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Abstract 
Objective: To identify the percentage of members who were already aware that 
Joseph Smith practiced polygamy and of select details, and the prevalence of 
resulting psychological conflict.  

Methods:  A cross-sectional online survey was administered to members and former 
members through social media. 

Results:  An evenly-distributed population of active to former members participated.  
Seventy-one percent reported having been previously made aware of Joseph’s 
polygamy, with 75% reporting resulting cognitive dissonance.  Only 38%, 33%, 33%, 
and 28%, respectively, reported being made aware of polyandry, marriage to 
teenagers, persuasive proposals, and marriage to the wives of other faithful 
members, which induced high levels of dissonance (87-91%).  Activity in the church 
was associated with the choice to not entertain doubt (p=0.0006), but not awareness 
of historical facts.  Non-doubting members were more likely to not complete the 
survey (p=0.08). 

Conclusion:  Prior to the recent church essays, over two-thirds of LDS church 
members reported that they had previously been made aware of Joseph’s polygamy 
by church sources.  The vast majority, however, had not been informed of details 
invoking near-ubiquitous psychological conflict. 

 

 



Introduction 

On 11 November 2014, the New York Times 
reported the following reaction to the LDS Church’s 
essay about Joseph Smith’s polygamy:   

 
“Many Mormons, especially those with polygamous 
ancestors, say they were well aware that Smith’s successor, 
Brigham Young, practiced polygamy when he led the flock in 
Salt Lake City. But they did not know the full truth about 
Smith.” 

 
 

http://www.nytimes.com/2014/11/11/us/its-official-mormon-founder-had-up-to-40-wives.html?_r=0 
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Introduction 

Later that day, the LDS Church published a 
countering press release: 
 

“Much of what you'll find in the essays on polygamy has 
been published in diverse sources and known among 
long-term and well-read members, historians and 
Church leaders for many years… The fact the Joseph 
Smith had plural marriage relationships is not new, of 
course.” 

 
 
 
 
http://www.mormonnewsroom.org/article/church-provides-context-gospel-topics-pages 
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Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to question 
members of the church (past and present), 
stratified by church activity level, and quantify 
the percentage of members who had already 
been made aware of select historical facts about 
Joseph Smith and his polygamy.  A secondary 
objective was to quantify the level of resulting 
cognitive dissonance. 



Methods 

A cross-sectional study was performed from 
November 18 through 21, 2014 by distribution 
of an online survey (Qualtrics.com platform) to 
social media groups self-identifying as members 
or former members of the LDS Church with 
invitation to share with other members of the 
church.    



Methods 

• Comparison between the responses of active vs. 
non-active church members was performed using 
chi-square two-sided analysis for categorical data.  
For calculations of sample sizes 10 or less, one-
sided Fisher’s exact test was also utilized. 

• After crude tabulation of responses, survey 
results were stratified by whether participants 
completed the entire survey, in order to quantify 
the percent attrition cumulatively and for each 
question. 



Results 

 

• A total of 195 members of the church 
responded to the survey with 108 completing 
it in its entirety.    

  



Results 

30% 

23% 

27% 

17% 

4% 

Church Activity Level of Survey Participants 

Active Member

Less-Active Member

Non-Active Member

Former Member

Did not respond



  

Church Activity 
Level of Survey 

Participants 
Completed 

Survey 
Did Not 

Complete Survey Total  
Active 

Member 30% 29 29 58 
Less-Active 

Member 23% 29 16 45 
Non-Active 

Member 27% 32 20 52 
Former 

Member 17% 17 16 33 
Did Not 
Respond 4% 1 6 7 

Total - 108 87 

Results 



Results 

83% 

11% 
6% 

Doubting Status 

I am entertaining doubts

I am NOT entertaining doubts

Did not respond



  
Doubting 

Status 
Completed 

Survey 
Did Not 

Complete Survey Total 

I am entertaining 
doubts 

83% 96 66 162 

I am NOT 
entertaining doubts 

11% 9 13 22 

Did not respond 
6% 3 9 12 

Results 



  
I was made aware 

of this fact 
I was NOT made 
aware of this fact 

This fact conflicts 
with my feelings or 

beliefs 

This fact does NOT 
conflict with my 

feelings or beliefs 

Joseph Smith practiced polygamy (was 
married to multiple women). 71% 29% 75% 25% 

Joseph Smith practiced polyandry (was 
married to women who were already 

married). 
38% 62% 91% 9% 

Joseph Smith married Helen Mar 
Kimball when she was 14 years of age, 

at the request of her father. 
33% 67% 87% 13% 

Helen wrote that Joseph persuaded 
her by saying, "If you will take this step, 

it will ensure your eternal salvation 
and exaltation and that of your father’s 

household and all of your kindred." 

33% 67% 88% 12% 

Joseph Smith married Marinda 
Johnson Hyde, the wife of Apostle 

Orson Hyde, while Orson was away on 
a mission to the Holy Land. 

28% 72% 91% 9% 

Results 
(Ignoring Attrition) 



Results 
(Ignoring attrition) 

Active Member 
Non-Active 

Member 
P value# 

Doubt 

Doubting 42 (75%) 120 (94%) 

0.0006* 
Not-Doubting 14 (25%) 8 (6%) 

Polygamy 
Aware 32 (76%) 73 (69%) 

0.42 
Unaware 10 (24%) 32 (30%) 

Polyandry 
Aware 18 (33%) 23 (27%) 

0.49 
Unaware 37 (67%) 61 (73%) 

Age 14 
Aware 15 (32%) 26 (27%) 

0.58 
Unaware 33 (68%) 71 (73%) 

Persuasive 
Proposal 

Aware 13 (28%) 27 (28%) 
0.98 

Unaware 34 (72%) 70 (72%) 

Missionary Wife 
Aware 12 (30%) 29 (29%) 

0.80 
Unaware 28 (70%) 75 (71%) 

# p-value is a measure of a finding’s significance.  A p-value below 0.05 indicates significance on the 
two-sided chi-square analysis and a true difference between groups.  *One-sided Fisher’s exact test 



Results 
(Ignoring attrition) 

Completed entire 
survey 

Did NOT complete 
entire survey 

P value# 

Active Member 29 (50%) 29 (50%) 

0.33 
Non-Active Members 79 (28%) 58 (42%) 

Entertaining doubt 32 (76%) 73 (69%) 

0.08* NOT entertaining 
doubt 

10 (24%) 32 (30%) 

# p-value is a measure of a finding’s significance.  A p-value below 0.05 indicates significance on the 
two-sided chi-square analysis and a true difference between groups.  *One-sided Fisher’s exact test 



Comprehensive Results 
(Controlling for attrition) 

• Prior to publication of the recent church essays, had you been 
made aware of the following fact from a church source?  
  

 Joseph Smith practiced polygamy (was married to multiple women) 

54% 
21% 

25% I was made aware
of this fact

I was NOT made
aware of this fact

Did not respond



  

Total 
Percent 

Completed 
Survey 

Did NOT 
complete survey 

Total 

I was made aware of 
this fact 

54% 75 30 105 

I was NOT made 
aware of this fact 

21% 32 10 42 

Did not respond 
25% 1 48 49 

Comprehensive Results 
(Controlling for attrition) 



• Does the following fact contradict your beliefs or cause you to 
have conflicting emotions? 
  

 Joseph Smith practiced polygamy (was married to multiple women) 

43% 

15% 

67% 

This fact conflicts
with my feelings or
beliefs

this fact does NOT
conflict with my
feelings or beliefs

Did not respond

Comprehensive Results 
(Controlling for attrition) 



  
Total 

Percent 
Completed 

Survey 
Did NOT 

Complete Survey Total 
This fact conflicts 

with my feelings or 
beliefs 

83% 96 66 162 

This fact does NOT 
conflict with my 

feelings or beliefs 

11% 9 13 22 

Did not respond 
6% 3 9 12 

Comprehensive Results 
(Controlling for attrition) 



• Prior to publication of the recent church essays, had you been 
made aware of the following fact from a church source?  
  

 Joseph Smith practiced polyandry (was married to women who 
 were already married) 

28% 

46% 

26% 
I was made aware
of this fact

I was NOT made
aware of this fact

Did not respond

Comprehensive Results 
(Controlling for attrition) 



  

Total 
Percent 

Completed 
Survey 

Did NOT 
complete survey 

Total 

I was made aware of 
this fact 

28% 35 20 55 

I was NOT made 
aware of this fact 

46% 70 20 90 

Did not respond 
26% 3 48 51 

Comprehensive Results 
(Controlling for attrition) 



• Does the following fact contradict your beliefs or cause you to 
have conflicting emotions? 
  

 Joseph Smith practiced polyandry (was married to women who 
 were already married) 

 

54% 

6% 

78% 

This fact conflicts
with my feelings or
beliefs

This fact does NOT
conflict with my
feelings or beliefs

Did not respond

Comprehensive Results 
(Controlling for attrition) 



  
Doubting 

Status 
Completed 

Survey 
Did Not 

Complete Survey Total 
This fact conflicts 

with my feelings or 
beliefs 

54% 80 25 105 

This fact does NOT 
conflict with my 

feelings or beliefs 

6% 8 3 11 

Did not respond 
78% 92 60 152 

Comprehensive Results 
(Controlling for attrition) 



• Prior to publication of the recent church essays, had you been 
made aware of the following fact from a church source?  
  

 Joseph Smith married Helen Mar Kimball when she was 14 years of 
 age, at the request of her father. 

24% 

49% 

26% 
I was made aware
of this fact

I was NOT made
aware of this fact

Did not respond

Comprehensive Results 
(Controlling for attrition) 



  

Total 
Percent 

Completed 
Survey 

Did NOT 
complete survey 

Total 

I was made aware of 
this fact 

24% 31 17 48 

I was NOT made 
aware of this fact 

49% 75 22 97 

Did not respond 
26% 2 49 51 

Comprehensive Results 
(Controlling for attrition) 



• Does the following fact contradict your beliefs or cause you to 
have conflicting emotions? 
  

 Joseph Smith married Helen Mar Kimball when she was 14 years of 
 age, at the request of her father. 

 

52% 

8% 

75% 

This fact conflicts
with my feelings or
beliefs

This fact does NOT
conflict with my
feelings or beliefs

Did not respond

Comprehensive Results 
(Controlling for attrition) 



  
Doubting 

Status 
Completed 

Survey 
Did Not 

Complete Survey Total 
This fact conflicts 

with my feelings or 
beliefs 

52% 78 24 102 

This fact does NOT 
conflict with my 

feelings or beliefs 

8% 10 5 15 

Did not respond 
75% 88 59 147 

Comprehensive Results 
(Controlling for attrition) 



• Prior to publication of the recent church essays, had you been 
made aware of the following fact from a church source?  
  

 Helen wrote that Joseph persuaded her by saying, "If you will take 
 this step, it will ensure your eternal salvation and exaltation and 
 that of your father’s household and all of your kindred." 

24% 

49% 

27% 
I was made aware
of this fact

I was NOT made
aware of this fact

Did not respond

Comprehensive Results 
(Controlling for attrition) 



  

Total 
Percent 

Completed 
Survey 

Did NOT 
complete survey 

Total 

I was made aware of 
this fact 

24% 30 17 47 

I was NOT made 
aware of this fact 

49% 75 22 97 

Did not respond 
27% 3 49 52 

Comprehensive Results 
(Controlling for attrition) 



• Does the following fact contradict your beliefs or cause you to 
have conflicting emotions? 
  

 Helen wrote that Joseph persuaded her by saying, "If you will take 
 this step, it will ensure your eternal salvation and exaltation and 
 that of your father’s household and all of your kindred." 

 

53% 

7% 

78% 

This fact conflicts
with my feelings or
beliefs

This fact does NOT
conflict with my
feelings or beliefs

Did not respond

Comprehensive Results 
(Controlling for attrition) 



  
Doubting 

Status 
Completed 

Survey 
Did Not 

Complete Survey Total 
This fact conflicts 

with my feelings or 
beliefs 

52% 78 24 102 

This fact does NOT 
conflict with my 

feelings or beliefs 

8% 10 5 15 

Did not respond 
75% 88 59 147 

Comprehensive Results 
(Controlling for attrition) 



• Prior to publication of the recent church essays, had you been 
made aware of the following fact from a church source?  
  

 Joseph Smith married Marinda Johnson Hyde, the wife of Apostle 
 Orson Hyde, while he was away on a mission to the Holy Land 

20% 

53% 

27% 
I was made aware
of this fact

I was NOT made
aware of this fact

Did not respond

Comprehensive Results 
(Controlling for attrition) 



  

Total 
Percent 

Completed 
Survey 

Did NOT 
complete survey 

Total 

I was made aware of 
this fact 

20% 22 18 40 

I was NOT made 
aware of this fact 

53% 84 20 104 

Did not respond 
27% 2 50 52 

Comprehensive Results 
(Controlling for attrition) 



• Does the following fact contradict your beliefs or cause you to 
have conflicting emotions? 
  

 Joseph Smith married Marinda Johnson Hyde, the wife of Apostle 
 Orson Hyde, while he was away on a mission to the Holy Land 

 

54% 

6% 

78% 

This fact conflicts
with my feelings or
beliefs

This fact does NOT
conflict with my
feelings or beliefs

Did not respond

Comprehensive Results 
(Controlling for attrition) 



  
Doubting 

Status 
Completed 

Survey 
Did Not 

Complete Survey Total 
This fact conflicts 

with my feelings or 
beliefs 

54% 80 26 106 

This fact does NOT 
conflict with my 

feelings or beliefs 

6% 7 4 11 

Did not respond 
78% 94 58 152 

Comprehensive Results 
(Controlling for attrition) 



Discussion 

This survey reports that  
• 71% of participants felt that they had indeed been made aware that 

Joseph practiced polygamy by church sources (54% accounting for 
attrition). 

• Only 38%, 33%, 33%, and 28% of participants were aware of 
polyandry, Helen Mar Kimball’s age of 14 years, his persuasive 
method of proposal, and his marrying of Orson Hyde’s wife during 
his mission to Israel (28%, 24%, 24%, and 20% accounting for 
attrition) . 

• Active church members were significantly less likely to be 
entertaining doubt (p=0.0006), but not any more or less likely to 
have been made aware of facts about Joseph’s polygamy. 

• Members not entertaining doubt were more likely to not complete 
the entire survey, with trending statistical significance (p=0.08). 
 

 



Discussion 

 

 

• Cognitive dissonance is defined as psychological conflict 
resulting from incongruous beliefs and attitudes held 
simultaneously.   

• Despite 71% of participants having been previously aware 
of Joseph’s polygamy, 75% remained conflicted about it 
(43% controlling for attrition) 

• Even higher rates of psychological conflict (87-91%) were 
reportedly induced by the historical details of polygamy 
(52-54% controlling for attrition). 

• Given the high rates of unawareness of information so 
salient for members, the current methods of correlated 
instruction globally are appropriately called into question.   

• The long-term and well-read members who allegedly knew 
details about polygamy are a small minority of members. 



Discussion 
• Limitations of this study include a small sample size, high attrition rate, 

low circulation among members not entertaining doubt , and lack of 
stratification by membership duration or age.   

• Many people began but did not completed the study (88 respondents 
[45%]), which may be indicative of survey visual design flaws, sensitivity of 
selected questions, or participant desire to avoid encountering 
information perceived as non-faith promoting, among other causes.   

• Controlling for high attrition significantly changed reported awareness and 
cognitive dissonance outcomes.  Future study design should further try to 
ensure that all participants feel comfortable finishing the entire survey. 

• Very few respondents (11%) self identified as not entertaining doubts, 
signifying that the survey was likely not widely distributed among 
traditionally-believing members despite efforts to minimize bias.   

• While improving these parameters might accrue data that better reflects 
the views of all English-speaking members the LDS church, the external 
validity of our findings (the ability to apply it to the church as a 
representative sample) is supported by the even distribution of active 
(30%), less-active (23%), non-active (27%), and former (17%) members.  
Our findings are less externally valid for generalization to the active LDS 
church member population alone. 
 



Conclusion 

1. Prior to the recent church essays, over two-
thirds of LDS church members had been 
previously made aware of Joseph’s polygamy 
by church sources, but the vast majority had 
not been informed of details that are almost 
unanimously felt to be highly concerning. 

2. Members who learn the details of polygamy 
nearly always report that it conflicts with 
their beliefs or feelings. 



MeatAfterMilk will continue to advocate for 
complete disclosure of LDS church history.   

 

We hope, as recently promised, that the church 
will continue to inform members of church 
history by “[placing]…resources in the hands of 
all members.” 

 
http://www.mormonnewsroom.org/article/church-provides-context-gospel-topics-pages 
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