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Elder Quentin L. Cook addressed this issue in the April 2015 general conference: “Some have
asserted that more members are leaving the Church today and that there is more doubt and
unbelief than in the past. This is simply not true.”3 As an apostle, Elder Cook has access to the
Church’s statistics that we do not. That however, does not mean that we do not have access to
certain publicly available statistics. These statistics tell an interesting story that allows us to
assess the validity of certain statements and figure out what we can and should be doing. The
statistics show that while there is need for concern, there is not necessarily need for alarm.
They also show that following the gospel and the counsel given by prophets and apostles for at
least forty years is the best way to experience happy outcomes.
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It is important to realize that the story about young people leaving the Church in droves
is part of a particular narrative,45 one that is largely untrue. Understanding this narrative is
important to understanding what is really going on. The narrative about large numbers leaving
the Church is often promoted by people who are somewhere in the process of leaving the
Church. They may believe or hope that the narrative is true, but they promote it at least
partially as a justification for their own actions. This narrative is also told not just about Latterday Saints but about members of most faiths. For example, two researchers proclaimed that
“however we measure it, every index of interest in, and the power of religion in the industrial
liberal democracies of the West shows decline.”46 There is a widespread belief among
Americans that churches are on the way out; 55% of Americans believe churches are
“declining” and 42% believe that they are “dying.”47
A recent longitudinal analysis by the Gallup polling organization trumpeted that church
membership in the United States was down over the last two decades but also noted that the
general picture was not true of Latter-day Saints, “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.”48 The NSYR [National Study of Youth and
Religion] was actually started because of scare claims rampant in evangelical circles that young
people were leaving their churches in droves for alternative religions.49 The NSYR found that
such scaremongering was not justified: “U.S. youth are not flocking in droves to ‘alternative’
religions and spiritualities such as paganism and Wicca.”50 Another study addressed the issue:
“Young people are leaving the churches in droves! This is so generally believed that nearly

everything written about it in periodicals such as Christianity Today is to explain why the exodus
is happening and what can be done to reverse the trend.”51
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Part of the narrative is the rise of the “nones”—those who associate themselves with no
religion. The nones are actually not a homogenous group, but a cluster of related groups.73
They may consider themselves “spiritual but not religious.” For example, although almost four
out of five graduating college seniors think it is important to integrate spirituality into their
lives, only about one in four attended religious services frequently, almost two in five never did,
and fewer attended religious services by the end of their college careers than they did at the
beginning.74 “Though many students . . . profess an interest in ‘spirituality,’ most have no idea
what to do about either spirituality and religion, or where to find resources for living a more
spiritual life.”75 Accordingly, one in fifteen graduating seniors lost their faith while in college. 76
The problem, however, started earlier.
A survey of “3,680 students at 50 colleges at the end of their first year revealed that
religious involvement (attendance at religious services, participation in religious clubs, prayer
and meditation) had declined noticeably over the course of the school year” while the students
“expressed more commitment to integrating spirituality into their own lives,” indicating “a
disturbing disconnect between students’ expectations for their lives and reality.” All told,
“nearly two-thirds (63 percent) of the students indicated that their religious or spiritual beliefs
had been strengthened during the freshman year, even though more than 90 percent said their
religious activity had decreased to some degree.”77 How do we explain the obvious disconnect
between the students’ claims and their behavior?
The disconnect between claims and behavior has been explained this way: “The world
most [people] inhabit is both spiritual and religious at the same time,” 78 but “nonaffiliates and
non-attenders . . . often used the language of ‘spiritual but not religious’ to describe
themselves.”79 They borrow this language from certain conservative Protestants for whom
empty ‘religion’ is rejected in favor of deep personal ‘spirituality’.’”80 Conservative Protestants
use this language because they believe salvation is a personal affair (marked by spirituality) that
is independent of a church (representing a religion). Those who neither attend nor affiliate with
a church borrow this language to represent “a cultural rhetorical linking religiosity to hypocrisy
and empty ritual while claiming that a good and caring life is the best form of spiritual
connection.”81
“What is appealing about ‘spirituality’ as opposed to ‘religion’ is precisely that it is
undefined—spirituality appears to be a symbolic label adopted to free oneself from the moral
obligations and rituals of tradition.”82
…

Thus when college students are claiming that their spirituality increased while their actual
participation decreased, they “are equating ‘religion’ to the implausible beliefs and discredited
institutions they have rejected. They are claiming ‘spirituality’ as a reasonable positive and
generic category and one that each individual can fill with the content of her own choosing.”85
For them, the term spiritual thus becomes a generic positive category with no specific content.
For many, “spirituality remains something of an unexamined black box—simply whatever
religion isn’t.”86 For others the term simply lacks meaning. One study reported that when they
asked individuals if they were spiritual, they got responses like, “I haven’t given it a thought.
What do you mean when you say ‘spiritual’?”87 or, “Actually the word ‘spiritual,’ I’m not sure. I
don’t know how to answer that.”88 Scholars are also confused about what the term spiritual
means.89 Thus one researcher notes that most young adults who identify “primarily as spiritual
often do little more than disassociate themselves from a religious upbringing that they now find
oppressive—a way to wash away dogma and doctrine or what they regard as the fictional Santa
Claus-like God of their parents, while at the same time retaining some affinity, however vague,
with Meaning (whatever that is).”90
One fact lost in the discussion of the nones is that those youth who do not leave their
religion tend to be more faithful. “Religious young people, even though they may be
increasingly in the minority, tend to resist calls for secularist-oriented social relationships and
have been crucial to revitalization efforts in many nations. They may have diminished in relative
numbers, but these young people have been influential in calling for a return to, or increase in,
religion to the public square, in conservative religious political mobilization, and in interfaith
conflicts.” What the rise of the nones reflects is “a growing divide between younger cohorts
who participate in religious organizations and those who do not.”91 Others have argued that the
rise of the nones “may result partly from long-term increases in divorce and their impact on
intergenerational solidarity and religious formation.”92
There is some support for the narrative, but its extent is exaggerated.
…
More Good Than Bad
The prevalence of a particular narrative about youth leaving the Church obscures a more
important and more optimistic story. The truth of the matter is that we do lose some of our
youth, certainly more than we would like. If you have lost anyone in your family, then you will
feel that this is already too many. But we hold on to more of our youth than anyone else, even
the secularists [atheists and agnostics]. There actually are a number of things we as a church
are doing right, and these things appear when we start sifting through the data.
The results of the National Study of Youth and Religion 97 on how many youth keep their
faith may be found in table 1.2. The first column of numbers represents the percentage of
youth in high school who belong to the same religion as their parents. The second column
represents those who kept their high school religion during their college-age years (whether or

not they actually went to college). The third column is a multiplication of those two
percentages that gives the number of young adults who were raised in a religion that still
belong to that religion in college years. The fourth number represents those in their college
years who attend regularly. The fifth column is the number of those belonging to a particular
religion that are in the devoted category in their college years. That means they are attending
church every week, praying on a regular basis, and reading their scriptures at least once a
month. The first, second and fifth numbers are from the NSYR and the third and fourth
numbers are calculated from the NSYR data. The various religions are ranked in descending
order based on what percentage of young adults were still members in their college-age years
(third column).
Table 1.2 YOUTH RETENTION IN VARIOUS RELIGIONS OVER TIME
High school
youth in the
same religion
as parents (%)

College-age
youth
maintaining
high school
religion (%)

College-age
youth keeping
faith of
childhood (%)

Regular
attenders of
college age (%)

Devoted
college-age
members (%)

Latter-day Saint
Conservative
Protestant

86

72

62

71

56

86

64

55

34

15

Roman Catholic

83

66

53

21

2

Jewish

75

61

46

11

7

Black Protestant

81

55

43

19

6

Nonreligious

63

68

43

1

0

Other religion

57

72

41

25

15

Mainline Protestant

68

50

34

25

7

Indeterminate

45

10

5

21

5

See Note at end about NSYR data.
The bad news is that Latter-day Saints lose one in seven youth in high school and about
twice as many in college. All told, we lost just over one-third of the youth by the time they are
through with college. This is comparable with the results of the Pew Religious Landscape
Survey.98 Almost half of those are potentially in trouble since they are not devoted.
But the bad news cuts across the board. All religions are losing a substantial portion of
their youth and young adults. Only Latter-day Saints, conservative Protestants, and Catholics
are managing to retain more than half of them. Even if they keep them on the rolls, no religion
other than Latter-day Saints can keep more than a third of their young adults in the pews.
But one should notice that the story is not that all these young adults are becoming
atheists. Even the nonreligious lose more than half of their youth and young adults to some
faith. The picture is much more complicated than we might simplistically think.

We bring in the other religions mainly as a comparison. I sincerely wish other religions
were doing better. Our concern is with Latter-day Saints and our youth and young adult
retention, not with how other religions are doing. As one observer reminded her fellow
Christians, “Christian teenagers also have these [same] cultural tools at their disposal [as Latterday Saint teenagers], but the terms for their use are very different,” because “at some point, a
peculiar God-story must set the terms for how teenagers use religion’s cultural tools.” 99 Our
concern is with how we can keep our youth and young adults. We have the same cultural tools
at our disposal as other Latter-day Saints in our branches, wards, and stakes. How can we more
effectively use them?
The good news is that of those who stay Latter-day Saints, over half are in the devoted
category and almost three quarters are regular attenders. We have proportionately almost four
times as many devoted young adults as the next closest religion, and over twice as many
regular attenders. One NSYR researcher termed Latter-day Saint youth as “the
disproportionately devoted.”100 We keep more of our young people than any other religion.
Fewer of our college-age young adults are vulnerable than those in other religions. In fact, the
authors of the NSYR put it this way: “In general comparisons among major U.S. religious
traditions using a variety of sociological measures of religious vitality and salience . . . it is
Mormon teenagers who are sociologically faring the best.”101
Why this is so does not necessarily reduce to a simple formula even if there are a few
basic things that explain a great deal; some simplified explanations put forth for Latter-day
Saint’ success fall short of verification.102 One evangelical researcher said, “It may be difficult
for a ‘gentile’ or non-Mormon to read Mormon views on God, community, vocation, and
eschatology without raising an eyebrow—but it is just as difficult to read the data on Mormon
teenagers without feeling a hint of awe.”103 While “the majority of U.S. teens would badly fail a
hypothetical short-answer or essay test of the basic beliefs of their religion,” Latter-day Saint
youth “seem somewhat better able to explain the basic outlook and beliefs of their
tradition.”104
A different study of emerging adults concluded that “Mormons scored higher on
[intrinsic religiosity] than did Catholics or non-Catholic Christians.”105 This study concluded that
the differences between the groups were a direct result of what was being taught—“people
practice what is preached.”106 Another study of students at Latter-day Saint, Catholic, and
secular universities found that “Mormons put stronger emphasis on the criteria for adulthood
in the areas of interdependence, norm compliance, biological transitions, and family capacities.
They also perceived themselves as having achieved the requisite criteria for adulthood to a
greater extent than their peers in the areas of independence, interdependence, norm
compliance, and family capacities. Furthermore, Mormons rated themselves higher on every
variable aimed at assessing spirituality. Finally, Mormons reported engaging in very few
behaviors typical of emerging adulthood (i.e., becoming drunk, drug use).” In short, “Mormon
emerging adults appear far more likely to become adults who are in greater accordance with

their religious doctrine” than their secular or Catholic peers.107 Any assessment of how the
Church is doing on retaining its young people needs to account for the fact that we have been
doing some things right—perhaps many things. It is not a matter of things not working—they
clearly are; our youth retention statistics are the envy of all the other faiths (one of the NSYR
books even has a chapter entitled “Mormon Envy”)108—but of things not working as well as
they might. We are hardly perfect, but we are doing better than we might think.
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A note on the NSYR data from pages 4-5:
The NSYR data set has several advantages and some disadvantages that the reader should be
aware of. One advantage is that it is publicly available in several published reports, and the raw
data are also publicly available.4 The information in those reports can be plowed through and
pored over, dissected in ways the Church’s internal statistics cannot.5 (The Church has good
reasons for not releasing that data to the public; even if I do not know all of them, I am satisfied
by the reasons I can think of.) Some might also see the fact that the information was not
gathered by the Church as a distinct advantage because they consider the Church’s internal
statistics to be biased or tainted in some way. I doubt that the Church’s statistics are
deliberately biased or tainted since it is in the Church’s own best interest to have an accurate
assessment of things as they really are.
Another advantage with the NSYR data set is its large sample size. A typical ward—if
there is such a thing—might have a few hundred members and few dozen youth. A ward might
have a few really good youth, a few with major problems, and a whole lot in between. A typical
stake might have a few thousand members and a few hundred youth. The exceptional youth
would stand out more than in the typical ward. It would take several stakes of the Church to
have as many youth as were in the NSYR sample. The NSYR data set comprises the results of
basically a whole stake made up of nothing but youth. That allows researchers to see the whole
range of youth from the exceptional to the abysmal and everything in between. It allows them
to see what is typical and what is unusual much more than a normal bishop or parent can.
A third advantage of the NSYR data set is that it was gathered in a longitudinal study.
Rather than just taking a large sample at one point in time, it followed the same youth for over
a decade into their young adult years, allowing us to see changes over time in the lives of youth,
the harvest of the seeds sown in youth, and whether and individual’s status improved or not
over time or stayed more or less the same.

A fourth advantage of the NSYR data set is that its sample cut across society, allowing us
to compare how youth from different religious traditions fared and to see the effect of different
belief systems on the youth and young adults.
This last advantage, however, is also a disadvantage, at least from the perspective of
considering Latter-day Saint youth. Because the sample was representative of the population at
large, it is not as fine grained when it comes to Latter-day Saints in particular.6 This provides a
challenge when assessing where Latter-day Saints stand and what we should do about that
stance. Sometimes the patterns of the NSYR data reflect the population as a whole and not the
situation of the Latter-day Saints, which sometimes varies significantly from national norms,
particularly in the area of sexual morality, but also, somewhat paradoxically, in obesity.7 To be
sure, the data of Latter-day Saints are contained in the larger data set but may not necessarily
reflect the general trend. The data from the others in the study may simply swamp out the data
on Latter-day Saints.
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