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Why did Utah voters—most of whom are Mormons—vote in favor of repealing Prohibition in 1933, and against
a modest relaxation of Utah’s liquor laws in 1968? In answering this question, we illuminate some important
facets of the political behavior of members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. We hypothesize
that Mormons are likely to “follow their leaders” on political questions when two conditions hold: (1) official
endorsement of a position by LDS church leaders; and (2) internal agreement among those leaders. Each is
necessary, but neither is sufficient alone. In 1933, only one of these two conditions held; in 1968 both did. Using
ecological inference to generate estimates of individual-level behavior of Mormon and non-Mormon voters in
Utah, we find that Mormon voters were significantly more likely to vote in accordance with the Mormon Church’s
official position in 1968 than in 1933. We further test our hypothesis by examining other referenda in states with
a large Mormon population. We conclude with a discussion of when and how contemporary Mormon leaders get
involved in political issues.

It is a little-known historical irony that Utah, despite a population composed largely of
Mormon teetotalers, was the 36th state to repeal Prohibition, thus bringing the 21st Amendment
to the constitutionally mandated threshold of three-quarters of the states for ratification. The matter
was decided by referendum; the 21st Amendment was approved decisively, with 62 percent of
Utahns voting in favor of Prohibition’s repeal. Given that Mormons1—members of the Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints—constituted 66 percent of Utah’s population at the time, it was
certainly the case that many of them voted in favor of abandoning Prohibition. These votes were
cast over the strong objections of prominent Mormon Church leaders, including church president
Heber J. Grant, who made “frequent appeals” leading up to the election for the preservation of
Prohibition (Bluth and Hinton 1978). Furthermore, Mormons voting to repeal Prohibition did so
notwithstanding their faith’s health code, which prohibits the consumption of alcohol.

In 1968, Utah voters were again asked to vote on a referendum question regarding the
liberalization of Utah’s liquor laws. As in 1933, Mormon leaders spoke out on the issue, strongly
encouraging Mormons to prohibit the sale of “liquor by the drink.” This time, however, the
Mormon position prevailed with 65 percent of the vote.

This article examines why these two similar referenda questions had such different results.
Why would Mormon voters behave so differently in 1968 than 1933? In understanding why the
two elections stand in such sharp contrast to each other, we are able to illuminate some character-
istics of Mormon political behavior. Although more and more studies recognize the importance
of attitudinal and behavioral variation across members of different religious denominations or
traditions (e.g., Leege and Kellstedt 1993; Kohut et al. 2000), little has been written on Mormons.
In most studies they are omitted or grouped together in a catch-all “other” category because too
few show up in most national surveys to conduct reliable or meaningful analyses.2

This lacuna in our understanding of Mormon political behavior is despite the fact that the
Mormon Church is currently the sixth largest denomination in the United States.3 There are twice
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as many Mormons as Episcopalians and nearly equal numbers of Mormons and Jews. And unlike
many of the other denominations that rank with it in number, the LDS Church is expanding (Stark
1984, 1996). In 2001, the Mormons added as many new members as the Southern Baptists, even
though the Southern Baptists have three times as many members. In addition, the geographic
concentration of Mormons in many Western states, obviously including but extending beyond
Utah, makes Mormon voters a potentially formidable electoral bloc. For example, Mormons
constitute 27 percent of the population in Idaho, 10 percent in Wyoming, 7 percent in Nevada,
and 5 percent in Arizona.4

The potential potency of a Mormon electoral bloc is not merely a theoretical proposition.
For example, Mansbridge credits Mormon voters as instrumental in the defeat of the Equal
Rights Amendment in some key states near the end of its ratification period (Mansbridge 1986).
In particular, owing to their presence in the western United States, Mormons have played an
important role in the politics of various western states. In California, for example, LDS Church
members were urged by church leaders not only to vote for Proposition 22 (a ban on gay marriages)
in 2000, but also to become actively involved in the campaign (Coile 1999; Salladay 1999). Latter-
day Saints in other states have also been involved in advocating ballot initiatives banning same-sex
marriages, including active support for efforts in Hawaii, Alaska, and Nevada. Mormon political
involvement has also been observed outside of the western states. The Mormon Church has
supported an anti-same-sex marriage initiative in Nebraska while opposing riverboat gambling in
Ohio and video lottery terminals in the Canadian province of Alberta.

In addition to contributing to the literature on how different religious traditions shape the
contours of the American electoral landscape, the case of the Mormon turnaround on the 1933
and 1968 referenda also allows us to extend Zaller’s (1992, 1994) theory of how elites influence
the political attitudes of the masses. Zaller has developed his theory by examining how elites in a
general sense affect public opinion. We see a particular application to the role that religious leaders
play in influencing the attitudes and behavior of their followers. In Zaller’s model, elite influence
on mass opinion is a function of the degree of consensus on the issue at hand among elites. Leading
up to 1933, Mormon voters were faced with mixed messages from their leaders on the question
of Prohibition. In 1968, the message was unequivocal. Significantly, the contemporary Mormon
Church is characterized by its leaders’ public unanimity on every issue on which they speak.
This includes matters with a political dimension, such as opposition to gambling and same-sex
marriage.

Along with consensus among Mormon authorities, we also hypothesize that another condition
must hold before Mormons “follow their leaders” on political issues. The Mormon Church must
publicize an official position on the issue, thus making it salient for LDS Church members. We
test this proposition by extending our analysis to Utah referenda on “moral” questions in 1984
and 1992. We then move beyond Utah, examining three referenda in two other states with a
sizable LDS population, Arizona and Idaho. Finally, we conclude our discussion by contrasting
the political mobilization of Mormons with other religious groups such as conservative Protestants
and Catholics.

THE SETTING

We begin by describing the setting for the referendum on repealing Prohibition in 1933. A
cursory look at the statements of LDS Church leaders on the issue would suggest that the church’s
position was unequivocal in opposition. Many church leaders spoke out in favor of Prohibition and
church-owned magazines and newspapers printed articles in support of Prohibition in the months
leading up to the vote (Skyles 1962). A closer examination, however, reveals that Mormon leaders
hardly spoke with one voice on the issue. Indeed, this was a period of “relatively open politics”
in which Mormon leaders were “allowed considerable latitude” in their activities on behalf of
political candidates (Alexander 1986:54). This meant that some prominent church leaders offered
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endorsements, gave speeches, and worked for the election of candidates of both major parties.
Consequently, Mormons at that time were socialized in a political environment in which conflicting
views by their leaders were offered on issues ranging from partisan elections to the League of
Nations to Prohibition. Regarding Prohibition specifically, Alexander describes how in the years
leading up to 1933, prominent Mormons publicly disagreed on the issue. Notwithstanding this
disagreement, in 1933, Mormon Church President Heber J. Grant was outspoken in his opposition
to Prohibition, and this was adopted as the official position of the LDS Church. Notably, Reed
Smoot opposed the adoption of Prohibition in 1917. Smoot held the dual roles of Senator (serving
from 1903 to 1932) and Apostle. The latter title means that he was a member of the Quorum of
the Twelve Apostles, the second-highest governing body in the church’s hierarchy and the group
from which the president of the LDS Church is selected upon the death of the previous leader.
Smoot opposed the adoption of Prohibition and he convinced Joseph F. Smith, church president
from 1901 to 1918, to keep a low profile on the issue. Both Smoot and Smith feared that active
support of Prohibition would renew a partisan cleavage in Utah based on religion that had pitted
Mormons against non-Mormons during the last part of the 19th century (Alexander 1986:34).

Upon succeeding Smith as church president, Heber J. Grant did not continue the policy of
his predecessor. He was outspoken in his support for Prohibition. In addition, multiple speeches
at the April 1933 general conference of the church emphasized the church’s doctrine of prohibit-
ing alcohol consumption. At that conference, Mormon leaders also spoke explicitly in favor of
prohibiting the sale of alcohol (Bluth and Hinton 1978).

The volatility of Mormon opinion on the issue of Prohibition is exemplified by the changing
views of Brigham H. Roberts, like Smoot both a politician and a Mormon leader.5 This promi-
nent official first advocated the adoption of Prohibition but later supported its repeal (Alexander
1986:267).

The 1933 referendum on Prohibition hardly settled the question of Utah’s liquor policies.
Although Utah’s voters set in motion the resumption of the legal production and sale of alcohol
nationwide, their own state retained some of the most restrictive liquor laws in the country. For
example, in Utah, bars and restaurants were not allowed to sell liquor “by the drink.” Restaurant
patrons had to bring their own bottle of alcohol with them and mix their own drinks. Throughout
the 1940s and 1950s, there were sporadic attempts to relax Utah’s liquor laws. These efforts came
to a head in 1968, when a referendum was held on the question of whether Utah should eliminate
the ban on the sale of liquor by the drink in bars and restaurants. The issue was very prominent
throughout 1968, with a contemporary observer claiming that it “far overshadows the presidential
and senatorial contests” (Whitman 1968).

As in 1933, Mormon leaders spoke against the referendum. For example, the Mormon Church-
owned Deseret News published a statement from David O. McKay, president of the Mormon
Church.

I urge members of the Church throughout the State, and all citizens interested in safeguarding youth and avoiding
the train of evils associated with alcohol to take a stand against the proposal for “liquor by the drink.” (1968:A22)

This position was reiterated by other prominent church officials (Hinckley 1968). In sharp contrast
to the referendum on Prohibition, this time there was no public disagreement among Mormon
leaders. Mormon voters would have had little doubt about the unified position favored by the
church’s hierarchy.

Zaller’s theory of how mass opinion forms in response to elite discourse offers an explanation
for why public disagreement among Mormon leaders in 1933 would lead to a lower level of
agreement among Mormons on Prohibition, while LDS leaders’ unanimity in 1968 would result
in a high level of agreement with the Mormon position. In Zaller’s model, individuals receive
information, decide whether to accept it, and then when called upon to make a decision, sample
from the information they have accepted. To apply Zaller’s model to the case of Mormons and
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their religious leaders we do not deviate from the essentials of his theory. We do, however,
make an adaptation to one of Zaller’s axioms, the reception axiom. “The greater a person’s
level of cognitive engagement with an issue, the more likely he or she is to be exposed to and
comprehend . . . political messages concerning that issue” (1992:42). Zaller uses measures of
factual political knowledge as a proxy to gauge cognitive engagement with any given issue.
In the case of Mormons’ receptivity to political messages from their leaders, we assume that
religious commitment is a more precise measure of engagement than questions regarding cognitive
knowledge. That is, devout Mormons are more likely to receive information from their church
leaders, whether through official church channels or through statements in the mass media. When
elite messages (in this instance the relevant elites are Mormon leaders) are consistent and unified,
the attentive public (in this case, devout Mormons) is likely to follow their lead. This is called
a “mainstream effect” and occurs because citizens “have no basis for resisting the arguments
to which they are, as aware persons, heavily exposed” (Zaller 1994:189). Devout Mormons,
therefore, are least likely to resist messages from religious leaders and at the same time most
likely to receive the message—a potent combination.

Inconsistent messages from the same group of elites mean that members of the attentive
public “accept” contradictory information. If the contradictory information came from sources
that Mormons would naturally resist, like editorials in a newspaper known for opposing the LDS
Church, they would likely reject it. But if the information is provided by elites to which individuals
are receptive, like various Mormon leaders, then we would expect it to be stored in their minds,
contradictions and all. When these individuals make a decision, they consequently sample across
these opposing pieces of information. The aggregate opinion of the attentive (church-going) public
thus will not heavily favor one side of the issue or the other.

This account differs from a naı̈ve view of how religious leaders exert influence on their
followers. If it were simply the case that Mormons followed their leaders’ instructions like au-
tomatons, then a large proportion should have voted against repealing Prohibition. After all, the
bulk of the messages they received just prior to the election were opposed to repeal. Since we
already know that Utahns did vote to repeal Prohibition, it may seem obvious that many Mormons
did not adhere to the church’s official position. As we will see, however, the limitations of making
individual-level inferences from aggregate data have made it impossible to determine if this was
actually the case.

THE ANALYSIS

We will use two general methods of analysis. First, we simply wish to establish that religious
affiliation was the primary political fault line as Utah voters went to the polls in 1933 and 1968.
We regress the percentage in each Utah county voting against the repeal of Prohibition on the
proportion of the county’s population that was Mormon.6 In addition, we control for other factors
that may also have affected the vote.7 These include the percentage of the presidential vote for
Republican Herbert Hoover in 1932 (a proxy for party identification and ideology), the percentage
of the population classified by the Census Bureau as living in an urban community, and as a
proxy for the socioeconomic status of the county, the percentage unemployed in 1930. Column 1
of Table 1 displays the results as standardized (beta) coefficients. Only the coefficient for the
Mormon proportion of each county achieves a conventional level of statistical significance (p <

0.001). Furthermore, the magnitude of the coefficient for the proportion of the population that is
Mormon swamps any other in the model. Dropping it from the model causes a decrease in the
adjusted R2 from 0.67 to 0.43. In other words, the Mormon/non-Mormon divide in Utah offers
considerable leverage in explaining the referendum results at the county level.

The results are similar in 1968, as displayed in Column 2 of Table 1.8 Again we regress the
percentage voting “no” on the referendum in each county on its LDS population. We control for
the general level of conservatism in the county with Nixon’s percentage of the 1968 presidential
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TABLE 1
VOTING ON “MORAL” REFERENDA—RESULTS FROM LINEAR REGRESSION

1968 1984
1933 Liquor Cable 1992 1998 1986 1988

Prohibition Laws TV Gambling Lottery Lottery Lottery
(Utah) (Utah) (Utah) (Utah) (Arizona) (Idaho) (Idaho)

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

% Mormon 0.565∗∗∗ 0.697∗∗∗ 0.291 0.519∗∗∗ 0.899∗∗∗ 0.805∗∗∗ 0.926∗∗∗

% Republican 0.170 0.252∗ 0.343∗ 0.462∗∗∗ 0.289∗∗ 0.223 0.106
vote

% Urban −0.206 −0.114 0.185 0.289 0.094 0.060
% Unemployed 0.173

(1930)
% College −0.581 −0.098 0.045 −0.105 −0.063

graduates
% Mainline 0.140∗ 0.191∗∗

Protestant
% Conservative −0.036 −0.082

Protestant
% Catholic 0.041 0.065
Constant −0.053 0.179 −0.101 0.039 0.211∗∗∗ 0.025 0.216∗∗

N 29 29 29 29 15 44 44
Adjusted R2 0.67 0.69 0.21 0.72 0.84 0.86 0.88

∗p < 0.10; ∗∗p < 0.05; ∗∗∗p < 0.001.
Notes: Standardized coefficients.
• % urban and % college graduates for the Census year closest to the referendum.
• In 1933,% Republican vote was for the presidential election of 1932.
• In 1998,% Republican vote was for the presidential election of 1996.
• In 1986,% Republican vote was for the presidential election of 1984.

vote. Once more we account for the possibility of an urban-rural divide by including a measure
of the urban population in the county. Similarly, we control for the proportion of the population
with a college degree, which we use as a proxy for socioeconomic status (results are identical
when the log of the mean household income is substituted). As in 1933, the Mormon population
in each county is the most significant explanatory factor, both substantively and statistically.

These regression results suggest that we are right to look at religious affiliation as the critical
factor in the 1933 and 1968 votes. As informative as these models are, however, they nonetheless
leave us unable to answer the central question at hand: Did the percentage of Mormons who voted
in accord with the official Mormon position vary between 1933 and 1968? With these aggregate
data, we are unable to make an inference about individual-level behavior.

King’s (1997) method of ecological inference (EI) provides a means to deal with this problem.
First, King’s technique relies on the “methods of bounds” to arrive at a range within which the
individual-level estimates must lie. EI uses this bound to constrain the estimated quantity for
each county to a narrower range than 0–100. The technique then assumes that the quantities to
be estimated are distributed bivariate truncated normal, with the truncation at the deterministic
bounds. In other words, this distribution looks like a normal distribution, but cut off at both ends.
Using maximum likelihood estimation, the parameters of interest can be estimated, and with
iterative simulations, confidence intervals generated. A particular advantage of King’s method
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TABLE 2
MORMON AND NON-MORMON VOTING: PERCENTAGE VOTING

FOR THE “MORMON” POSITION—ESTIMATES GENERATED
FROM ECOLOGICAL INFERENCE

Year Issue Mormon Vote Non-Mormon Vote Actual Results

Utah
1933 Prohibition 55.0 12.3 38%

(3.0) (5.8)
1968 “Liquor-by-the-drink” 71.4 24.3 65%

(3.3) (9.6)
1992 Off-track betting 76.3 20.6 60%

(3.4) (8.6)
1984 Cable TV programming 49.8 17.1 39%

(4.6) (9.5)
Other States
1998 (Arizona) Lottery 74.5 30.8 33%

(22.6) (1.3)
1986 (Idaho) Lottery 76.3 26.5 40%

(2.5) (0.9)
1988 (Idaho) Lottery 84.8 35.0 48%

(3.1) (1.1)

Notes: Standard errors in parentheses. Results shown are for the estimated percentages of each group voting
in favor of the “Mormon” position:
• In 1933 this was against repealing Prohibition (and thus a “no” vote on the referendum).
• In 1968 this was against the relaxation of Utah’s liquor laws (and thus a “no” vote on the referendum).
• In 1992 this was against the legalization of pari-mutuel wagering (and thus a “no” vote on the referendum).
• In 1984 this was in favor of limiting the content of cable TV broadcasts (and thus a “yes” vote on the

referendum).
• For the remaining referenda in Arizona and Idaho, this was against the lottery.

is that its estimates account for the differences in population across counties. This is especially
critical in Utah, where counties vary in population from Daggett County (in 1990, population
690) to Salt Lake County (725,000).9

The first row of Table 2 reports the estimates generated from EI, complete with their standard
errors. In 1933, we find that a bare majority of Mormons voted in accordance with the stated
position of LDS Church President Heber J. Grant—55 percent, with a standard error of 2.95. In
sharp contrast, only 12 percent of non-Mormons voted against the repeal of Prohibition.

Next, we turn to the results for the 1968 referendum on “liquor by the drink.” The ecological
inference results reveal that Mormons were far more likely to vote in accordance with their
church’s position in 1968 than in 1933—71 percent versus 1933’s 55 percent. Again there is a
divergence between Mormon and non-Mormon voters, as only 24 percent of non-Mormons voted
against liberalization of Utah’s restrictions on the purchase of alcohol.

Note that the percentage of both Mormons and non-Mormons alike voting against the liber-
alization of liquor laws increased between 1933 and 1968. This reminds us that the support of
the Mormon Church was not the only relevant factor in the campaign. After all, the issues were
different, as was the political context for the two referenda. However, it is significant that the
Mormon increase was one-third greater than that observed among non-Mormons.
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RIVAL HYPOTHESES

There is, however, a rival hypothesis to explain the change in how Utahns voted when
confronted with the opportunity to liberalize the regulation of liquor. Perhaps Mormons voted in
accordance with their leaders simply because of the rise of social conservatism within Mormon
ranks. It could be that, on average, Mormons have simply become more conservative on social
issues since 1933, and so when given the opportunity to reveal their preferences in referenda
elections they vote consistently for the socially conservative position. Survey data show Mormons
to be one of the most socially conservative groups in the electorate (Campbell and Monson
2002).

Fortunately, we have the opportunity to test this counterexplanation by examining how Mor-
mons voted on a 1984 referendum. In 1984 an initiative was placed on the ballot to regulate cable
television programming—the “Cable TV Decency” initiative. The proposal would have allowed
for some censorship of cable programming. As with the other referenda, this one touched on is-
sues directly relevant to the teachings of the LDS Church. LDS leaders have long been outspoken
in warning church members to avoid lewd entertainment. Mormons have often formed political
coalitions with other religious groups—including those with whom they have sharp theological
differences—to oppose vendors of pornography.

Unlike the 1968 referendum, this time there was no official LDS Church position, nor did
church leaders make explicit public statements that referred directly to the initiative. The Deseret
News—the LDS Church-owned newspaper, and the editorial voice of church leaders—ran no
stories about the cable TV initiative that mentioned a position taken by the Mormon Church. We
thus have a clear test of the two competing hypotheses. If Mormons’ support for the LDS positions
in 1968 is due solely to their socially conservative views, we should expect 1984’s results to be
very similar. However, if the key catalyst is the official endorsement of a position by LDS Church
leaders, then we should see a lower percentage of Mormons voting for this initiative in 1984 than
in 1968.

In other words, what happens when Mormon voters are presented with a political question
that seemingly conforms to their church’s instructions but about which explicit political cues
have not been sent? The answer, we suggest, rests on another adaptation of Zaller’s theory.
Because churchgoers receive a lot of information from their religious leaders, most of which is
not politically applicable, we hypothesize that those leaders must signal a message’s political
relevance.

We should note that 1984 is a particularly hard case to test our hypothesis, as while the LDS
Church took no official position on the referendum, there was subtle endorsement of at least the
idea of legislation to regulate indecent material on cable television (Magleby 1987). In the church’s
general conference of October 1984—broadcast on Utah’s television and radio stations—a leading
ecclesiastical authority in the church spoke on the dangers of salacious entertainment, singling
out cable television (Haight 1984). Mormons could reasonably have interpreted this address as
unofficial support of the effort to limit cable TV programming. Nonetheless, this was a relatively
weak signal, especially compared to the unmistakable official Mormon position in 1933 and
1968.

Another potential counterexplanation for the change in Mormon voting on liquor laws is
simply that the Mormon prohibition on alcohol received greater emphasis in church teach-
ings in 1968 than 1933. Today, the LDS Church’s teachings are unequivocal regarding the
use of alcohol—it is expressly prohibited. This is a position that has evolved over time, how-
ever. In 1933, alcohol was forbidden, but in practice the church did not strictly enforce the
Mormon health code, known as the “Word of Wisdom.” Unlike today, at least some mem-
bers who did not comply completely with the Word of Wisdom were allowed to participate
fully as members in good standing. Clearly there was still some leniency into the
1920s (Alexander 1986:ch. 13). Perhaps faithful church members were somewhat more
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receptive to official church position-taking on the 1968 liquor-by-the-drink initiative because
they more clearly understood the importance of abstinence from alcohol as a part of church
teachings.

If this explanation is correct, then we would expect Mormons to be unusually adherent to
their leaders’ political direction on the subject of alcohol compared to political direction on other
topics. In other words, if Mormon leaders endorse a position on an issue that is central to Mormon
religious teachings, Mormons might be more willing to follow their counsel. Once again, we
are able to test this potential explanation for the 1933–1968 turnaround. In 1992 Utahns had the
opportunity to legalize off-track betting in their state. Although members of the LDS Church are
counseled to avoid both alcohol and gambling, the prohibition on alcohol receives far greater
attention in church teachings and publications. Because the church places more emphasis on its
health code than gambling, if the above counterexplanation is correct, then we would expect a
higher proportion of Mormons voting the church position against liquor by the drink in 1968
versus the church position against gambling in 1992.

As in 1968, the 1992 pro-gambling initiative faced official opposition from Mormon Church
leaders. However, rather than include their statements in actual campaign literature, as had been
done in 1968, the church’s message was directed almost exclusively toward its own members.
Initially the opposition came in the form of an official statement opposing gambling issued
in January 1992, just before the beginning of the state legislative session in which the leg-
islature considered a proposal to allow gambling on horse racing (Harrie 1992). After gam-
bling proponents failed with their efforts in the legislature and turned to the initiative process,
local LDS Church leaders from across Utah were invited to attend meetings directed by the
church’s governing authorities on May 31, 1992. Although the meetings were closed to the pub-
lic, media accounts indicate that the church’s stand against gambling was reemphasized and
the help of local leaders was enlisted to mobilize volunteers and resources for the opposition
campaign (Harrie and Stack 1992; Costanzo 1992). Though the church’s opposition was obvi-
ous through the remainder of the campaign, after May the church’s efforts had a relatively low
profile.

Columns 3 and 4 of Table 1 display regression models for the 1984 and 1992 referenda. In
1984, the dependent variable is coded as the countywide percentage of the vote for the cable TV
initiative; in 1992 it is the percentage voting against the gambling measure. Again we control
for each county’s Republican vote in the 1984 and 1992 presidential elections, respectively, the
urban population, and the percentage of college graduates. In 1984, we find that the percentage
of Mormons in a county falls short of the threshold for statistical significance (p < 0.156). Its
substantive magnitude is significantly reduced from the 1933 and 1968 models, and is no longer
the largest in the model, as the Republican share of the vote exceeds it in magnitude. Note also
that this model explains far less variance than the others in the table, with an R2 of 0.21. In 1992,
the percentage Mormon in the county is once more statistically significant, as well as having the
greatest substantive impact. These regression models provide prima facie evidence that Mormons
did not rally behind the cable TV initiative, but did provide considerable opposition to the 1992
gambling initiative.

For an estimate of the level of Mormon support in both elections, we turn next to the individual-
level estimates generated by King’s EI technique, as displayed in Table 2. In 1984, we see that only
half of Mormon voters voted in favor of the cable TV initiative, while 76 percent voted against the
1992 pari-mutuel wagering measure.10 If Mormon voters were effectively using church teachings
without the help of an official endorsement, we would have expected the percent of Mormons
voting for the 1984 cable TV initiative to be higher. Likewise, if the differences between the
percentage of Mormons supporting the church’s position in 1933 compared to 1968 were due
to increased emphasis on the church’s doctrine prohibiting alcohol consumption, we would have
expected to see much lower support among Mormons for the church’s position on the 1992
gambling initiative.
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TABLE 3
VALIDATING THE ECOLOGICAL INFERENCE

ESTIMATES WITH KBYU/UTAH COLLEGES
EXIT POLLS

Mormon Non-Mormon

1984 Ecological Inference 49.8 17.1
Exit Poll 48.4 11.7

1992 Ecological Inference 76.3 20.6
Exit Poll 77.4 21.5

VALIDATING THE RESULTS

King’s method of ecological inference advances our understanding of these elections by
providing estimates of the actual percentage of Mormons who voted one way or another in these
elections. Yet while informative, the EI results remain only estimates. King’s method has its critics,
who note that it rests on the critical assumption that a bivariate normal distribution accurately
describes the data and question whether the diagnostics available to test assumptions of the model
are adequate (Freedman et al. 1998). King responds, in part, that in addition to the available
diagnostics, one way to validate estimates from EI is with other available data, including survey
results (King 1999).

Fortunately, for two of the referenda to which we have applied EI, we can validate the estimates
with exit poll data. In both 1984 and 1992, the KBYU/Utah Colleges Exit Poll was conducted using
a statewide sample of voters leaving polling places. In both years, voters were asked how they
voted on the ballot initiatives in question. The survey questionnaire also includes demographic
questions, notably religious affiliation. It is worth noting that the KBYU/Utah Colleges Exit Poll
has an excellent track record for accuracy, providing an accurate prediction, usually within one
or two percentage points of the actual result, of every candidate and ballot initiative in Utah since
its inception in 1982 (Magleby 1997).

As reported in Table 3, the EI and exit poll estimates are strikingly similar in both 1984
and 1992. According to the exit poll, 48.4 percent of Mormons voted for the Cable TV Decency
Initiative, very consistent with the EI results (49.8 percent). In 1992, the results are equally close.
The exit poll puts Mormon opposition to legalized off-track betting at 77.4 percent, while EI
estimates it at 76.3 percent. The consistency across the exit polls and EI is remarkable. Rarely
do two public opinion polls have such consistency, let alone two entirely different methods of
estimation. Although both methods have their critics, the fact that they produce such similar
estimates bolsters our confidence in the precision of the 1933 and 1968 EI results that we have
reported.

The exit poll results are also helpful in testing a further implication of our adaptation of
Zaller’s model. Recall our hypothesis that religious commitment serves the same function as
Zaller’s measures of cognitive engagement. With aggregate data, we are unable to distinguish
among Mormons on the basis of their religious commitment. With exit poll data, we can. For
example, in the 1992 exit poll data, 92.6 percent of self-identified “active” Mormons voted against
the gambling initiative, compared to 64.8 percent of “somewhat active,” 34.3 percent of “not very
active,” and 22.5 percent of “not active” Mormons. A similar pattern is evident in the 1984 exit poll
data with 61.1 percent of active Mormons, 33.5 percent of somewhat active Mormons, 12.6 percent
of not very active Mormons, and 8.9 percent of not active Mormons voting for the cable television
initiative (see Magleby 1987, n.d.). These results are also consistent with a survey of Salt Lake
County voters a month before the 1968 referendum that found 87 percent of “active” Mormons
against liquor by the drink, compared to only 26 percent of “inactive” Mormons (Central Surveys
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1968). The fact that activity in the Mormon Church correlates with opinions consistent with those
held by leaders of the church is evidence for our adaptation of Zaller’s model to explain the
influence of religious elites. Religious devotion is a relevant measure of “cognitive engagement”
on an issue. Self-identified “active” Mormons are more receptive to political messages from their
leaders. They are both more likely to receive the message (at church or through other official
channels) and less likely to resist the message.

BEYOND UTAH

Because of its size and history in the state, the LDS Church casts a long shadow over Utah
politics. One might speculate, therefore, that the results thus far are only applicable to Mormons in
Utah. What about Mormons in states where the Mormon Church is not the dominant institution?
To address that question, we present results on three referenda in other states, one in Arizona and
two in Idaho. Both states have Mormon populations large and dispersed enough to warrant the use
of both county-level regression models and ecological inference. Further facilitating our analysis,
all three referenda were on gambling (specifically, lotteries), making them roughly comparable
to the 1992 proposal in Utah to legalize wagering on horse racing. In all three cases, Mormon
leaders took an official position, encouraging church members to vote against state-run lotteries.

In 1998, Arizona law required a popular vote on extending the state lottery until 2003.
Failure of the proposition would have meant ending the Arizona lottery in mid-1999 (Whiting
1998). Official opposition to the lottery came in a letter that was read to LDS Church members
during their Sunday meetings. The letter notes the upcoming vote, together with a clear statement
of the church’s position on the issue.

There can be no question about the moral ramifications of gambling. As it has in the past, the Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints stands opposed to gambling, including government sponsored lotteries. (Mickelsen,
Abrea, and Oaks 1998)

In Column 5 of Table 1 we display the results of a model that regresses each county’s vote
against extending the lottery on the percentage of the population that is Mormon. Owing to the
smaller number of counties in Arizona, we include only one control variable, the 1996 Republican
presidential vote. In results comparable to what we found in Utah in 1992, a county’s Mormon
population is a highly significant predictor of the vote against continuing the lottery, as is its
Republican presidential vote. Percentage Mormon is far greater in magnitude, though.

We again turn to ecological inference to see whether the individual-level results also parallel
what we found in Utah (the results are displayed in Table 2). The point estimate for Mormon
opposition to the lottery referendum of 74.5 percent is extremely close to the estimate of Mormon
opposition to pari-mutuel wagering in Utah (76.3 percent). However, we must also note that the
standard error for the individual-level Mormon estimate is very large (22.64), which means that
we have little confidence in its accuracy. However, bolstering our confidence in the estimate is
the striking similarity across Utah, Arizona, and—as we shall see—Idaho. If the point estimate
is accurate, it means that Mormons voted distinctively, as the overall vote in the state was only
33 percent against the lottery.

In Idaho, two consecutive referenda were held in 1986 and 1988, both on the subject of
the establishment of a lottery. The 1986 referendum established a state lottery commission, but
because the Idaho Constitution explicitly forbade any form of gambling in the state, the Idaho
Supreme Court ruled it unconstitutional. In 1988, therefore, Idahoans were asked to vote on a
constitutional amendment to permit a state lottery. Both initiatives passed, although the 1988
margin was eight points lower than in 1986 (52 percent vs. 60 percent). In 1986, there was
not much campaigning on the issue, but in 1988 lottery opponents were well funded and vocal
(Associated Press 1988).
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Notably, the 1988 campaign featured a number of Idaho’s religious leaders speaking against a
lottery. The LDS Church was among them. In fact, Mormon involvement in the campaign became
an issue when the Idaho Statesman ran a front-page story late in the campaign detailing the
efforts of both individual Mormons and the Mormon Church to prevent a lottery in Idaho (Popkey
1988).

Mormon opposition to the lottery was more active and visible in 1988, but it was nonetheless
communicated to church members in 1986. Just before the election, the First Presidency, which
includes the church president and his two counselors, issued a statement in the form of a letter
read to members at church and reprinted in church publications. The statement urged members
to oppose “the legalization and government sponsorship of lotteries” (Benson, Hinckley, and
Monson 1986).

The Idaho case is extremely useful for our analysis, as here we are able to compare Mormons
with other religious groups. Are Mormons sui generis? As noted above, Mormons were not the
only religious group opposed to the lottery. A little over a week before the lottery, the Statesman
ran statements from a number of religious leaders in Idaho, including Pentecostal, Lutheran, and
Methodist pastors (as well as a spokesman for the LDS Church). All of them expressed opposition
to the lottery (Bossick 1988).

In Utah, the Mormon dominance in the population and the small number of counties render
disaggregation within the non-Mormon population analytically unworkable. In Arizona, there is
more religious heterogeneity, but an even smaller number of counties. Idaho has enough counties
and religious diversity to make interreligious comparisons feasible. Columns 6 and 7 of Table 1
display models of the vote against the lottery for both years, with the same control variables as
above. Again we include the percentage of the population that is Mormon. In addition, we also
include the percentage of county residents who are Catholic, mainline Protestants, and adherents
of conservative (evangelical and/or fundamentalist) Protestant denominations.11 Across the two
years, all coefficients have the same sign. In both years, the percentage of Mormons in a county is
positive, highly significant, and again has the largest magnitude of all the variables in the model.
In 1986, the percentage of mainline Protestants in a county is positive and marginally significant,
gaining in both magnitude and certainty in 1988. The magnitude for percentage Mormon also
increases from 1986 to 1988. The other measures of religious affiliation do not approach statistical
significance.

The ecological inference results reported in Table 2 show that in 1986, 76 percent of Mormons
voted against the lottery, again very close to the 1992 estimate in Utah for pari-mutuel wagering and
the 1998 Arizona lottery referendum estimate. In 1988, the percentage of Mormons voting against
the lottery had climbed to 85 percent, the highest level we have observed. Although this level of
Mormon opposition is striking, note that the gain in Mormon opposition tracks the gain among
non-Mormons (and is roughly the same gain as in the referendum results, which was about eight
points). Unfortunately, the width of the standard errors of the estimates for mainline Protestants in
1986 and 1988 means that they have been estimated with considerable uncertainty. Nonetheless,
the point estimates suggest that mainline Protestants were far less likely than Mormons to vote
against the lottery. In 1988, EI estimates that only 33 percent of mainline Protestants voted against
the lottery.

DISCUSSION

We have offered a relatively stark account of why Mormon voters reversed their position on
liberalizing liquor laws from 1933 to 1968. Although the evidence suggests that the two condi-
tions we have outlined—both endorsement by and agreement among LDS Church leaders—are
necessary, there have been other trends within the Mormon subculture that have also undoubt-
edly influenced the behavior of LDS voters over this period of time. Understanding these trends
contributes to a more complete account of Mormon political behavior.



616 JOURNAL FOR THE SCIENTIFIC STUDY OF RELIGION

One particularly important factor in understanding changes in how Mormons respond to
political cues from their leaders is the relative increase in Mormon religious participation over
the 20th century. Religious commitment has been shown to be an important mediator between
denominational affiliation and its effect on political behavior (e.g., Leege and Kellstedt 1993;
Kohut et al. 2000). Although religious commitment means more than just attendance at Sunday
services, part of the explanation for differences in voting behavior among Mormons over time is
the fact that attendance rates among Mormons have risen sharply over the same period. Phillips
(1999:74) reports data from several sources to show that at the beginning of the 20th century,
church attendance rates stood at about 15 percent. In the period before World War II just after
Prohibition was repealed, this proportion rose to about 35 percent. In the 1970s, just after the
liquor-by-the-drink vote, the attendance rate had risen to 48 percent, and by the 1980s and 1990s
attendance rates had risen to nearly 70 percent. Over time this means that the receptivity to cues
given over the pulpit would undoubtedly increase, as a higher proportion of Mormons would be
present to hear them directly. This was especially important in 1992 because while the Mormon
Church position on the initiative was reported in the Utah media, the most tangible evidence of
the church’s endorsement was in statements from church leaders read from the pulpit in Sunday
meetings leading up to the election. Otherwise, the church kept a relatively low profile during the
election.

In fact, this strategy of keeping a low profile is the modus operandi of LDS Church leaders on
contemporary issues. In supporting Proposition 22, the California initiative prohibiting same-sex
marriages, the Mormon Church worked to mobilize support almost exclusively through its local
congregations rather than widely publicized pronouncements. A number of letters from regional
and general church leaders were read to church members in their Sunday meetings, asking for
their time and money in support of the proposition. In many areas, local ecclesiastical leaders
recruited their members to work as coordinators for the pro-Proposition 22 effort from within
their congregations.

There is a marked contrast between this style of political mobilization and the techniques of
organizations like the Christian Coalition. In the past, the Christian Coalition has assumed a high
profile in the media, with its efforts in churches generally restricted to distributing voter guides.
Without the organizational advantages of a centralized church, the Christian Coalition is unable
to tap into channels of communication within a religious community the way the Mormons have
done.

The unique ability of the LDS Church to mobilize its members is further illuminated by a
comparison with the Roman Catholic Church. On the surface, the Mormon and Catholic churches
share many features. Both are centralized, hierarchical organizations. Yet the Catholics cannot
match the Mormon ability to mobilize. Catholics are far more diverse socially and politically
than Mormons and do not have the same level of lay participation within the church (Campbell
and Monson 2002). Both factors mitigate against Catholics “following their leaders” to the same
extent as Mormons.

In at least one respect, however, the Mormon Church’s political activity is quite similar to
the methods of organizations such as the Christian Coalition within the “New Christian Right.”
Rozell and Wilcox (1996) note that during the 1990s some conservative Christian groups made
efforts to “mainstream the message” by consciously shifting away from language that explicitly
called upon religion, the Bible, or other similar talk to communicate political messages out of
the realization that such rhetoric only appealed to voters likely to already support their position
and in fact alienated other voters. Another strategy of the conservative Christian groups noted by
Rozell and Wilcox has been to broaden the coalition of groups united behind an issue. Similarly,
the Mormon Church approach seems to have evolved over time to one in which the emphasis in
public campaign appeals does not call upon church doctrine or statements by church leaders, but
instead uses arguments based on other reasoning. Therefore, Mormon-led opposition to state-run
lotteries is not couched in language stressing the morality of gambling, but instead focuses on
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language about lotteries as a form of regressive taxation, and how they have failed to provide
increased funding for education. The cases of Idaho in 1988, Utah in 1992, and California in 2000
are also clear examples of Mormons attempting to broaden the coalition behind the initiative, with
the recognition that doing so greatly improved the chances of success.

We conclude with the observation that in spite of the Mormon Church’s ability to mobilize
its members on political issues, the church is unlikely to have anything more than occasional
involvement in electoral contests. Indeed, we would suggest that it is only because the church
rarely speaks out on explicitly political questions that Mormon leaders’ statements pack such
a punch. As a matter of policy, LDS Church leaders do not regularly express public opinions
favoring or opposing candidates or specific policies. Rather, they reserve their opinions for issues
that are deemed “moral” and not “political.” Since World War II, there have only been a small
number of issues on which Mormon leaders have offered an official position. This selectivity
is a far cry from the late 19th and early 20th centuries, when Mormon leaders often expressed
political opinions openly, frequently—as in the case of Prohibition—publicly disagreeing with
one another. Today, when Mormon leaders speak, they do so with one voice and thus have the
internal agreement Zaller notes is critical if the masses are to follow. And by choosing to speak
rarely, the salience of their opinions is enhanced. Thus, in 1933 Mormons were less likely to
follow their leaders because the message on Prohibition was inconsistent and, in light of other
politically-oriented messages in that same time period, nothing unusual. In 1968, Mormons were
more likely to adhere to their leaders’ opinions because the message on liquor by the drink was
consistent and unusual.

It is appropriate that Mormons, a faith founded in America in 1830, should so closely adhere
to the description of how religion affects American politics offered by Tocqueville, who traveled
through America in the 1830s. As Tocqueville put it: “by diminishing the apparent power of
religion, one increase[s] its real strength” (1988:297). As long as they are only asked to do so
infrequently, it seems likely that Mormons will continue to follow their leaders on morally-tinged
issues in the political arena.
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NOTES

1. On the question of nomenclature, we primarily use the term “Mormon” to refer to members of the Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints, although at times we also use “Latter-day Saints.” We also use the terms “Mormon Church”
and “LDS Church” interchangeably.

2. In the religious tradition classification outlined by Kellstedt et al. (1996), Mormons are grouped into a “Conservative
Nontraditional” category together with Jehovah’s Witnesses, the Worldwide Church of God, and Christian Scientists.
Unlike most of the other religious tradition classifications, these denominations do not share a common religious
worldview nor do they share characteristics in their historical development.

3. See http://ncccusa.org/news/01news15.html for the 2001 Yearbook of American and Canadian Churches ranking of
largest U.S. denominations. This listing has Mormons behind the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (ELCA),
but using updated figures for 2000, Mormon membership surpasses ELCA membership. Mormons are the sixth largest
denomination when Jews are included in the listing.

4. These estimates are from Churches and Church Membership in the United States, 1990, published by the Glenmary
Research Center (Bradley et al. 1992). See http://www.adherents.com/largecom/com lds.htms for a listing of LDS
population by U.S. states and counties.
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5. Roberts was elected as Utah’s representative in Congress in 1898, but the House of Representatives refused to seat
him because he had been a polygamist. Within the church, he held the position of one of seven “Presidents of the
Seventy.” This is the governing body below the Twelve Apostles. Roberts was a popular speaker and prolific writer.

6. The November 7, 1933 vote actually had two Prohibition-related questions. First, voters selected delegates to a state
convention that would ratify the 21st Amendment. In the abstract of the vote the results are listed individually by
county for each delegate. The delegates are grouped according to their support or opposition for the 21st Amendment.
The second question was whether or not to repeal a section of the Utah Constitution prohibiting alcohol. Because there
are separate totals for each delegate by county, we use the state constitution results. The two are virtually identical
(r = 0.997) so it makes no difference to the overall results.

7. The demographic data for this analysis was taken from the 1930 U.S. Census (ICPSR 1992). At this time, the Census
Bureau still compiled information on church membership, a practice that it has since discontinued. Percentage of
the Republican vote was supplied by Clubb, Flanigan, and Zingale (1986). Referendum results were obtained from a
copy of the official abstract of the vote located in Special Collections at the University of Utah Marriott Library.

8. With the exception of the religious membership data, demographic measures for this and subsequent models are found
in the U.S. Census, as reported in the County and City Data Book (ICPSR 1978, 1984, 1989). The religious measures
are found in Bradley et al. (1992). Presidential election returns for 1984, 1988, 1992, and 1996 were found in America
Votes (Congressional Quarterly various years). Referendum results were supplied by the Utah Lieutenant Governor’s
office, the office of Arizona’s Secretary of State, and the office of Idaho’s Secretary of State.

9. For other examples of literature employing King’s method, see Gilbert and Peterson (2000) and Burden and Kimball
(1998).

10. We acknowledge that an alternative explanation for the split between Mormon and non-Mormon voters is that religious
affiliation is the salient cleavage shaping all of Utah politics. It might be that even when the Mormon Church has
not been involved in an issue, Utah voters are nonetheless separated by their religious affiliation. We have tested this
possibility by running EI on two tax-related initiatives in 1988. Neither initiative prevailed, and in neither case do
we see any difference between Mormon and non-Mormon voters. Interested readers can contact the authors for more
details.

11. We have coded these denominations in accordance with the suggestions of Kellstedt et al. (1996) and Steensland et al.
(2000). For more details, contact the authors.
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