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Marketing Religion Online:
The LDS Church’s SEO Efforts
Chiung Hwang Chen
Brigham Young University Hawaii

This article examines the relationship between new media technologies and religious marketing.
Specifically, it looks at how the LDS/Mormon Church employs Search Engine Optimization (SEO)
techniques to influence online search results. The author acknowledges the reasonable motivations behind and the ethical practice of the LDS Church’s SEO efforts; however, the article also brings up philosophical questions about religions applying proactive/aggressive business
marketing strategies.

The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (Mormon Church, or LDS Church) has
become the talk of the Search Engine Optimization (SEO) world after the Google analytics
expert Avinash Kaushik highlighted, at an online marketing conference in October 2010, how
effectively the Church uses the tactic to promote its Web ranking. Word of the Church’s
success has spread widely within the blogosphere. Some analysts have attempted to break
down the “Mormon SEO strategy” (Briggs, 2010); some admire Mormons’ “magnificent” or
“marvelous” job (Kaushik, 2010; Greg, 2010); others recommend that their SEO colleagues
learn from the Mormons (e.g., Capps, 2010; Deegan, 2011). The often-public relations (PR)minded LDS Church, however, has had a low-key response to this publicity. Unlike other
positive reports, this news has not been circulated, to my knowledge, in Church functions
or reported in any Church-owned media. As one LDS SEO practitioner suggests, “We are
very aware of the recognition that is occurring around the world, but do not wish to further
publicize it” (Johnson, 2011). The caution the LDS Church takes in this matter may indicate
sensitivity on the issue of whether a religious organization should employ proactive (even
aggressive) marketing campaigns for its own cause. The LDS Church may also face concerns
over potential SEO warfare with its competitors and, probably more so, potential backlash
from critics and prospective members alike. This article explores new terrain in religious
Correspondence should be sent to Chiung Hwang Chen, Department of International Cultural Studies, Brigham
Young University Hawaii, 55-220 Kulanui Street #1940, Laie, HI 96762. E-mail: chenc@byuh.edu
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marketing by examining how the LDS Church utilizes new technology to manipulate Web
results in promoting its image and interests. The article first reviews literature in religious
economy and marketing. It then describes the idea of SEO and its practice. I use a Mormon SEO practitioner, the More Good Foundation, as a case study in examining how the
new technology works for the LDS Church. The last section discusses some implications of
the study, including thoughts on why the LDS Church feels a need to adopt this cuttingedge technology, the concept of the marketplace of ideas, and religious marketing as a field
of study.

RELIGIOUS ECONOMY AND MARKETING
The perspective of the economics of religion uses principles of economics to analyze religious
organizations. It views religion as a commodity like any commercial product: potential converts
shop around to find the most rewarding religion, and religious organizations compete for
consumers in the open market like for-profit firms do. The idea of religious economy can be
traced back to Adam Smith. In his The Wealth of Nations (1776/1991), Smith argued that,
like any economic sector, religion’s vitality is affected by government regulation, potential
monopoly, and market competition. Clergy in government-subsided churches, Smith asserted,
tend to be less motivated than are those who depend on the voluntary contributions of their
congregations. This idea has been largely overlooked for centuries, until the late 1980s and
the early 1990s when scholars started to apply it to explain the rise and fall of religions. Their
work, collectively, has forced a paradigm shift in the sociology of religion (for a detailed review
of the field, see Warner, 1993).
The traditional paradigm emphasizes the benefit of religious monopoly in serving the needs
of the market. Émile Durkheim (1897/1951) and Peter Berger (1967), for example, insist that a
single shared belief system holds society together by sustaining the “sacred canopy”—the “One
True Faith.” Through the vacuum of competing voices, monopoly validates the credibility of
the existing belief system and thus reinforces religious conviction. Conflicting beliefs, in their
view, undermine religious credibility and authority, and lead to religious crisis and moral chaos.
The new paradigm challenges this assumption by arguing that the market is best served through
competition among religious organizations. For instance, in analyzing turn-of-the-20th-century
U.S. census data, Finke and Stark’s pioneering work (1988) on religious economy argues that
pluralism accommodates diverse consumers and thus increases levels of religious participation.
Iannaccone’s cross-cultural study (1991) of Protestant denominations in 17 developed Western
countries likewise claims that countries with more intense competition tend to produce higher
religious involvement and deeper conviction. Subsequent work expands this thesis by demonstrating that vigorous competition among religious groups promotes religious vitality in society
(see, e.g., Finke, 1997; Finke & Iannaccone, 1993).
One approach within religious economy is to examine the relationship between supply and
demand in the religious market. Looking from the supply side, the perspective suggests that
through market competition good products flourish and bad ones fail. Finke and Stark’s The
Churching of America (1992, 2005) provides empirical evidence for this argument, identifying
winners and losers in American religious history. They argue that the mainline Protestant
churches (e.g. Methodists, Presbyterians, Episcopalians) have long been and remain in decline
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because, in the process of mainstreaming and secularization, they have compromised their own
religious conviction and demand little from their congregations. The sect-like denominations
(e.g., Mormonism, Jehovah’s Witness, the Assemblies of God), on the other hand, rise in the
religious market because they have built their own brands through a specialized product and
because they demand loyalty and commitment from their followers (see also Miller, 2002).
Iannaccone (1992) looks at the demand side of the economy through rational choice theory.
According to that perspective, consumer choices determine religious content and landscape.
Iannaccone explains that in choosing a religion, people “weigh the anticipated costs and benefits
of their action and act so as to maximize net benefits” (1992, p. 124). As a result, people decide
whether to join or stay in a church and how deeply to involve themselves. Potential followers’
preferences and demands, in this sense, ultimately shape religious organizations’ contents. This
cost–benefit analysis also helps explain the rise and fall of the American churches mentioned
above. Iannaccone suggests that people commit themselves to high-cost religions in order to
“maximize [the] net benefits” those religions offer.
The concepts of religious pluralism and market competition naturally lead to the idea
of religious marketing. In crowded religious markets, how one religion outcompetes others
becomes a concern for both religious organizations and professional marketers. Two major
themes have emerged in the literature on religious marketing: should religion be marketed and,
if so, how? Although religious economy insists on similarities between religion and business,
many still see a philosophical incompatibility between the two. Some religious leaders are
reluctant to employ marketing tools. Craig Parro (1991) of Christianity Today, for example,
questions religious marketing for treating human souls as merely “consumers” or “targets,”
for wooing and entertaining (potential) converts to fit certain perceptions, for being statisticsdriven instead of human-oriented approaches to decision making, and for leaving God out of
the conversion process. Similarly, Thomas W. Ogletree (1994), Yale Divinity School dean and
professor of theological ethics, warns of the negative side of marketing competition and points
to the contradiction between the nature of Gospel and capitalism.
The bulk of literature in this area, mostly written by marketing scholars/professionals,
focuses on two objectives: first to convince religious organizations that they need marketing
plans, and second to provide marketing strategies for churches to reach their potential consumers
(for a listing of literature in this field, see Wrenn & Mansfield, 2001). Wrenn (1994), for
example, tries to debunk criticism of religious marketing and suggests that in order to turn back
the tide of secularization and compete with media and modern lifestyles, “revitalized ministries
require a combination of strong leadership; upgraded planning, : : : ; and a focused attention to
membership needs, involving knowledge of marketing” (p. 132; see also Webb et al., 1998).
Considine (1995, 2001) emphasizes the importance of marketing to the growth and survival of
religious organizations and lays out a marketing plan format for churches to implement (see also
Joseph & Webb, 2000). Through marketers’ proselytizing, religious marketing has gradually
been accepted as a legitimate, if not essential, tool for religious organizations. McDaniel’s
studies (1986, 1989) show that both the general public and clergy view church marketing as
appropriate, although the clergy has a slightly more positive view than the public. Cutler and
Winans’s (1999) review of journal articles confirms that religious organizations have recognized
the importance of marketing and are involved in marketing activities. Today most, if not all,
major religious organizations utilize marketing tactics in one way or another. The whole notion
of (tele)evangelism is in fact about marketing a certain brand of Christianity.
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SEO AS A MARKETING TOOL
Search Engine Optimization is a new tool for religious marketing. SEO refers to the tactics
used by individuals, groups, or companies to improve the visibility of their Web sites or Web
pages on Internet search results. Like Search Engine Marketing (SEM), SEO is a form of
Internet marketing that aims to have one’s own Web sites outrank others in order to show up
atop search result lists and thus attract traffic. Unlike SEM, which targets paid listings, SEO
works through organic, unpaid (or algorithmic) search results.
Search engines, such as Google, Yahoo, and Bing, operate in four sequential steps to provide
Web searchers with relevant information. The first is called Web crawling or spidering, through
which a search engine runs automated programs that systematically browse interconnected
pages and documents on the World Wide Web. The second process is indexing. Once these
pages and documents are found, their contents are stored in a massive index database. The
third step occurs when an inquiry, usually a term or a phrase, is made: the engine will retrieve
documents from its index database that match the term or the phrase. Fourth, the search engine
then determines the relevance and the importance (meaning popularity and/or prestige) of
identified pages and ranks them accordingly. The most relevant and important documents are
prioritized by being placed at the top of the result list while the least relevant/important ones
are put at the bottom (see Fishkin, n.d.; “Beginners guide”). SEO aims to influence search
results by optimizing a Web site’s relevance and importance. Optimization strategies include
building high quality and accessible Web sites for both users and search engines (e.g., easy to
browse and index), adding relevant keywords to Web titles and descriptions, developing links
to the Web sites, and regularly updating Web content (see Thurow, 2006; “Search engine”;
“White hat”).
Generally speaking, there are two types of SEO techniques: ethical and unethical. Ethical
techniques, also known as white-hat SEO, are recommended or approved by search engines
and involve no deception. Google, for example, tells SEO practitioners to
make pages primarily for users, not for search engines. Don’t deceive your users or present different
content to search engines than you display to users, which is commonly referred to as cloaking: : : :
Create a useful, information-rich site, and write pages that clearly and accurately describe your
content : : : (Beginners Guide to SEO, p. 3)

Unethical techniques, also known as black-hat SEO or spamdexing, use deception or methods
discouraged by search engines to game the algorithm and improve rankings. Common blackhat tactics include keyword stuffing (overusing keywords throughout a Web page), doorway
and cloaked pages (the content of these pages do not match the search results; their purpose
is to redirect users to other pages), and link farming (increasing the link’s popularity by
increasing the number of incoming, usually unrelated, links to the site) (Edassery, 2008;
Boswell, n.d.). In 2006, Google removed BMW’s German Web site for the company’s use
of doorway pages (“BMW given”). A recent famous example of black-hat SEO involved JC
Penny’s link farming, in which the company had thousands of unrelated links from hundreds
of sites (many abandoned) that led directly to jcpenney.com in order to boost its Google search
ranking (Segal, 2011). The New York Times investigative reporter David Segal informed Google
of the case, and Google intervened. JC Penney’s ranking has dropped significantly as a result.
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FIGURE 1 LDS keyword tag cloud (Courtesy of Avinash Kaushik, http://www.kaushik.net/avinash/
beginners-guide-web-data-analysis-ten-steps-tips-best-practices/).

THE LDS CHURCH’S SEO EFFORTS
Unlike BMW and JC Penney, the strategies used by the LDS Church are entirely legitimate
and reputable by SEO standards. This section explains the LDS Church’s SEO efforts and uses
the case of the More Good Foundation to illustrate the Church’s proactive online marketing
campaign. The primary data for this study come from various sources, including Web sites
of LDS grassroots SEO groups (e.g., the More Good Foundation and LDS Media Talk);
public speeches by the president of the More Good Foundation, Jonathan Johnson; the author’s
personal communication with Johnson and Larry Richman (of LDS Media Talk); and results
of some Mormon-related keywords searches.

How Do Mormons Do It?
In analyzing how the LDS Church operates its Web sites, Briggs (2010) of the Distilled blog
concludes that the Church is “forward thinking” and has “a very focused and consistent SEO
strategy behind their Web site.” In his opinion, the Mormon Church effectively employs ethical
SEO tactics, including creating attractive content, using diverse keywords, and building links.
Kaushik (2010) identifies the LDS Church’s impressive tag cloud1 (see Figure 1) that “shows
the story in hundreds of thousands of keywords.” Briggs (2010) identified the top 20 keywords
that have sent traffic to the main Church Web site, lds.org (see Figure 2). He also points out
that the LDS Church has built numerous links from a multitude of sites. As of late 2010,
1
A tag cloud refers to a visual depiction of keywords or tags describing the content of a Web site, allowing the
Web site to be linked, browsed, or searched, thus sending traffic to the site. A tag’s importance is signified by font
size and sometimes color. The larger the font size or the more visible the color, the more important the tag.
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FIGURE 2 Top-ranking LDS search terms December 2010 (Source: SEM Rush tool on Raven tools, cited
in Briggs, 2010).

Briggs counted close to 3.5 million external links from 9,726 different domains to lds.org,
which ranked right next to MTV.com (slightly over 3.5 million links) on the Top 500 Most
Important Sites on the Internet chart.
It should surprise no one that these results derive from the LDS Church’s solid ground-level
support structure as well as a well-organized campaign from the top. The Church started its
SEO efforts in 1996 (Johnson, 2011; Richman, 2011), mostly to build the ground work. In an
SEO Initiatives forum on tech.lds.org, Larry Richman (also known as ldsWebguy), director of
Product Awareness for the Curriculum Department of the LDS Church and the founder of LDS
Media Talk, acknowledged that in early March 2007 the Church’s Information System (IS)
Department had been “looking at SEO and the various terms people use to find our content.
There’s a lot more to be done, but we have a team working on it” (Richman, 2007a). The scope
of the campaign was broadened to include ordinary members when Elder M. Russell Ballard,
one of the Church’s Twelve Apostles, its second highest governing body, gave a commencement
address at Brigham Young University (BYU) Hawaii in December 2007. He encouraged LDS
students to share their faith with friends through social media (Ballard, 2007). He later gave a
similar speech to students at BYU in Provo, Utah, and BYU Idaho. The speech was eventually
published in the Ensign, the Church’s most important magazine, inviting all Latter-day Saints
to spread the gospel through new media (Ballard, 2008). As Figure 3 illustrates, by the end
of 2007 and early 2008 the Church started to build links. From April 2008 on, the Church
consistently built 200,000–400,000 links per month. In January 2010 it reached 500,000 links
for the month; the number continued to rise and peaked in September and October 2010, with
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FIGURE 3 New LDS links per month, 2006–2010 (Courtesy of Majestic SEO).

FIGURE 4 Cumulative LDS links, 2006–2010 (Courtesy of Majestic SEO).

800,000 links each month. Figure 4 shows a steady growth of backlinks (or incoming links)
that cumulatively totaled 12 million in October 2010.
At least three groups serve as ground troops for LDS SEO efforts. The most directly involved
group is the Church’s internal IS Department, which oversees the technical aspects of official
Church Web sites such as lds.org and mormon.org. The second group is the newly launched
online missionary program, which operates somewhat separately from the regular missionary
program. The pilot online program was established in May 2008, and the mission became
an official Church mission in November 2009. Missionaries proselytize through social media
such as Facebook, blogs, and the chat feature on mormon.org2 (Lankford, 2010; Stack, 2010).
Through thousands of chats each week, missionaries help build links and send traffic to the
Church’s official Web sites.
The third group is actually a set of groups—“grassroots” organizations that involve a broader
membership and are less formally tied to the Church. They heed the call from Church leaders
and voluntarily take on the responsibility to advance LDS causes, spread the Mormon faith,
and improve the Church’s public image online. As with other LDS Church involvement in
potentially sensitive or controversial issues (e.g., Proposition 8 in 2008 California and the gaymarriage debate in 1997 Hawaii), the Church seems to have reasoned that it is in its best interests
to stay in the background and let the grassroots organizations take the visible lead. Groups such
2
LDSLiving magazine reports that missionaries “are stationed on the chat on mormon.org from 10 a.m. to 9 p.m.,
but the chat is open 24/7.” The program helped facilitate 194 baptisms in 2010 alone and 264 baptisms cumulatively
from November 2009 to December 2010 (Lankford, 2010).
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as the More Good Foundation and LDS Media Talk are thus on the frontline of this religious
online marketing campaign, facilitating the broader ground operation and assisting individual
Latter-day Saints with technical issues. For example, Richman renamed his ldsWebguy.com
site (created in mid-2006) LDS Media Talk in mid-2008 to “share technology ideas with LDS
parents and youth.” These ideas pertain to “share[ing] the message of His restored gospel; tips
on creating great Web sites and blogs; using social networks; how to keep your family safe on
the Internet; [and] how to use other kinds of media in productive ways” (ldsmediatalk.com).
Many entries teach church members specific SEO strategies, such as building and optimizing
links, maximizing Twitter profile SEO, and using Twitter to pick up easy search traffic (see
Richman, 2007b, 2008, 2009a, 2009b, 2009c, 2010). Although his Web site claims that it is
not officially associated with the Church, his position in the Church makes it hard to clearly
separate his blog from official Church Web sites and other online operations.3
The More Good Foundation
Among these grassroots SEO-oriented groups, the More Good Foundation is the best organized and most effective. The Foundation was established in September 2005 by David
Neeleman, JetBlue Airways founder, and Jim Engebretsen, associate dean at BYU’s Marriott
School of Management. It currently has 30 paid employees (not including volunteers; see
Johnson, 2011) and operates more than 300 Web sites on diverse topics, including lds.net,
mormonchurch.com, christ.org, prophetjosephsmith.org, ldsblogs.com, mormonbeliefs.org, historyofmormonism.com, and mormonwiki.com. It targets not only Americans and other English
speakers but also international Internet users. Most of its sites are translated into various
languages. The Foundation also owns a YouTube channel which, according to its Web site,
“has over 1900 videos online in several different languages.” In addition, the Foundation also
manages more than 100 other sites (see moregoodfoundation.org).
The relationship between the Foundation and the Church hierarchy is somewhat ambiguous.
The Foundation claims that it is an independent entity and thus not a part of the formal Church
organization. Its Web site affirms that it “is not owned by or affiliated with” the LDS Church,
although it “is fully supportive of the Church and its mission.” Structurally, however, Johnson
(2010b, 2011) acknowledged that the Foundation works directly with the Church’s SEO team,
the Church Public Affairs Department, and the two Apostles who oversee the Public Affairs
Department. He declined to elaborate further on how his Foundation works with the Church.
The Foundation also works with the LDS Media Talk blog, which has a formal position
within the Church organizational structure and works closely with the Church IS Department
and its SEO program (Richman, 2011). The Foundation has close ties4 with the Foundation
for Apologetic Information and Research (FAIR) within the Neal A. Maxwell Institute for
Religious Scholarship at the BYU in Provo, Utah, which is owned and directly managed by
3 Richman replied to my comment posted on his Web site regarding when the Church started the SEO effort and
how many people are working for the project. However, when I attempted to ask him questions more formally as a
researcher for this project, he stopped e-mailing me back.
4
The president of the More Good Foundation, Jonathan Johnson, sits on the advisory council of FAIR to provide
technical support for the organization (Johnson, 2010b, 2011). Some FAIR scholars write for the More Good Web
site; More Good helps promote FAIR and makes its work more accessible to a broader audience.
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the LDS Church. Financially, the Foundation asserts that “it is not directed by or funded through
the Church; no Church funds are used for the Foundation.” In a public forum, Johnson was
asked about the Foundation’s financial sources. He assured the audience that 100% of the funds
come from donations (Johnson, 2010b).5
Marketing Mormonism through missionaries and other devices has long been a part of
Mormon identity. Internet marketing continues the tradition. The concept of religious economy
is, in fact, clearly at work in the LDS Church/Foundation’s SEO efforts. Unlike traditional
proselytizing, which is directed to a broad audience with sometimes little aiming strategy, the
LDS Internet marketing directs “interested people to the Church” (moregoodfoundation.org).
It targets those who voluntarily search online for information about Mormonism. A survey
of Google search results on various keywords related to Mormonism (see below) identifies
two main competitors in this specific religious marketplace: Christian/Catholic ministries eager
to “reveal” Mormon “abominations,” and former Mormons who warn against the faith. In
competition against these forces, the Church’s SEO campaign aims to ensure “that the everyday
Mormon voices are heard” (moregoodfoundation.org).
On the market’s supply side, the campaign specifically prioritizes a few strategies to ensure
that Mormon perspectives are present and visible in cyberspace. One is to persuade lay members
to share online their positive experiences as Mormons. Elder Ballard’s call for Saints to “join
the conversation” represents one of the most powerful statements toward this end.
We are living in a world saturated with all kinds of voices, because now, more than ever, we
have a major responsibility as Latter-day Saints to define ourselves instead of letting others define
us: : : : We cannot stand on the sidelines while others, including our critics, attempt to define what
the Church teaches : : : [A]ll conversations have an impact on those who participate in them.
Perceptions of the Church are established one conversation at a time. (Ballard, 2007, 2008)

Church leadership acknowledges that many people will not use official Church sources to look
for information about Mormonism. General members’ input and stories provide an “authentic”
and “un-authoritative” alternative for those searching for information (Ballard, 2007, 2008).
Using a market analogy, Johnson (2010a, 2011) explained that many potential buyers look
for customer reviews online before deciding whether to buy a product. To him, the Church is
evaluated by potential customers similarly to the way products are by consumers. To counter
the reviews of Mormonism’s critics, practicing Mormons are encouraged and recruited to share
their positive experiences. Mormon.org, for example, has collected more than 4,000 member
profiles that interested people can examine (Self, 2010). The SEO effort makes sure that these
satisfied customers’ testimonials are readily and prominently available online.
Another consumer-oriented strategy involves “reach[ing] out to seekers [by] using their
vocabulary” (moregoodfoundation.org). That is, the Church/Foundation teaches members to
adopt a user-friendly communication style by avoiding LDS jargon and using terminology
nonmembers use to describe the Mormon faith. About a decade ago the LDS Church urged
5 I pushed the question in a recent interview by asking Johnson whether the Church indirectly funds his Foundation.
He responded defensively and argued the question was irrelevant. He then gave an evasive answer by emphasizing
the Foundation’s 501c3 status and stating that it received funds through charities and private donors (Johnson, 2011),
which, I assume, does not necessarily exclude the LDS Church, the General Authorities, and other Church leaders.
Johnson also refused to disclose the Foundation’s budget.
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FIGURE 5

LDS-related Google keyword search results, 2005 (Source: The More Good Foundation).

its members to avoid the Church’s nickname (Mormon) and instead use official names in
communicating with others. The Church also requested that others, including news organizations, adopt LDS terminology when dealing with Mormonism (“Proper Church”). That older
approach appeared to alienate or confuse nonmembers more than it fostered respect, however.
The new approach not only bridges between Mormon and non-Mormon terminology but also,
in good SEO fashion, builds a diverse tag cloud for online searches (Taylor, 2011). The use of
“mormon.org” as one of the official Church Web sites is an example of this consumer-oriented
method to attract online traffic.
The marketing strategy the More Good Foundation utilizes is to out-compete competitors
through SEO. As Johnson (2010a) asserts, “The only way we could most effectively displace
negativity [on the Internet] is to overpower with content.” Figure 5 indicates that in late 2005
anti-Mormon sites (dotted blocks) constituted 52.5% of the top 20 English Google search results
among the eight keywords on basic Mormon information, while pro-Mormon sites (diagonally
slashed blocks6 ) were only 28% of the results. By July 2008 (Figure 6), pro-Mormon sites
(created by the LDS Church, the More Good Foundation, and other Mormons) had clearly
become the dominant voice, with 51.5% of Google search results, while anti-Mormon sites
shrunk to only 30%. The results are similar for searches in other languages. Johnson stated in
an interview with the author that the Foundation has since expanded the number of keyphrases
and has more updated results. Due to the sensitivity of the issue, he was unwilling to disclose
the information, however. My own survey on March 27, 2011, based on Google-searching the
same eight keywords, found the trend continues to favor the LDS Church: pro-Mormon sites
(either by the official Church or grassroots Mormon individuals/organizations, including the
More Good Foundation) overwhelm the anti-Mormon sites by 29 percentage points (54% vs.
23%; see Figure 7). In addition to updating More Good Foundation’s basic keyphrase results,
I searched an expanded set of keyphrases that I think those curious about Mormonism might
6 The horizontally striped blocks indicate “neutral” sites, which refer to objective scholarly work and sites that
contain both positive and negative information about Mormonism (e.g. Wikipedia), or are not about Mormonism. In
their original figures, the More Good Foundation used blue—the school color for BYU—to indicate “good/positive”
sites about Mormonism and red—school color for the University of Utah, BYU’s main rival—to imply “bad/negative”
sites about Mormonism. This conscious choice seems ironic if one considers that many students at the University of
Utah are also LDS Church members. It also created an embarrassing situation when Johnson spoke to students at BYU
Hawaii, whose school color is red.
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LDS-related Google keyword search results, 2008 (Source: The More Good Foundation).

FIGURE 7

LDS-related Google keyword search results, March 2011.

also search for online. Some of these issues, such as the Book of Abraham, the Mountain
Meadows Massacre, and Mormon Danites,7 might require slightly more advanced knowledge
about the religion. These additional terms provide a broader view of the impact of LDS SEO
efforts. Figure 8 indicates that the LDS Church enjoys only a more modest edge over its critics
on these keyphrases, about 41% versus 34%. The search results suggest that while the Church
has strong influence over basic information about Mormonism, SEO efforts may not yet have
fully reached the more complex and difficult issues.
YouTube provides another example of the LDS Church’s/More Good Foundation’s SEO
achievements. Figure 9 shows that within a six-month period in 2008, the Church turned
the situation almost completely around. Johnson (2010a) asserts that 85% of the videos on
YouTube about Mormonism were negative before SEO efforts and that the situation severely
7 Regarding the search term “brigham young,” I excluded all search results on Brigham Young University. I only
counted information about Brigham Young, the second president of the LDS Church. The Book of Abraham is part
of LDS scripture, in a volume called the Pearl of Great Price. Joseph Smith acquired a set of Egyptian papyri from
a traveling mummy exhibition in 1835. He believed that it was a record of Abraham and translated it into English.
Mountain Meadows Massacre refers to a tragic incident in September 1857 in which Mormons and Indians killed
about 120 travelers in a wagon train passing through Utah from Arkansas to California. The Danites were a LDS
fraternal vigilante group established during Joseph Smith’s time. They were involved in the Mormons’ conflicts with
Missourians. It is not clear whether the group existed in Utah; the legend about them lived on, however. It became,
along with polygamy, one of the two early prominent stereotypes of Mormons.
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FIGURE 8 Expanded LDS-related Google keyword search results, March 2011.

FIGURE 9 A comparison of LDS-related YouTube keyword search results, January (left) and July 2008
(Source: The More Good Foundation).

affected the Church’s image and credibility. The key turning point came, according to Johnson,
when the LDS Church formally complained to YouTube administration with threats of potential lawsuits regarding copyrighted materials used by groups or individuals without Church
permission. While most anti-Mormon videos were being removed, the Church simultaneously
uploaded hundreds of pro-Mormon videos, yielding a result of 89.5% of videos positive toward
Mormonism. As of March 22, 2011, I updated the search results8 and found that, as Figure 10
shows, there are currently more anti-Mormon materials on YouTube than there were three
years ago, right after initial Church intervention. But on the whole, pro-Mormon videos on
these specific topics still dominate (about 75%) over negative portrayals (about 23%).
8 I followed the keyterms used in the More Good Foundation’s 2008 study. However, after I went through all
videos, I decided to exclude the results of two keyterms: “mormon missionary” and “mormon missionaries” because
most videos under these two keywords are irrelevant, in my opinion, to the LDS Church’s image or how Mormonism
can be understood by viewers. Many of the videos feature missionaries doing things (such as dancing, rapping, or
other leisure activities) not directly related to the Church or proselytizing.
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LDS-related YouTube keyword search results, 2011.

A couple observations on the YouTube search results are relevant here. The publicity of a
new Broadway musical The Book of Mormon has skewed results and interrupted the regular
rankings, particularly for the search term “book of mormon.” Many clips of TV interviews
with the show’s producers became popular and affected the top-20 result list. I excluded
these publicity interviews in the study, although some may argue that they could have an
impact (either positive or negative) on the Church.9 Another observation is that it appears
the LDS Church has not yet figured out a fully effective way to deal with difficult subjects
such as polygamy and temple garments (Mormon underwear). The top search results on these
terms remain mostly negative. The Church also seems to have lost a bit of influence on how
“Mormonism” and “Mormons” are defined.
As with the Google search, I also expanded the keyterm list for the YouTube search
(Figure 11). The results find slightly more negative information (52%) than positive information
(46%). This suggests, similar to the expanded list on the Google search results, that the LDS
Church’s SEO efforts have thus far targeted particularly those with very little knowledge about
the Church.

IMPLICATIONS
As the Internet becomes one of the major tools for human communication, the adaptation of
SEO technology to all types of business seems inevitable. Its application to the religious market9 The LDS Church does not protest against the show. It has issued a statement, however, suggesting that “the
production may attempt to entertain audiences for an evening, but the Book of Mormon as a volume of scripture will
change people’s lives forever by bringing them closer to Christ” (http://newsroom.lds.org/article/church-statementregarding-the-book-of-mormon-broadway-musical).
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FIGURE 11

Expanded LDS-related YouTube keyword search results, March 2011.

place carries some uncertainty, however. Ethical issues may play out somewhat differently in
this latter market. In this concluding section, I reflect on three issues raised by this study: the
Mormon image in the American media, the marketplace of ideas, and religious marketing as a
field of study.
Wrestling with the Mormon Image
In order to understand the LDS Church’s willingness to invest in yet another cutting-edge
media technology in order to improve its public image, we must consider the stereotypes the
Church has been characterized by during its 180C-year history. Polygamy remains almost
synonymous with Mormonism today, even though the Church officially abolished it more than
120 years ago. A 2007 Pew Research survey shows that “polygamy” is the most used word
Americans use to describe Mormonism, followed by “family/family values” and “cult” (see
“How the”). The historian Jan Shipps (2000, p. 52) identifies “a strained relationship” between
the LDS Church and American society since the birth of the religion in 1830. Nelson (1992,
p. 45) further argues that “few other religious groups in the United States have been subjected to
such sustained, vitriolic criticism and hostility.” The prolonged self-consciousness of being “the
Other” has prompted Mormons to develop a strong desire for acceptance within society. The
LDS Church’s Americanization around the turn of the 20th century (Yorgason, 2003) and its
continuous efforts to incorporate American/Christian mainstream values into Mormon culture
has led the religion to deemphasize some of its unique characteristics. In Shipps’s (2000) pithy
phrase, the Mormons have gone from “satyr to Saints.” They are, she argues, “more American
than Americans.” Or as Chen (1996, 2004) asserts, Mormons have become a “model minority.”
The success of 2002 Winter Olympic Games pushed the positive Mormon image to new
heights. Shipps (2002) metaphorically claimed the “Mormons scored a 9.6” in overall media
coverage during the event. She concluded that the LDS Church has become a “mainline”
church in America (see also Shipps, 2000). Chen (2003, 2004), however, is more skeptical of
the positive images and argues that, as a religious minority, Mormons are not entirely trusted
by mainstream society. The Church’s numerical and economic success, Mormonism’s unique
beliefs, and members’ hard work, obedience, and other characteristics are often seen as a threat,
un-Christian, and not fully American.
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Mitt Romney’s 2008 U.S. Presidential run and the Proposition 8 controversy in California
that same year put the Mormons’ hard-won positive images to the test. Both the Church
hierarchy and the general membership were shocked by the amount of media negativity about
the Church, especially online (for an analysis of the coverage of Mitt Romney’s presidential
campaign, see Baker & Campbell, 2010). The 2007 Pew Research cited earlier reveals that
Mormonism is the second least-liked religion in the United States, behind only Islam (“How
the”). A Gallup poll from the same year shows that many voters claim to be reluctant to vote
for a hypothetical Mormon presidential candidate (Jones, 2007). A recent poll indicates that a
quarter of Americans still feel uncomfortable supporting a Mormon presidential candidate in
the 2012 election cycle (Doherty, 2011). The LDS Church’s involvement in California’s samesex marriage debates increased the negativity. The Washington Post reports a 2008 survey
by Mormon pollster Gary Lawrence: “For every American who expresses a strong liking
for Mormons, four express a strong dislike.” Lawrence explains that “we’re upside down on
our image. People have misperceptions of us because of ignorance, because of the history
of polygamy, and because we organize quickly, which scares some people” (Vick, 2009). In
discussing the slowing LDS growth of recent years, a “Mr X” asks on exmormon.org,
What’s killing progress for the Morg [Mormon Church]? Information, information, information!!!!
:::
Internet sites. Ten years ago, there was practically nothing. Now look at all the sites to find out
about all the solid facts showing overwhelming evidence that JS [Joseph Smith] was a conman and
the church is—plain and simply [sic]—a fraud!! (Mr X, 2002)

In a more recent online chat on the same site, an “AxeIDC” similarly suggests:
The Internet has killed off the LDS Church just like the printing press killed the Catholic Church.
Sure, both are still around, but nothing like they were before the truth got out about them: : : :
It’s far too easy to discover the truth about LDS, Inc. now because of it. Before the Internet, you
had to hope your local library had some books on the LDS Church that were reasonably critical.
Now ExMormon.org and Affirmation.org always come up on the first page of a Google search on
“Mormon.” (AxeIDC, 2010)

Facing this new situation, the LDS Church has chosen to be proactive. The newly launched
multimillion-dollar “I am a Mormon” ad campaign has drawn media attention due to its
scope and intensity—up to 90 different ads placed in major advertising outlets and nine
different markets.10 Many observers speculate that these ads were intended to pave the way
for Romney’s (or Jon Huntsman’s) 2012 presidential election campaign (Pareene, 2010), or
to repair PR damage from the Church’s Proposition 8 advocacy (Karger, 2010). Whether the
10 The ad campaign features everyday Mormons talking about their professions, habits, and Mormon identity. The
ads can be seen on television, radio, billboards, bus platforms, and the interior of public transportation in nine cities:
Minneapolis-St. Paul, St. Louis, Baton Rouge, LA, Colorado Springs, CO, Rochester, NY, Pittsburgh, Oklahoma City,
Tucson, AZ, and Jacksonville, FL. The ads are also shown on the Internet. With the popularity of the The Book of
Mormon Broadway show, the LDS Church decided to ride the wave and added New York City to the list, prominently
displaying the “I am a Mormon” billboard in Times Square.
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speculation is accurate or not, this ad campaign does not function alone, but is in fact part of
the larger multimedia public relations operation, including SEO efforts, that the LDS Church
has undertaken. The various parts work together for a common cause. Latter-day Saints create
personal profiles on the Church’s official mormon.org Web site, which creates the material for
the ads. These ads reach an international audience through mormon.org and other nontraditional
channels such as social media, Internet, Facebook, and YouTube. In return, these ads direct
traffic to Church Web sites, which props up the Church in search rankings. The Deseret News,
an LDS-owned newspaper in Utah, reports that the traffic for mormon.org has increased 300%
since the ad campaign’s establishment in 2008, with an increase of 400%–800% in the nine test
markets where the “I am a Mormon” commercials run (Campbell, 2010). Thus this large-scale
multimedia campaign seems to be producing positive results for the LDS Church, especially
in prioritizing information on the Internet. However, no one knows whether the positive results
will last and how the operation will be perceived.
The Church has been using PR since its infancy. Mormonism’s founder, Joseph Smith,
courted newspaper editors and published the Book of Mormon, newspapers, and other pamphlets to spread Mormonism. During the heat of national debate over polygamy, many prominent Church leaders, including John Taylor, George, Q. Cannon, Reed Smoot, and Susa Young
Gates, fiercely defended plural marriage and other Mormon doctrines in both Mormon and
non-Mormon media (see Grow, 2006). Today, the LDS Church runs one of the major media
operations in the Mountain West, owning various media outlets including a TV station, about
30 radio stations, a newspaper, a publishing company, a bookstore chain, and several Internet
and digital venues. It regularly advertizes Mormon messages in the mainstream media, along
with other PR efforts and its worldwide humanitarian relief. However, Mormon stereotypes
persist. Church PR, or religious marketing in general, can be a double-edged sword. Skinner’s (2008) master’s thesis on college students’ reactions toward the LDS Church’s 2007
ad campaign, “Truth Restored,” illustrates this dilemma. While the ad campaign might drive
traffic to the Church’s Web site, as the ad campaign intended, Skinner found that about
one-third of study participants disapproved of religious organizations using advertisements
to recruit potential members. Her study echoes McDaniel’s studies (1986, 1989) cited earlier
that the general public tends to be less tolerant than religious organizations of the idea of
religious marketing. How will this large scale multimedia campaign be perceived by the general
public? How will the Church’s competitors and critics respond to the campaign in general and
the SEO operation in particular? How will this campaign affect Mormon public images in
both the short and long terms? It seems clear the campaign is already grabbing attention
and producing controversy beyond the relatively narrow world of SEO and PR professionals
(see Boorstein, 2011).
The Marketplace of Ideas
The techniques of Search Engine Optimization bring the debate over the marketplace of ideas
to cyberspace, especially in terms of who gets to speak and who can be heard online. John
Milton suggested in the 17th century that truth will prevail through free exchange of ideas.
John Stuart Mill later argued that freedom of speech serves the social good (see Napoli, 1999;
Sorial, 2010). Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes interpreted the idea in the 1919 Abrams v. United
States case:
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when men have realized that time has upset many fighting faiths, they may come to believe : : :
that the ultimate good desired is better reached by free trade in ideas—that the best test of truth
is the power of the thought to get itself accepted in the competition of the market. (As quoted in
Krotoszynski, 2006, p. 14)

The marketplace of ideas “envisions an unrestricted and robust exchange of views and opinions
whereby such views and opinions may be available for each person to either accept or reject on
their merits” (Hartman, 1999, p. 427). Accordingly, it is undesirable in a democratic society to
allow any restriction, especially governmental interference, on free speech that will result in less
speech or diminished exchange of ideas, even when the speech or ideas are deemed offensive.
The recent Supreme Court ruling siding with a fundamentalist preacher who specializes in
loud protests at funerals illustrates the ideal of the marketplace of ideas. The theory argues that
the “market” will regulate itself; good arguments will prevail and bad ones will eventually be
rejected (see Napoli, 1999; Sorial, 2010).
The Internet seems to buttress the marketplace of ideas since it apparently democratizes
mass communication. In dealing with one of the first Internet-related First Amendment cases,
Judge Stewart Dalzell commented that “it is no exaggeration that the Internet has achieved and
continues to achieve, the most participatory marketplace of mass speech that this country—and
indeed the world—has yet seen” (quoted in Hartman, 1999, p. 432). Judge Lowell A. Reed
further explained how Internet realizes the vision of the marketplace of ideas.
In the medium of cyberspace : : : anyone can build a soap box out of web pages and speak her
mind in the virtual village green to an audience larger and more diverse than any the Framers could
have imagined. In many respects, unconventional messages compete equally with the speech of
mainstream speakers in the marketplace of ideas that is the Internet, certainly more than in most
other media. (As quoted in Hartman, 1999, p. 433)

One problem with the “marketplace of ideas” concept is its assumption that the market gives
everyone a fairly equal chance to speak and be heard. Hartman (1999) points out that resources
in the real world are never distributed equally among participants; those with means speak more
frequently and effectively than those without. In many cases, he argues, certain people are not
allowed to speak at all. The same argument applies to the Internet. SEO technology, in my view,
is one way in which the gap between the haves and have-nots is re-established in cyberspace. In
theory, anyone can create a soap box online and compete with mainstream speakers, as Judge
Reed indicates; in practice, however, this is seldom the case. Jonathan Johnson (2011) of the
More Good Foundation defends the LDS Church’s SEO strategy by using a tree-in-the-forest
analogy. He explains that if one plants a tree in the forest, no one will notice it unless the tree
grows taller than the others. It is the same with the millions of Web sites online: in order for
any individual’s or organization’s Web site to be noticed, he asserts, utilizing SEO is a must.
But the question remains: what will prevail in the end? Truth? Arguments with the most merit?
According to one SEO expert quoted in the New York Times regarding the JC Penny’s case,
“the guy with the biggest S.E.O. budget always ranks the highest” (Segal, 2011).
Thus far SEO technology is mainly used for commercial online marketing, although some
not-for-profit groups have also adopted it. The LDS Church is probably one of the pioneering
religious organizations to apply its techniques to proselytizing. As I argued earlier, the LDS
Church has the need and right to define itself. However, might there be a concern over whether a
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religious organization should employ (what may seem from some perspectives to be) proactive
or even aggressive Internet marketing campaigns? What seems like reasonable action in the
no-holds-barred world of cutthroat business competition might be questionable in the realm
of religion. How and where should a religious group draw the line in promoting itself on the
Internet? Is there a danger that SEO strategy may start as an effort to make sure one’s viewpoint
has a chance to be heard in the marketplace of ideas but becomes an attempt to silence or
drown out competing ideas? Might there be a cyber SEO war among religious groups in the
near future to compete for customers? Or has the war already begun?11
Religious Marketing as a Field of Study
This study relies on the notion of religious marketing as part of its theoretical framework. A
few observations might interest scholars of religion and media. First, the field needs updating.
Most studies on religious marketing were conducted between the late 1980s/early 1990s and
early 2000s. Only a few authors have published in recent years. This problem may result
from how the field has been defined. Discussion of religious marketing has largely been onedimensional. The bulk of the literature deals with “how to” questions. Marketing professionals
lead the conversation by urging religious groups to adopt certain strategies to promote their
causes. While the effort to implement marketing techniques is understandable, that should not
be the only force driving the field. Incorporation of other issues into the discussion can expand
the scope of the field and enrich the dialogue. For example, a broader theoretical framework
that includes critical discussion of religious economy,12 related media theories, media ethics,
religious theories, and so forth, will diversify the field and help make it an interdisciplinary
field that attracts different types of research.
Second, the field needs to grow in order to account for new media technologies. Much of the
literature, which deals with more traditional media, grows increasingly outdated. New projects
are needed to examine how religious marketing works in the era of the Internet and other
social media. Third, studies on religious marketing are mostly U.S. based, relating to Christian
churches alone. Empirical studies and theoretical discussion of non-Christian faiths outside
a U.S. (or Western) context will provide a broader understanding. Fourth, in relation to the
current study specifically, it would be fruitful to examine how widely spread SEO technology
is among different religious organizations and to assess the LDS Church’s efforts from the
perspectives of audience research.
The LDS’s SEO case serves as a starting point for a broader conversation on religion and
media in the Internet age. This article not only adds to the literature on Mormonism but, more
importantly, also explores new terrain in the field of religion and media in general. Specifically,
it examines how religious organizations adopt new communication technologies, considers
ethical issues in religious marketing, points to areas in which religious competition over
communication efforts may arise in the future, and calls for new research in religious marketing.
These issues are at the heart of understanding religion in the contemporary media landscape.
11 Other religious organizations have started taking notes on Mormon SEO success. A Catholic blog, for instance,
has cited the LDS Church as an example and called for “Catholics [to] do the same : : : invest[ing] in entrepreneurial
evangelization” (Vogt, 2011).
12
I was surprised to see how disconnected these two bodies of thought are in the current literature.
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