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Abstract 
 

This research project seeks to discover insights into returned missionaries publicly announcing 

their disaffiliation with The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints through the use of the 

social media platforms including YouTube. This study of ex-Mormon/returned missionaries 

yielded several themes that can be used by different organizations within The Church of Jesus 

Christ of Latter-day Saints to better aid retention. These themes are: Doctrines and Practices of 

the Church, Mental Requirements for Members, and the Restricted Groups. Videos were 

selected based on the search results from “ex Mormon returned missionary”. Research results 

showed that while each returned missionary has a unique disaffiliation story, similar reasons 

and motivations were found. The information herein could prove beneficial for the Church to 

have as insights of why someone who has served a mission might find themselves denouncing 

their faith.  

Keywords: returned missionary, leave LDS church, ex Mormon, YouTube 
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Introduction 
 

The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints is one of the fastest growing churches in 

America. Between the year 2000 and 2010, the Church’s American membership went from 4 

million to 6 million (Kotkin, City Journal, & Chapman University, 2016, para 3). Within the 

Church world-wide, there are currently 16,565,036 total members organized into 30,940 

congregations (The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 2020, para 1). It took a total of 

117 years (1830-1947) for the Church to grow from its initial six members to one million. Much 

attributed to this growth is the Church’s missionary program (The Church of Jesus Christ of 

Latter-day Saints, 2020, para 1). The missionary program is one of the most recognized 

programs of the Church and missionaries can be seen in the streets in hundreds of major cities 

around the world (The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 2020, para 2). The number of 

missionaries for The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints has grown exponentially from 

under 20 thousand in 1960 to over 60 thousand in 2019. Currently, there are 67,021 

missionaries serving in 399 missions across the world (The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 

Saints, 2020, para 2). When these missionaries return home from a mission the likelihood for 

continuing their membership in the church is very high. Their children will also likely grow up to 

be devoted members of the Church (Pearson, 2018, para 5).  

As important as missionaries are, mission life is not as easy as some might consider. For 

instance, missionaries pay for their own service. They are sent all over the world away from the 

comfort of their own home, family, and friends with limited correspondence. In addition, 

missionaries are known for following a set of rules. Some of these rules consist of not dating, 

not watching movies or television, not returning home until their mission is complete, and not 
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working paid jobs while in service as a missionary. They go door-to-door sharing their faith for 

18 months to 2 years (The Mormons, 2007, para 7-10). Despite this commitment of time, 

resources, and belief, strangely, some missionaries still choose to denounce their faith. In 

denouncing one’s faith, some returned missionaries make it a point to announce this action to 

the world.  There are numerous accounts of returned missionaries who have discontinued their 

membership in the church.   

Many people use social media, such as YouTube, to state different types of declarations. 

There are all kinds of statements made such as announcements of being a part of the LGBTQ 

(History, 2018, para 1) community or affiliations with the Black Lives Matter Movement (News, 

2020, para 1). Ultimately, people frequently use YouTube for stating what they accept or 

support, as well as what they condemn and object. Based on 25 YouTube videos that were 

analyzed for this thesis, social media platforms, such as YouTube, is a common way to express 

disaffiliation from The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. In fact, some returned 

missionaries use this platform to share their various stories and perspectives of why they are no 

longer associating with the Church. This thesis will identify the main reasons returned 

missionaries ironically choose to leave their faith, and with this decision, also abandon a 

significant part of their identity. 

Literature Review 

The following review will provide background information about The Church of Jesus 

Christ Latter-day Saints and introduce the current context of missionaries within the Church. 

Next, the review will provide understanding regarding the current realities of returned 

missionaries (RM) and the correlation it has with Social Identity Theory. Social Identity Theory 



Ex-Mormon/Return Missionaries YouTube Narratives: Reasons and Explanations 
 

9 

will also provide an understanding of why an individual may be confused after receiving new 

information contrary to previous beliefs. Lastly, the review will expound on the use of social 

media, specifically YouTube, by former members of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 

Saints (Ex-Mormon) to reveal their feelings and beliefs. 

Brief History of Missionary Work in The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints 

The Church of Jesus Christ Latter-day Saints, most commonly known as the Mormon 

church, was organized April 6, 1830, in Harmony, New York. It consisted of six members which 

quickly grew to 1,000 in one year. A significant contributing factor to the increase of members 

came from the efforts of four men who went out on missions to the Indian Territory (which is 

now known as Utah and Arizona). On their journey, they converted over 100 people to their 

faith (Smith & Smith, 1908, p. 497).  

The Church was founded by Joseph Smith who was killed in 1844. Brigham Young 

became the Church's new leader and was deeply committed to propagating the faith due to his 

own conversion via the missionary program. Young led the missionary efforts to England. In 

England (1837), missionaries Orson Hyde and Heber C Kimball baptized over 1,000 people into 

the Church (Arrington & Bitton, 1992, p. 68). In the 19th century, it was important for the 

church to have a constant influx in their membership through missionary work in order to keep 

the Church from deteriorating (Arrington & Bitton, 1992, p. 22).  

From these small beginnings, it is important to recognize what the Church’s missionary 

force has meant to the Church. In 2007, it was reported that about 53,000 missionaries convert 

as many as 250,000 converts to their faith (W., 2007, para 4). “The missionary force has always 
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been the engine that has driven the church's success” (W., 2007, para 4). The missionaries are 

critical to the success of the Church. 

Missionary service has always seemed to be an indicator of strong commitment to the 

Church. President Thomas Monson (1927-2018), 16th President of The Church of Jesus Christ of 

Latter-day Saints, shared how he cherished his grandparent’s commitment to the Church 

because of their willingness to serve a mission (Missionary Database, 2018, para 1). Quoting 

from his grandfather’s journal, Monson states, “Tonight the bishop came to our house. I have 

been called to serve a two-year mission to Scandinavia. My dear wife will remain at home and 

sustain me” (Missionary Database, 2018, para 1).  The commitment of Monson’s grandparents, 

to serve a mission and to support each other in those duties, is an indicator of the dedication 

they have as members of the Church. 

It appears that many people who serve missions are very dedicated to the Church even 

to the point of dedicating their lives to it. In a 2014 article in the Salt Lake City, Utah newspaper, 

the Deseret News one journalist wrote, “For many, a mission is a time of spiritual growth, filled 

with gaining knowledge, good habits and skills. Missionaries have been taught by their mission 

president and have learned how to serve the Lord and dedicate their lives” (News, 2014, para 

11). Additionally, a mission looks to be invaluable to an individual’s life.  “A mission experience 

will prove priceless to them, and to their future families. Serving a mission is how we save our 

youth; and how they save their own souls. … we are truly growing the Church and preparing a 

righteous generation for service in the home and in the Church. The value of a returned 

missionary who is truly converted, is priceless” (Pearson, 2018, para 5). Evidently, in the 
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Church’s perspective, the mission not only makes members more committed to living their 

faith, but it also affects their positive livelihood for generations to come.  

With understanding the commitment many missionaries have, it is understandable that 

missionaries are put to work.  Missionaries are seen on the streets and knocking on doors 

telling people about the Church’s doctrines (Meet the Missionaries, 2020, para 1). They are 

members of the Church from all over the world who volunteered their time to teach what the 

Church believes. They are not paid for their service, on the contrary, they save money 

individually to pay the expenses for their mission (Meet the Missionaries, 2020, para 1). They 

are assigned specific areas that could be in their native country or abroad, many times requiring 

them to become fluent in a foreign language. They spend their day visiting with others, 

volunteering in service opportunities, and sharing their message about God (Meet the 

Missionaries, 2020, p. 1). 

In the time between 1830-1999, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints had 

been one of the fastest-growing churches in the world (Hepworth, 1999, p. 60). From the 

Church’s early stages to 1997, the number of missionaries continued to grow throughout the 

world with its membership reaching 10 million. At that time in the 1990s, they had questions 

regarding an explanation for its growth. They ultimately gave credit to their missionaries for the 

church's success in membership increase (Hepworth, 1999, p. 69). It seems only reasonable to 

presume that the missionary effort has been a significant catalyst in the Church’s growth and 

expansion. 

Returned Missionary Realities 
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Returned missionaries are meant to be changed from the experiences they have on a 

mission. One of the principle leaders of the church, Elder Jeffery R. Holland, states in one of his 

speeches to returned missionaries, “The call is to come back, to stay true, to love God, and to 

lend a hand. I include in that call to fixed faithfulness every returned missionary who ever stood 

in a baptismal font and with arm to the square said, ‘Having been commissioned of Jesus 

Christ.’ That commission was to have changed your convert forever, but it was surely supposed 

to have changed you forever as well” (Holland, 2012, para 17). 

Clearly, the Church both expects and believes that missionary service should change the 

individual missionary, but does missionary service increase one's commitment to the Church? 

Results from one survey show that missionary service increased the religiosity of most 

individuals (Chou, 2013, p. 1). Also, those who had the most rejection on their mission reported 

to have more religious and spiritual commitment levels than their counterparts (Chou, 2013, p. 

1). 

Based on information from prominent leaders of the Church, serving a mission provides 

great rewards in the future. For example, “a young man who faithfully serves a mission will 

likely raise a righteous family. His children, and their children, will also likely grow up to be 

active faithful members of the Church. In three generations that young returned missionary’s 

posterity will probably account for over eighteen active adult tithe-paying members” (Pearson, 

2018, para 5). This prominent leader also said in tragic contrast, that “a young man who does 

not serve a mission will likely not have the same opportunity to learn and embrace the gospel 

principles. He is more likely to become less active. Sadly, his family is less likely to be active in 

the Church, and if that occurs, in three generations his posterity will account for less than one 
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active member. This is a very sobering example of the value of a returned missionary” (Pearson, 

2018, para 5). 

Social Identity Theory in Association with Returned Missionaries 

Social identity theory was formulated and proposed by Henri Tajfel and John Turner 

(Tajfel, & Turner, 1979, p. 1) and refers to the ways that people’s self-concepts are determined 

based on their membership in social groups. Examples include sports teams, religions, 

nationalities, occupations, sexual orientation, ethnic groups, and gender (Benson, 2011, p. 1). 

The theory is designed to explain the cognitive processes that lead people to associate with a 

social group (Vinney, 2019, para 9-11).  The theory seeks to illuminate the reasons why people 

have positive social identity by classifying their social group as better than other social groups 

(Vinney, 2019, para 9-11). Social Identity is the self-concept of an individual who finds value and 

emotional significance in being a member of a social group (Tajfel, 2010, p. 2).  

Social identities affect a person’s attitude and behavior toward their in-group or the out-

group. Strong emotional ties may arise as a result of being a member of a particular group 

(Benson, 2011, para 1).  In-groups refer to us/me, whereas out-groups refer to them/others. In 

other words, in-groups are the popular groups and the out-groups are the unpopular groups. 

Social identity theory states that the in-group will discriminate against the out-group to 

enhance their self-image (Turner, Brown, & Tajfel, 1979, p. 189). The theory’s aim is to enable 

further conversation and discussion on topics such as: self-awareness, inter-group relations, 

and social power (Tajfel, 2010, p. 3-5). 

Social Identity theory will give clarity to the relationship between a returned missionary 

and The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. Social Identity is when a person knows that 
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he or she belongs to a certain social group and behaves in accordance with those group norms 

because he/she believes they are a logical source of happiness and personal growth. (Stets & 

Burke, 2000, p. 225). Social Identity Theory gives an explanation for in-group bias. A person 

must make a judgment about him/herself within a group: How does he/she feel about his/her 

self-image? How is his/her self-esteem? After doing this self-evaluation as a group member, the 

individual will ensure that the in-group is positively distinctive from the out-group (Smelser & 

Baltes, 2001, p. 14306-14309). Social identity theory significantly shapes a person’s identity 

when he/she is in a group where all have similar beliefs (Ferrucci, P, & Tandoc E.C., 2018, p. 

107). Thus, logic suggests that after spending two years defending and teaching the doctrine of 

the Church, that returned missionary is undeniably committed to that religion. Moreover, such 

dedicated service to the Church has become emotionally embedded into the missionary’s 

identity and the Church becomes an emotional part of that missionary’s identity, to the point 

where almost nothing can steer him/her away from the Church.  

Confusion within an ingroup is called social identity complexity. The confusion process 

can occur from being part of multiple ingroups (Roccas & Brewer, 2002, p. 93-94). This 

confusion can also cause a person to question his/her social orientation with that particular 

ingroup (p.97-98). Individuals belong to multiple social groups that are similar to and/or 

completely different from each other. There are four general types of groups: intimacy groups, 

task groups, social categories, and loose associations (Roccas & Brewer, 2002, p. 89).  Social 

identity complexity arises when an individual’s ingroup contradict another one of that 

individual’s ingroups. There are different degrees of this complexity. The mere fact that an 

individual is part of multiple social groups results in some degree of social identity complexity. 
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The degree of social identity complexity is determined by how much the ideas and beliefs 

overlap between the ingroups where the individual is simultaneously a member. (Roccas & 

Brewer, 2002, p. 93).  

 What could be a possible cause for missionaries or even returned missionaries to have 

social identity complexity with the Church? Social identity complexity is affected by stress, 

struggles in self-worth, and by creating a tolerance toward other outgroups members (Roccas & 

Brewer, 2002, p. 102). If returned missionaries have high levels of social identity complexity 

with their faith in Church, how would they go about getting this repaired? Would they talk with 

someone from their ingroup; disregard what they once knew; hold on to their belief until 

additional knowledge comes; or possibly look for social outlets that allow them to sort out their 

difficulties?  

Applying Social Identity theory will reveal two arguments for a returned missionary (RM) 

who may consider leaving or actually leave the Church: 1) RM’s have been a part of an 

organization that has shaped their social identity, and 2) tolerance of outgroups, during or after 

the mission, can affect the comfort level of the RM’s former social identity.  

YouTube and Camaraderie   

YouTube officially launched in 2005 and was founded by Chad Hurley, Steve Chen, and 

Jawed Karim. It was created to enable people to upload, publish, and view streaming videos 

without much technical knowledge. (Burgess and Green, 2010, p. 11). YouTube is a way for self-

expression to be presented. According to Michael Sean Kaminsky in his book, Naked 

Lens (2010), he states, “Not only is video underutilized as a tool for self-expression, it is even 

more underappreciated as an agent for self-exploration and change” (Kaminsky, 2010, p. 4). 



Ex-Mormon/Return Missionaries YouTube Narratives: Reasons and Explanations 
 

16 

YouTube has made video creation and distribution normalized and easy to use. In a comparison 

between National Film and Sound Archive of Australia (NFSA) and YouTube, YouTube is more 

user friendly. YouTube’s catalog is more intuitive, accessible, and reliable (McKee, 2011, p. 1). 

YouTube is a way for individuals to express themselves freely. It is a social filter that allows 

people to share content that they find interesting to them. Also, YouTube provides a casual 

approach in disseminating information to the world (Kruitbosch & Nack, 2008, para 1). 

Attentively, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints used YouTube for their “I’m a 

Mormon” campaign, where they have members of the church describe themselves. 

Obstinately, there are also videos and a YouTube channel called “I am an Ex Mormon” in which 

former members of the church divulge their exit stories (Brown, 2020, p. 1).  

In addition to ex-Mormon’s using YouTube, foundations and websites have been 

developed to create communities of ex-Mormons in an attempt to raise awareness of Mormon-

related issues. Large efforts have been put forth by Richard Packham, the founder of the Ex-

Mormon Foundation, in the attempt to have conferences that review and critique the Church’s 

views and teachings (Payne, 2013, p. 97). Many people besides Richard Packham have also 

attempted to create a community of people in opposition to the Church. “Jeff Ricks, founder of 

the Post Mormon foundation—while certainly no fan nor proponent of the LDS Church—has 

focused his efforts from the beginning (2002) on forming a meaningful and supportive 

community for those who leave Mormonism and has never established foundation goals 

specifically meant to “counter” the LDS Church” (Payne, 2013, p. 97). While each exit story of 

an ex-Mormon may differ, hearing the perspectives of ex-Mormons who have served missions 

may provide insights that other ex-Mormons would not. 
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As YouTube seems to be used more frequently every day, there is one specific channel 

that is growing correspondingly where many ex-Mormon returned missionaries are sharing 

their exit stories. By searching “Mormon Stories” in the YouTube search bar, one distinct 

channel with a focus on ex-Mormons (predominantly returned missionaries) was found. On this 

particular channel, there are 21.2K subscribers, 920 videos, and 8,535,887 views since 2006. 

Furthermore, there are individuals, couples, and families being interviewed. Each person has 

different experiences as a member of the Church. Experiences are told from former local 

leadership members (Bishops), a Church employee, gay men, grandchildren of principal leaders 

of the Church, to name a few (Mormonstories, 2006, p. 1). All the individuals recognized in this 

thesis will have two things in common: 1) they have publicly disaffiliated themselves from the 

Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, and 2) they are returned missionaries from that faith 

tradition. 

This review helps understand the history and past endeavors of the Church of Jesus 

Christ of Latter-day Saints. The membership and missionaries have grown in tremendous 

numbers in under 200 years. Missionaries have had a large effect on how the Church has grown 

throughout the years. These missionaries spend their time teaching and declaring their belief in 

hopes to convert people to believe the words they share. This review also reveals that Social 

Identity Theory clarifies the pronounced affect that missionary service has on an individual’s 

identity. Missionaries, and Returned missionaries alike, can experience social identity 

complexity when their life in the Church experiences complications of stress, anxiety, confusion, 

and/or doubt. These feelings could lead to disaffiliations with The Church of Jesus Christ of 

Latter-day Saints and a denouncement of their faith. Social media outlets, especially YouTube, 
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have been a popular medium in expressing such actions. There are many returned missionaries 

who have used YouTube as a means to express their exit from The Church of Jesus Christ Latter-

day Saints.  

This thesis will uncover various themes and information on why returned missionaries 

denounce their faith. While considering the evidence that provides this information, 

conclusions will be drawn, and one driving question will be answered: What kinds of 

explanations do ex-Mormons/returned missionaries offer as reasons for leaving The Church of 

Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints? There will be insights on topics that are difficult for some 

members of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints to disregard as they live in 

accordance with the teachings of the Church. Furthermore, the information gathered will 

provide useful knowledge to the Church and its local leadership in their efforts in preparing and 

helping returned missionaries stay resilient in their faith after they return from a mission. Also, 

the Church will have insight on the themes and explanations that are drawing some of their 

most committed members (returned missionaries) away from their faith.  

This study is built on aspects of other academic studies. There is minimal information on 

ex-Mormons/returned missionaries and why many have left the Church. There are studies of 

how the Church has grown in influence and membership over the las 200 years (Heaton, 1989). 

Another study pertains to the different Presidents of the Church, and how each one has 

affected the Church differently (Anderson, 1993). Also, there are studies of how missionaries 

have positively helped the Church become noticed world-wide (Shepherd & Shepherd, 1996). 

There are studies of ex-Mormons’ narratives that have shared how the Church’s unique 

positioning could lead others to exit the religion (Payne, 2013). Additionally, there are studies 
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about people who leave the Church due to the Church’s non-support of the LGBTQ community 

(Dehlin, Galliher, Bradshaw, Hyde, & Crowell, 2015). Furthermore, studies have been done 

about the religiosity, family, and lifestyle differences between returned missionaries and non-

returned missionaries; sharing why some choose to go on missions and some do not (Janson, 

2003). Moreover, there are studies of why some returned missionaries have returned home 

early from their mission (Doty, Bullock, Packer, Warner, Westwood, Ash, and Hirsch, 2015). 

Also, there are studies of the benefit learning a language on a mission has on individuals 

(Kimura and Fairbrother, 2020). Nonetheless, specifically connecting the returned missionary 

with exiting The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints has not been a focus of an academic 

study. With the use of a research question this study will be directed to finding explanations for 

returned missionaries’ disaffiliation from the Church. The research question that will drive this 

thesis is: What kinds of explanations do ex-Mormon/returned missionaries offer as reasons for 

leaving The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints? 

Method 

YouTube videos of ex-Mormon/returned missionaries were found, observed, and 

analyzed. The majority of the videos (76%) came from the YouTube Channel called, “Mormon 

Stories” where ex-Mormon/returned missionaries are interviewed about their upbringing and 

experience in the Church. Eventually in the interview, the reason for denouncing the Church is 

shared by the individuals being interviewed. The minor portion (24%) of the YouTube videos 

originate from various YouTube channels that have different formats, however, ultimately each 

video gives the same information as Mormon Stories. 
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The 25 YouTube videos that were selected have three necessary standards for this 

study: 1) They have disaffiliated themselves from the Church, 2) They have served a mission for 

the Church, and 3) They explain their reasoning for leaving the Church. These criteria for the 

study ensure that each individual in the YouTube videos were members of the Church, but are 

no longer attending, have been on a mission for the Church, and have reasoning for 

disaffiliating themselves from the Church.  

In the process of finding and analyzing these videos, certain steps were followed making 

this a systematic procedure. First, YouTube videos were selected by typing in “ex-Mormon 

returned missionary.” A large number of YouTube selections were available to be viewed as a 

result of the search.  

Second, many videos were screened in order to find former members of the Church, 

who were also former missionaries, explaining their reasons for disaffiliating themselves from 

the Church. Many of the search results on YouTube were not applicable to this study, however 

one particular channel, Mormon Stories, proved useful given the criteria. The founder of 

Mormon Stories, John Dehlin, was excommunicated in 2015. His intent was to provide support 

to members of the Church who were having a “faith crisis” (Evans, 2020, para 1-5).   

Third, it was decided that the channel, Mormon Stories, was where the majority of the 

ex-Mormon/returned missionary content was going to come from for this study. It was 

important to select videos and information from the past 10 years and not to gather data that 

was not current or relevant to the present day. This was not difficult to find because YouTube 

began 15 years ago. The first YouTube video was posted in 2005 by a young man named Jawed 
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Karim. After his post, YouTube wanted to be a platform that made online videos more 

accessible and easier for people to share (Kosoff, 2020, para 4). 

Fourth, it became clear that open coding, derived from the grounded theory method, 

was to be initiated. Before open and axial began, raw data was collected.  This data was then 

reviewed using the constant comparative method outlined by Glaser and Strauss (1967), in 

order to discover the relationships between the reasons and explanations for the individual 

leaving the Church. There were 25 YouTube videos that were observed in this sample. Each 

video had one ex-Mormon/returned missionary being observed for this sample. Each video 

within the sample was viewed twice for clear and critical information. As soon as the raw data 

was collected, and the observations were complete, open coding began. Through analytically 

observing the data from the YouTube videos via the axial coding process, exhaustive categories 

of concepts and themes were created relative to the data. Careful segmentation was done in 

order to put the data into meaningful expressions and describing them in short sequences of 

words. 

Finally, specific quantitative information was gathered from each of the YouTube videos: 

dates, number of views, and the time length of the YouTube video (see Table 1). The 

information is categorized into four sections: 1) the ex-Mormon/Returned missionary name 2) 

the date the YouTube video was made 3) the number of views the YouTube video generated 4) 

the length of time the YouTube video was recorded. 

 
Table 1 
 
YouTube Videos 

Ex-Mormon/RM Date Views Length (hr: min: sec) 
Dusty Smith October 26, 2017 44,531 0:29:59 
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Micah Wilder July 8, 2018 2,662,702 0:17:06 
Brendon June 24, 2019 22,336 0:49:08 
Chris May 13, 2011 338,306 0:22:49 
Jon January 20, 2016 88,173 0:48:00 
Matt Goodro February 25, 2018 405,825 0:32:37 
Jason Echols August 21, 2017 5,811 1:03:57 
Sam Pinson June 9, 2020 15,452 1:00:59 
Mike Norton October 30, 2017 61,048 01:40:10 
Clark Johnsen     January 21, 2015       43,328        1:10:59 
Scott Duke                May 1, 2017            14,992        1:37:41 
Jon Ogden                August 28, 2017        9,620        1:07:33 
Tanner Gilliland   September 28, 2015    77,278        1:04:12 
John McLay       January 13, 2012        46,046        1:28:43 
Shawn McCraney   February 24, 2010        63,389        1:04:17 
Paul, Lisa, & Kyle    September 15 ,2016    20,786        1:16:24         
Jake Malouf        September 27, 2016    25,951        1:33:26 
Jared Lusk                June 24, 2019            16,053        1:07:51 
Benji Schwimmer  May 30, 2012            150,681        2:06:08 
Ryan Nielsen       April 6, 2020     5,488        1:00:12 
Daniel Miller  December 14, 2015   14,647        54:32 
Jake Ricks  January 6, 2016        28,709        1:51:48 
Matt Elggren        January 22, 2016        21,485        1:08:52 
Eric Reeves           November 12, 2015    34,197        1:30:50 
Laura Roper 
Andreasen 

November 18, 2015    39,239        1:58:50 

 
*See Appendix A for YouTube URL  
 

Analysis and Results 

Ex-Mormon/returned missionary YouTube videos are focused on individuals telling 

about their upbringing in The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. These ex-

Mormon/returned missionaries express their experiences in the Church to an interviewer who 

then posts their video on YouTube’s social media platform. These interviews provide 

explanations and reasons of why they have decided to leave The Church of Jesus Christ of 

Latter-day Saints. While analyzing the interviews, these individuals had multiple concerns that 

lead to the eventual disaffiliation with the Church. Narratives and themes were able to be 
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gathered as a result of the experiences that were shared. The information gathered can be 

useful to the Church and its local leadership in their efforts in preparing and helping returned 

missionaries stay resilient in their faith after they return from a mission. In addition, as a result 

of the information in this thesis, the Church will have some profound understanding on the 

reasons some of their returned missionaries are steering away from their faith. Three major 

themes were discovered while analyzing each ex-Mormon/returned missionary exit YouTube 

video: 1) Doctrines and Practices of the Church, 2) Mental Requirements for Members, and 3) 

Restricted Groups. These particular themes provide reasons and explanations for why some 

returned missionaries leave the Church. 

Doctrines and Practices 

The theme that had the largest impact on ex-Mormon/returned missionaries was 

Doctrines and Practices. A majority (52%) fall into this category. In breaking down this particular 

theme it is important to understand the definition of “Doctrine” and the definition of 

“Practice”. Doctrine refers to “a belief or set of beliefs held and taught by a Church, political 

party, or other group (Doctrine, 2020, para 1). Practice refers to “The actual application or use 

of an idea, belief, or method, as opposed to theories relating to it” (Practice, 2020, para 1). The 

Doctrine and Practices of the church are not confined to this specific definition. The theme, 

Doctrine and Practices of the Church, includes the information provided by the Church as 

divinely given truth, facts, or direction. It is expected that members of the Church will abide by 

the doctrines and practices of the Church.  

One particular topic within the theme, Doctrines and Practices, is Facts Within Doctrinal 

Text, specifically The Book of Mormon and The Book of Abraham (referring to a book inside a 
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canon of scripture called The Pearl of Great Price). In the YouTube statements by the ex-

Mormon/returned missionaries, some have problems with information they gather from The 

Book of Mormon and The Book of Abraham. These comments are based on the individual’s own 

perspective, understanding, and research in regard to The Book of Mormon. Mike Norton, an 

ex-Mormon/returned missionary, expresses his thoughts on The Book of Mormon during his 

interview with Mormon Stories:  

So, I decided that I’m going to prove it, I will prove the book of Mormon true or not true, 

from a scientific standpoint to see if it was true or not true. Every single field of science 

said that this book is not true. And at that point, I was not surprised because I already 

came to the conclusion that The Book of Abraham was nonsense and that Doctrine and 

Covenants was worthless… Native Americans aren’t Jewish immigrants who rode across 

the plains in horse drawn chariots. They didn’t have domesticated elephants. It’s so 

ridiculous to say that the Native Americans were riding around in horse drawn chariots.  

Tanner Gillian, and ex-Mormon/returned missionary, expresses his thoughts on the 

evidence of The Book of Mormon during his interview with Mormon Stories:  

I was not aware that there was no archaeological evidence that The Book of Mormon 

existed. Maybe I kind of learned that, but all the sudden there were specific things – 

horses. There were no horses in Central America during The Book of Mormon time. And 

the archaeology doesn’t work. There were no goats like it says in The Book of Mormon, 

there were no elephants, there was no steel, gold. All these things that I am was not 

aware of and then I was like OK, I need to figure this out now. 
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Jon Ogden, an ex-Mormon/returned missionary, shares an experience he had which 

lead to his disbelief in the Church due to information on The Book of Abraham: 

The biggest one for me was the book of Abraham. How the papyrus had been found. We 

tracted (on the mission) into this one guy who walked us through it and talked about 

how the papyrus was found and what Joseph Smith said the papyrus was about and that 

really shook me. That was the primary thing. I mostly just believed him because he 

seemed so earnest and he was right about so many other things within Mormonism that 

I was just thrown back. I was like OK this guy doesn’t seem like he’s just full of crap. He 

seems like he knows what he is talking about. 

John McLay, a former Church employee teaching religion classes to youth and also an 

ex-Mormon/returned missionary, expresses his thoughts on The Book of Abraham: 

At the time it was very important to me to hear somebody who was an expert talk about 

The Book of Abraham so that I could continue… because I was hearing that the papyrus 

had been found and that Egyptologist translated it and it was nothing like Joseph said. 

So as a teacher wanting to believe and having a responsibility to teach other people 

about it, this was manna to me. I sat there and was probably 3 to 4 hours and I was able 

to put that concern... and let me just voice it: I started to doubt The Book of Abraham 

was really what it reports to be. But I was able to put it on the shelf. 

Another topic that falls under the theme Doctrine and Practices of the Church is Joseph 

Smith’s Initiating Polygamy. Polygamy is “the practice or custom of having more than one wife 

or husband at the same time” (Polygamy, 2020, para 1). It was instituted in the Church in early 

1847 and ended as a practice in 1890 (Polygamy, 2020, para 1). Some of the ex-
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Mormon/returned missionaries who were interviewed shared their struggle with this particular 

practice. Paul shares his thoughts on how hearing about polygamy affected his belief in the 

Church: 

My testimony was based on that first vision and Joseph Smith did not have an affair or 

practice polygamy with a 16-year-old who was his maid. The knowledge of that, I cannot 

express how deep it hurt me. I was still holding on as long as I can, and it was causing 

me pain. When I heard that all the stuff was actually true and I had been going through 

all this pain for 29 years of my marriage… that was one side and the other side was, oh 

my gosh, where is my wife going to be in this. 

John McLay is a former Church employee. He worked as a religious teacher of youth. He 

is also an ex-Mormon/returned missionary. John expresses his thoughts on his discovery of 

Polygamy and how it affected him: 

That is when I first began to discover polygamy and that is a big part of my concern. The 

number of wives Joseph had… and I’m kind of embarrassed to say this but people will 

say “you were a teacher and you didn’t know?” And that is part of the story, that I was a 

teacher and I was teaching by the book and I had to discover these things. I didn’t know 

the number of wives. I never really let those thoughts to sink in. 

The last topic that falls under the topic of Doctrines and practices of the Church is 

Unknown Information. There are ex-Mormons who have heard information about the Church 

that they were unaware of previously. This ultimately leaves them uncomfortable with being in 

the Church. Some feel that the Church had been secretive or not forthcoming with their 

information when it was needed. Jared Lusk is an ex-Mormon/returned missionary, and he 
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shares his thoughts on how he felt when he found out information about Joseph Smith that he 

had not realized before: 

I am curious and I like to read. And I like to know the truth and the facts about things. 

So, I just wanted to learn. So, I looked at (the Gospel Topic Essays) and the first one I 

looked at was the first vision and that did me in right there. I was done. I remember that 

I had heard that at some point in my life, that there were other accounts of the first 

vision.  I had heard it, but I did not pursue it at all. 

Laura Roper Andreasen is an ex-Mormon/returned missionary who also happens to be 

the granddaughter of a significant leader in the Church, Apostle M. Russell Ballard. She shares 

how she is uncomfortable with information from the Church about the way the Church was 

going to handle situations where children are being raised in households by gay or lesbian 

parents: 

I’ve always felt like I have been in limbo. I’ve been doing some sort of dance with the 

church; being 1 foot in, and 1 foot out, 1 foot in. And when I first saw the thing about 

the handbook changes, I felt that... I don’t like any policy that hurts someone and that’s 

where I do struggle. When I see people hurting, I wonder how can that be right? How 

can that be true if so many people are hurting...I don’t agree with taking away 

anybody’s choice to be baptized. 

The theme, Doctrine and Practices, focuses on three topics: Facts Within Doctrinal Text, 

Polygamy, and Unknown Information. Through analyzing the 25 YouTube videos of ex-

Mormon/return missionaries, it was clear that many of the individuals had concerns with 

specific doctrine and practices. It is difficult to have every member of the Church, consisting of 
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over 16 million members, accept every doctrine and practice presented. Nevertheless, it is 

important to know what difficulties these ex-Mormon/return missionaries are facing. When 

doctrine and practices of the Church are being challenged by former missionaries, who have 

experienced so much, it would seem important to find out these individuals reasoning for 

leaving the Church. 

Mental Requirements  

The second theme discovered from the ex-Mormon/returned missionary YouTube 

videos is “Mental Requirements.” This theme covers individuals who were overwhelmed by the 

“mental gymnastics” they felt they were required to do in order to accept the teachings of the 

Church. Finding out the cognitive struggle of these ex-Mormon/returned missionaries provides 

interesting insight on what these individuals were going through as they face challenges with 

their faith. This theme will provide explanations on how clarity in the Church provides 

comfortability and how confusion can lead to a complex number of issues.  

The first topic in this theme is Spiritual Expectation. In a number of the analyzed 

YouTube videos people expressed their understanding of being spiritual in the faith. This topic 

answers the question: What does a person do when his/her understanding of God is 

contradicted by the outcomes of life? Chris shares his experience of how he was expecting to 

be able to use spiritual gifts, but “nothing happened.” Understanding how and when these gifts 

were to be used was confusing to him, which ultimately resulted in him exiting the Church: 

My younger brother died—he committed suicide. This was one of the turning points in 

my life. It wasn’t his death per se. I believed in the afterlife. I believed in Jesus. A friend 

of the family came to us and said …he had a gift to raise people from the dead and he 
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felt that now was the time to use this gift. So, we were all very excited. I was an extreme 

believer in the Holy Ghost. I had great faith. This was why we were the true Church. 

Miracles happen. This is what makes our Church different—we have the power of God 

in our Church. We fasted and prayed. … We laid our hands on his head again and 

blessed him to be raised from the dead. Nothing happened and it was very 

disappointing. And as everybody does in the Church, we take these moments to say, 

“You know, people of weak faith would fall away at these points, but we will be strong. I 

remember sitting down and talking to my older brother, [his brother speaking to him] 

Do we forget on purpose? Do we forget certain parts of our lives to maintain faith?” … 

[Chris now continues] Maybe we’re always forgetting those moments that contradict 

just so that we can always maintain our faith. 

There are people who are thwarted by the moments when a person does the steps for 

performing a miracle, but nothing happens. Chris was clearly confused when he could not 

perform that miracle. Similarly, Brendon had struggles with his understanding on how God 

influences people. Brendon shares his struggle differentiating between being influenced by God 

or influenced by his own mind as he encourages people to believe in the Church: 

I had severe depression and a lot of that started to develop on my mission. That was 

because in the Church’s eyes I had committed a couple sins that in the real world and to 

normal people they aren’t that big of a deal, but in the Mormon Church they are a big 

deal. I would beat myself up about that daily. That’s what I did [use the brain to leverage 

people into believing it was God or the Holy Ghost]. I kind of knew I was doing it, but at 
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the same time denied that I was doing it and that it had to be God. God was directing 

me to do that. 

Another topic, for the theme Mental Requirements, is Demanding Instructions. The 

Church of Jesus Christ is known for having a large number of guidelines they should follow 

(Harmer, 2019, para 5-16). Some of the ex-Mormon/returned missionaries found it difficult to 

live up to the standard of living that the Church expects. Jon shares his frustration about how 

some of the rules of the Church were unnecessary:   

The Japanese people are wonderful people in general and I was trying to tell them they 

needed my message to be better people and I just didn’t agree with myself after several 

months of this. And a professional wrestler joined the Church because of me, but he 

didn’t understand the concept of not being able to drink beer, so he kept drinking beer 

after. It was always really hard to tell him he couldn’t be a good person if he drank beer 

even though he was a really good person. … What I came to realize was that maybe 

there was a different way than how I had been brought up.  

Similar to Jon, Jake Malouf, shares his concerns with the standards.  He feels that doing 

what is right is not connected to drinking beer: 

I want to do the right thing. We joke about that, but I think to be honest we don’t want 

to sin that’s not really our nature, but we want to do the right thing. And so people 

misconstrue, like “Aww you started drinking beer and then you lose the spirit and then 

it’s downhill from there”, and really it’s the opposite… [jokingly] we didn’t pray before 

we drank it, but I mean.... 
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Along with this same topic, Jason Echols shares his experience of the rules of the 

university he attended, Brigham Young University (BYU). BYU is a private university that was 

created by the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. As such, BYU makes sure their honor 

code is in alignment with the Church’s standards: 

I came back from a fairly successful mission and [BYU] had instituted this thing where 

you had to attend Church every Sunday. That didn’t sit right with me as an RM [returned 

missionary]. At that point I looked at options to transfer out of BYU. … I have not ever 

responded well to coercion. That was pretty much what turned me off. You come back 

and you are still expected to live by these Sunday School rules.  

The theme, Mental Requirements, consists of two topics: Spiritual Expectation and 

Demanding Instruction. Through these topics, some of the 25 ex-Mormon/returned 

missionaries have struggled with their faith when their expectation of what is right is 

contradicted by God or by the Church. Oddly enough, as missionaries these same individuals 

would, or at least should, have based their moral compass on the divine rules stemming from 

these two sources.  Yet, between the Church and the individuals who are being analyzed, there 

seems to be a difference in the morals, as well as a resistance to following rules because the 

rest of the world does not seem to be tied down by them. 

Restricted Groups 

The last theme found is Restricted Groups. The Church has had practices in the past that 

have restricted certain members from experiencing all that the Church offers to its members. 

Before 1978, People of African descent could not have certain privileges that others could have, 

such as men holding the priesthood (Green, 2017, para 3). The priesthood allows males to have 
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basic responsibilities, and leadership roles in the Church; it permits males to perform other 

ordinances, such as baptism (T., 2004, p. 125-128). Another group that had some restriction 

from certain practices of the church was the LGBTQ community. From 2015 to 2019 the Church 

had a policy in place that restricted youth ages 8-17 to be baptized if the legal guardians were 

people who identified as LGBTQ. This restriction was lifted, however the fact that the policy was 

in place affected people’s feelings toward the Church (Wamsley, 2019, para 4). These two 

groups being restricted from some of the rites of the Church has deterred some people in our 

analyzed group of 25 individuals from being affiliated with the Church. 

 The first topic for this theme will be Blacks in the Priesthood. Many teachers and leaders 

of the church have spoken words on this topic that have left some ex-Mormon/returned 

missionaries unsettled. Former local Church leader, Bishop Sam Pinson, speaks on his feelings 

about why he started to denounce his belief in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints: 

So, I found out in 2015 that the Church disavowed previous teachings in the Race and 

the Priesthood essay, and it troubled me. God can’t be a racist, but He can’t disavow 

Himself. And it wasn’t that I wanted a racist God and I never thought of the LDS Church 

as racist or its doctrines as racist. It never would’ve occurred to me. As now that I 

understand it, it is very racist, and God is very racist. So, there is racism in the scriptures 

that I had become accustomed to and had just let slide so I was comfortable with the 

racism at some level. But I’m not comfortable with God disavowing Himself. That was 

troubling. The second part was the Church’s blatant dishonesty in how it presented the 

issue. This was racist doctrine and now in this essay they were trying to tell me it was 

the racist theories of past Church leaders—that it was never doctrine.  
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Sam also made the connection that the Church leaders spoke for God. Therefore, he found it 

troubling that current Church leaders were saying things that contradicted past Church leaders. 

In essence he is asking, did God change his mind or is the church flawed? Jake and Hannah Ricks 

share similar feelings about this particular topic. Jake and Hannah felt that they should 

encourage others to consider if the Church could be wrong with this particular issue of Blacks 

and the Priesthood: 

I go on spurts where I don’t post anything about the Church for months at a time and 

then something gets me riled up—like General Conference or disciplinary councils. 

There were comments where I defended [the person] and encouraged people to 

consider that the Church has been wrong on certain issues in the past (specifically I talk 

about the Priesthood ban) and they could be wrong now. You should think 

independently.  

Though this stance of Blacks not holding the Priesthood did end in 1978, many people question 

why it was there in the first place. Sam Pinson and Jake and Hannah Ricks felt that this topic 

played a key role in their disaffiliation with the Church. 

The next topic for this theme is LGBTQ. All members of the Church have been asked by 

Church leaders to not have romantic relationships with others who are of the same sex. There 

are some individuals from the analyzed YouTube videos who identify as gay and have the desire 

to have homosexual relations. This Church policy perpetuated an internal struggle that put 

these individuals in a very difficult situation. They share their insight on how this made them 

feel. Clark Johnsen, a Broadway performer, shares his experience: 
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I hadn’t seriously contemplated suicide, but I thought about death frequently because I 

was so stressed out living in this world of conflict and I couldn’t get out of the conflict. I 

wasn’t enjoying being in the Church because there was no real future for me in the 

Church and particularly when this relationship with this girl ended. Here I have this 

person. I have been totally honest. I have shared with her what I consider to be the 

ramifications of marrying a gay man. I have been as honest with her as I can be. She 

wants to go forward with it. I’m not being deceptive. I’m telling the truth. She wants to 

move forward. She wants to marry me and if that doesn’t feel right then what else am I 

supposed to do? There’s nothing else to do. That should’ve felt right. If the Church was 

right about this topic and right about my path on what I’m supposed to accomplish on 

Earth, then that should’ve felt right. There should’ve been some sort of angelic choir 

supporting me as I sang my solo out front. There was nothing. Like that first kiss I had 

with the girl—there was this feeling of emptiness. Kind of like why do I feel so drained of 

my own vitality? Why do I feel so lost?  

Clark didn’t feel that getting married to a woman while having same-sex attraction was right to 

do. He had been taught in the Church that if something is right then it should feel right. This 

was a constant struggle of his in the Church, which ultimately led to his denouncement. 

Likewise, Benji Schwimmer, who was the winner of So You Think You Can Dance (2006), shares 

a moment when he began to doubt the Church due to his homosexual feelings: 

So, I go back to Church and I had this really weird thing where we had this big meeting 

and I’m sitting down, and my skin is itching again. They are talking about how can we 

reach out to our less active members? And I remember the Bishop wanted everyone to 
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share their ideas and he called all the married people there and I was the only adult that 

wasn’t married [because] I go to a family ward. And he is writing the ideas on the 

chalkboard and we are sitting in this little room and I remember seeing these families 

hold on to each other, holding hands and whatever. And I grew up with these people 

and I really love them. For some reason something in my heart was saying for the very 

first time, ‘you don’t belong here. Can you really do this, Benj?’ And I kept fighting it 

thinking ‘I’m so close it’s Satan, so close it’s Satan, so close it’s Satan’… [in reference to 

the church’s stance on Gay households in 2015) I said, “This is not of God” and this is the 

very first time in all my life—ever—where I thought, ‘this might not be the true Church. 

Or maybe Thomas S. Monson is not the prophet’.  

The theme, Restricted Groups, has two topics: Blacks in the Priesthood, and LGBTQ. These 

topics help bring to light that there are people who have felt as if they have done nothing 

wrong yet are restricted from certain privileges in the Church. The changes in the policies of the 

Church effect the individual’s feelings toward the Church. There is a strong internal struggle 

that happens for gay men in the Church, and perhaps for others as well. The practices and 

directions of restriction within the topics Blacks in the Priesthood, and LGBTQ, have caused 

people to question the Church.   

Discussion 

The themes discovered from the 25 YouTube videos reveal detailed and personalized 

explanations of why ex-Mormon/returned missionaries leave The Church of Jesus Christ of 

Latter-day Saints. In other words, the themes will answer the research question: “What kinds of 

explanations do ex-Mormon/returned missionaries offer as reasons for leaving The Church of 
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Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints?” By identifying the three themes (Doctrines and Practices, 

Mental Requirements, and Restricted Groups) as key reasons ex-Mormon/returned 

missionaries exit the Church, leaders can analyze their own efforts in seeking to retain their 

members. Church leaders can have a better understanding of what members of the Church 

might be going through when their doubts fall under these three themes. Moreover, insight can 

be gathered about some of the reasons why a devout religious identity may change when 

people’s social groups conflict with one another.  

After analyzing each of the 25 YouTube videos, each theme captures an overarching 

narrative that helps identify key reasons the ex-Mormon/returned missionaries are leaving the 

Church. Under the theme Doctrine and Practices, the most apparent overarching narrative is 

confusion and doubt. Many of these ex-Mormon/returned missionaries have a history in the 

Church of beginning as strong advocates however, when these individuals began to have 

questions regarding the validity of the doctrine, they struggled to find an answer that would 

satisfy them. These returned missionaries are wanting to see evidence that the things that are 

said in The Book of Mormon, for instance, are true. Other returned missionaries are wanting to 

understand why Polygamy was a practice in the Church and where they can find details about 

its practice. Through analyzing these videos, it became more apparent that the individuals 

concluded that the Church does not seem to give logical answers for their questions. Perhaps, 

more interesting, is understanding the difficulty people have in establishing faith without 

tangible evidence to support specific points of doctrine while balancing challenges to their 

identity. These former missionaries believe they are being lied to by the Church. As a result of 

these individuals not finding what they are looking for from the Church, the return missionaries 
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go to sources that ridicule and degrade the Church instead of taking a more moderate step 

toward some type of middle ground where they can consider their situation. As a result, doubt 

begins to be the driving force of their feelings; leading them to disaffiliate from the Church.  

Under the theme Mental Requirements, the overarching narrative is refusal of 

acceptance. Through analyzing the ex-Mormon/returned missionary videos, the individuals are 

saying that they had been justifying things they do not understand while failing to recognize 

that “understanding everything” is not possible, nor even advisable based on the doctrine of 

faith described in scripture. When moments in life seem to contradict what these individuals 

had been taught in the Church, the individuals had found ways to vindicate the outcome, 

thereby choosing an easier path, despite the complications that come from altering or 

recreating one’s social identity. When rules in the Church appeared too strict, or when miracles 

did not occur after doing the necessary deeds, they would find ways to accept what did not 

make sense. These returned missionaries found it exhausting to keep defending what they did 

not understand, or perhaps did not want to accept when they did not get answers they desired. 

Therefore, they refused to simply accept what was being taught. This refusal to accept, justify, 

or defend lead to individuals not accepting the Church and its teachings. 

In the theme Restricted Groups, the narrative is unfit and exclusion. Through analyzing 

the different videos, some individuals have expressed how they felt as if they are second class 

citizens in the Church. Some of these ex-Mormon/returned missionaries feel that there is 

nothing they can do about changing their circumstance. For black members of the Church of 

Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, who were members before 1978, there was nothing they could 

do to be qualified for the Priesthood because of the color of their skin. For people who are of 
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the LGBTQ community, they feel they cannot change who they are attracted to, and therefore, 

cannot marry someone of the opposite sex. Many of the 25 ex-Mormon/return missionaries are 

irate that some Church members do not receive all the benefits the Church has to offer. In 

reference to Social Identity Theory, people select an identity that maximizes their sense of self, 

thus seeing places where that is not happening creates dissonance for individuals. This 

dissonance can lead individuals to leave their ingroup and form a new ingroup. In other words, 

since many ex-Mormon/returned missionaries resent the idea of excluding individuals from 

rites in the Church, they disaffiliate themselves from the Church and attach their belief to 

something new. These individuals oppose the idea that someone is unfit to have all the rights of 

the Church. 

Conclusion 

It is important to realize that the information within this thesis is based on the ex-

Mormon/returned missionary experience. With these same experiences, someone who is a 

member of the Church, and a returned missionary, might feel and think differently than the 25 

video YouTube sample. The experiences from the sample do not represent The Church of Jesus 

Christ of Latter-day Saints as a collective group. In fact, the experiences in this thesis only 

represent the individual who is sharing the experience. This thesis does not give solutions of 

how these ex-Mormon/returned missionaries could be influenced back in the Church. It is 

simply a dispenser of information based on the experiences of ex-Mormon/returned 

missionaries; and these people happen to put their experiences on the YouTube platform. Not 

everyone who falls under the category of “ex-Mormon/returned missionary” has put their story 

on YouTube. As a disclaimer, it may take a certain type of individual who would publish their 



Ex-Mormon/Return Missionaries YouTube Narratives: Reasons and Explanations 
 

39 

disdain for the Church on YouTube. Many unknown variables are not addressed regarding the 

individuals in this study.  

There are a number of ways to further this research that has been gathered in this 

thesis. One could explore different social media outlets: Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, or 

TikTok. Face-to-Face Interviews could be conducted to see what insights could be found from 

people who are not sharing their disaffiliation of the Church on social media. One researcher 

may explore members of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints who had left the 

Church and then came back. Exploring information on those who have come back to the Church 

would provide solutions of how ex-Mormons could return back to the faith. Each of these 

narratives (confusion and doubt, refusal to accept, unfit and exclusion) could prove beneficial 

for the Church to begin courses of action that will allow members, or even former members, to 

resolve concerns regarding their faith. 

As was shared earlier in the thesis, Social Identity Theory plays a huge role in what these 

ex-Mormon/returned missionaries have experienced. In the missionary field, the ingroup is the 

Church. The outgroup would be any other religion or belief. For these specific 25 ex-

Mormon/returned missionaries, something happened to them to create a social identity 

complex. The explanations and reasonings within the Results and Analysis section reveal some 

of the causes for their social identity complex. Overtime, their social identity complex led them 

to become an ex-Mormon/returned missionary; “ex-Mormon/returned missionary” is now the 

ingroup.  

The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints is well known world-wide, as seen in the 

I’m a Mormon campaign, and many members love being a part of the Church (Flecher, 2015, 
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para 20). Looking at the history of the Church, it is impressive to have increasing numbers in 

membership over the last 190 years. There are many churches who do not have this luxury of 

16 million members, and missionaries have been a huge factor in the Church’s increase. 

(Missionary Database, 2018, para 1).  Through other studies, we are able to know that returned 

missionaries are generally strong members of the Church who mostly become lifelong members 

(Pearson, 2018, p.1). The positive acknowledgments from the members of the Church of course 

does not negate other experiences like the ex-Mormon/returned missionaries in this study. 

Through observing the individuals in this study, the individuals generally appear very sincere in 

seeking the best path for their faith. 

In hindsight, it may seem bizarre or even absurd that these returned missionaries who 

had prepared for their mission, who had given up 18-24 months of their life declaring what they 

had believed, could one day disaffiliate themselves from the Church. Surprisingly, many have. It 

is possible that the themes and conclusions that are developed about ex-Mormon/returned 

missionaries on YouTube will serve as a valuable resource for those who are members and 

leaders of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. Additionally, this information will 

provide insight on topics that are difficult for some members to disregard in their commitment 

in The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. A larger study may be in order before 

definitive conclusions can be drawn. For those who are not members of the church, it is 

important to know that this study is focused on a very small minority of the Church’s 

membership. Despite the challenges ex-Mormon/returned missionaries face, many more 

members have stayed committed to the Church. This study is mainly for experienced and 

inquisitive members of the church, otherwise this information (for non-members) may be 
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incomplete. However, this study will provide educational material for the Church leaders and 

members to have the information of why someone who has served a mission might find 

themselves denouncing their faith.   
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Appendix A 

YouTube links: (25) 

 YouTube Video URL Name 

1. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9jJ3ZjbBpSA Dusty Smith 

2. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r0mckI8Xfl8 Micah Wilder 

3. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Rw4IKyN786U Brendon 

4. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nj9uLK-Z1MM Chris 

5. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q6Ts_3sBe50 Jon 

6. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lxWE17ZdoIw Matt and Christine 

Goodro 

7. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=05w-O3wVHU8 Jason Echols 

8. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hneM0kqJLik 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W3Fv7FHQ_o0 

Ex-Bishop Sam Pinson 

9. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OO70OQEedUg Mike Norton 

10. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MGUvvHe8IEU Clark Johnsen 

11. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_52cMf5ygOk Scott Duke 

12. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ky2ki4cw91E Jon Ogden 

13. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Fn5Hcs1PunE Tanner Gilliand 

14. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hi8kxNPSeBc 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PillN8z7MRY 

John McLay 

15. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=md1q8h8oOoI Shawn McCraney 
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16. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pt8uVQsFDC0&t=3290s Paul, Lisa, and Kyle 

17. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qwmkxc_9kTY 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YT8I7Od9SAs 

Jake Malouf 

18. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q8JsptpJ2qo Jared Lusk 

19. https://youtu.be/_L9gxhReIoc 

https://youtu.be/g6RBOvYDW4Y 

Benji Schwimmer 

20. https://youtu.be/hmpwfo4UiDA 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NQObGcLKvJw 

Ryan Nielsen 

21. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LU4FIVBBG8s 

https://youtu.be/UbuXk7glqOo 

Daniel Miller 

22. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MOD8ZOKYCvw Jake & Hannah Ricks 

23. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2UsfDnHxeMQ Matt Elggren 

24. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RR_1DlWAwfo Eric Reeves 

25. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yR9_kZdJ3EU Laura Roper Andreasen 

 


