline Protestant Church Attendees and Clergy,” Review of Religious Research 
58, no. 4 (May 2016): 515–41.




