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Abstract
This qualitative, action-oriented research project aimed to examine women's leadership capacity
in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. The research question guiding this inquiry
was: How might women in the Vernon BC Stake Relief Society enthusiastically take up their
roles as leaders in the Church of Jesus Christ? Using a systemic action research (SAR)
methodology—paired with the principles of appreciative inquiry—members of the Vernon BC
Stake Relief Society engaged in a series of online, anonymous, and asynchronous discussions.
Data collected from three distinct/disjoined collaborative circles and a World Café-like event
indicated that learning about and understanding the history of women in the Church, cultivating
collaborative principle-based reasoning, and collectively crafting an inclusive and judgementfree environment—where women have each other’s backs—can positively enhance women’s
leadership sentiment and scope within the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. Royal
Roads University’s research and ethics policy guided the design and implementation of this
study from start to finish.
Keywords: women, leadership, Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, Mormon,
organizational change, action-oriented research
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Executive Summary
Research on the leadership capacity of women in gender-traditional religions—
particularly that of women in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS/Mormon)—is
typically shaped by scholars bent on capturing the reasons behind why “women who are
interested in equality endure the constraints of a strongly patriarchal institution” (Mihelich &
Storrs, 2003, p. 417), and why “people in situations of subordination comply with expectations
that seem to work against their autonomy and power” (Leamaster & Bautista, 2018, p. 1).
Researchers specifically found that LDS men and women “regardless of their intentions,
reproduced gender beliefs that facilitate the subordination of women [by] anchoring [those]
beliefs within Mormon doctrine” (Sumerau & Cragun, 2015, p. 49). In other words, by defining
gender inequalities as an essential characteristic of God’s plan and by sanctifying elements of
that subordination (Rockwood, 1992; Sumerau & Cragun, 2015; Taylor, 2009), Church leaders
immobilized the resistance that researchers might have expected to see from women in this
highly conservative—albeit once socially progressive (Webb & Buckley, 2020)—institution.
Yet, amid their subservience, women in gender-traditional religions still find ways to exercise
their agency (Avishai, 2008; Burke, 2012), with the Relief Society—the female branch of the
LDS Church—specifically designed for this purpose. It is this purpose, of re-engaging the Relief
Society in actualizing the individual and collective leadership potential of its members, that
framed the rationale for this research.
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The primary question guiding this inquiry was: How might women in the Vernon BC
Stake Relief Society enthusiastically take up their roles as leaders in the Church of Jesus Christ?
To answer this question, I also pursued a set of sub-questions:
•

How do the women in the Vernon BC Stake Relief Society currently conceive of their
leadership role(s) in the Church of Jesus Christ?

•

What does it look like when women in the Vernon BC Stake Relief Society
enthusiastically take up their roles as leaders?

•

What challenges might women in the Vernon BC Stake Relief Society encounter as
they exercise ways to advance their leadership in the Church of Jesus Christ?

•

What kinds of resources and supports do women in the Vernon BC Stake Relief
Society need to enthusiastically take up their roles as leaders in the Church of Jesus
Christ?

•

What strategies can women in the Vernon BC Stake Relief Society utilize as they
begin to take up their role(s) as leaders?

Using a systemic action research (SAR) methodology (Burns, 2013)—paired with the
principles of appreciative inquiry (McArthur-Blair & Cockell, 2018; Reed, 2007)—members of
the Vernon BC Stake Relief Society engaged in a series of online, anonymous, and asynchronous
discussions. Data collected from three collaborative circles and a World Café-like event
indicated that learning about and understanding the history of women in the Church, cultivating
collaborative principle-based reasoning, and collectively crafting an inclusive and judgementfree environment—where women have each other’s backs—can positively influence women’s
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leadership sentiment and scope within the Church of Jesus Christ. Recommendations related to
these findings were presented to my research partner for consideration and implementation. The
implications of those recommendations, however, are complex and underscore the assertion that
“transforming a system is really about transforming the relationships between [the] people who
make up the system” (Kania et al., 2018, p. 7). Relational changes of this kind have the capacity
to reverberate throughout the system—hopefully for the betterment of women, the Church, and
society at large.
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Chapter 1: Focus and Framing
There was once a dream that was Rome. You could only whisper it. Anything more than
a whisper and it would vanish, it was so fragile. And I fear that it will not survive the
winter.

–Marcus Aurelius, Gladiator

Reflecting on Emperor Aurelius’ sentiments (Scott, 2000), I am reminded of the bold
demands a whisper can place upon the status quo. Such was the case for the Relief Society—the
female branch of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (informally known as
Mormons/LDS). This socially and spiritually progressive female-led institution was established
in the mid-nineteenth century to elevate the voices, values, and verdicts of women within the
Church of Jesus Christ (hereafter also referred to as the “Church”) and the world (Derr et al.,
2016; Hall, 2015; Hanks, 2019; Madsen, 1981; Webb & Buckley, 2020). Nevertheless, despite
the carefully crafted message that this institution carried within its foundational first breaths and
the unyielding support of esteemed Church Founder and Prophet Joseph Smith, the Relief
Society has yet to actualize the full bloom of its promised potential and establish itself as an
autonomous, self-governing, female-led organization—a quorum equal in aptitude and authority
to the presiding male-led quorums of the Church (Hanks, 1992, 2019; Toscano, 1994). As I will
explain in greater detail in this section, shortly after its inception and in the wake of Joseph
Smith’s untimely death, Quorum of the Twelve Apostles president, Brigham Young, abruptly
disbanded the Society condemning women to a status quo that refused to acknowledge the
priesthood authority of women that Smith had intended—the significance of which cannot be
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understated. Today, the Society’s ongoing subsummation within the centralized, hierarchical,
and male-dominated structure of the Church continues to reinforce women’s subservient
position, making for a particularly long and brutal winter. In step with Marcus Aurelius’
thoughts on the state of Rome, winter is already upon the Relief Society, seasonal affective
disorder has set in, and the malaise among its membership is palpable (Dengah et al., 2019;
Hanks, 2019; McBaine, 2012).
As a member of the Relief Society myself, and as a leadership scholar, I am interested in
conducting research that supports a return to the Relief Society’s constitutive purposes and
values. Through dialogue with members, I have explored ways in which the inherent (if latent)
rights, privileges, and responsibilities once enjoyed by LDS women can be restored and realized
through the Relief Society organization. It is this purpose, of re-engaging the Relief Society in
actualizing the individual and collective leadership potential of its members, that framed the
rationale for this research and the questions I developed to guide its inquiry.
The primary question guiding this inquiry was: How might women in the Vernon BC
Stake Relief Society enthusiastically take up their roles as leaders in the Church of Jesus Christ?
To answer this question, I also pursued a set of sub-questions:
•

How do the women in the Vernon BC Stake Relief Society currently conceive of their
leadership role(s) in the Church of Jesus Christ?

•

What does it look like when women in the Vernon BC Stake Relief Society
enthusiastically take up their roles as leaders?
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What challenges might women in the Vernon BC Stake Relief Society encounter as
they exercise ways to advance their leadership in the Church of Jesus Christ?

•

What kinds of resources and supports do women in the Vernon BC Stake Relief
Society need to enthusiastically take up their roles as leaders in the Church of Jesus
Christ?

•

What strategies can women in the Vernon BC Stake Relief Society utilize as they
begin to take up their role(s) as leaders?

Significance of the Inquiry
In an interview, Mormon feminist scholar Maxine Hanks (2019) purported that a vestige
of women’s lost authority in the Church of Jesus Christ—“which male leaders subverted, starting
with Brigham Young in 1845, then priesthood correlation in 1908-1970” (p. 60)—is the
incitement of frustration and dissatisfaction among female members of the Church. Neylan
McBaine (2012), founder of the Mormon Women Project and Better Days 2020, confirmed
Hanks’s (2019) assertion by declaring: “There is a tremendous amount of pain among our
women regarding how they can or cannot contribute to the governance of our ecclesiastical
organization, and we need to pay attention to that pain” (p. 71). McBaine’s (2012) comment
reflected the results of a 2011 comprehensive survey of over 3,000 people who no longer identify
as Mormon. Sixty-three percent of the female respondents of that survey specifically cited
women’s issues as the primary reason for their loss of faith. Likewise, the results of the 2014
Mormon Gender Issues Survey acknowledged that “members are ready for increased women’s
leadership and desire specific changes in Church policy . . . [that account for] the relative
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absence of a systemic theology of gender” in contemporary LDS discourses (Ross et al., 2015,
p. 334)—a theology that LDS feminist scholars have been touting for years. In addition to the
solution suggested by Ross et al. (2015), Hanks (2019) called specific attention to the
diminishing capacity of the once self-governing Relief Society organization and maintained that
she does not “see a solution, other than restoring the Relief Society’s full authority” (p. 60). This
authority, however, is relatively foreign and unfamiliar to members of the Church of Jesus
Christ, including women. Even the status of the Society as a women’s organization is waning.
Despite being labelled the largest and longest-standing women’s organization in the world
(Gilmore, 2021), some LDS women claim that the Relief Society—operated by women but
directed by men—can no longer even boast that it is a women’s organization at all (Bennett,
2013; Marie, 2017). Instead, it has become something entirely different, something completely
devoid of its original rights and privileges, including its right to be led by women. Yet, despite
lying dormant, some LDS feminists believe a restoration of the Relief Society and its
corresponding privileges is attainable—a claim that Hanks (1992) and her academic counterparts
have been making for decades—which I will discuss further in the literature review.
However, despite the viability of Hanks’ (1992) proposed solution, efforts to restore and
expand upon the Society’s core values and constitutive purposes are limited and remain largely
unrealized. This is especially true for those of us who reside outside of Utah and who are
generally unaware of the Relief Society’s complex history and the unique theology it was built
on. As such, members in this area appear content to let the profound heritage and immense
leadership potential of this Society fade into uncontested obscurity—an outcome that my
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advisory team has the capacity, and the craving, to correct. Therefore, this research is significant
because it seeks to bridge the gap between the Society’s historical and theological foundations
and its current moribund state by providing a platform for LDS women to appreciatively
examine what it means, and what it could mean, to lead as women in the Church. To accomplish
this, I have chosen to engage fellow Relief Society members in the Vernon BC Stake—a term
used by the Church to denote a geographical region—in dialogue that explores and celebrates the
Society’s liberating and beautifully radical foundations with its potential to emerge as a distinct
model for female governance in an organization, despite its current structures and culture,
committed to unleashing women’s leadership. The current president of the Church of Jesus
Christ, said it this way:
I plead with my sisters of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints to step
forward! Take your rightful and needful place in your home, in your community, and in
the kingdom of God—more than you ever have before. (Nelson, 2015, para. 27)
Nelson’s (2015) bold and heartfelt statement demonstrates an alignment of vision and values
between the executive leadership of the Church, the foundational purposes of the Relief Society,
and the untapped leadership potential of this once socially and spiritually progressive institution.
Organizational Context and Systems Analysis
The organizational context of the Relief Society and its position within the larger
structure of the Church of Jesus Christ are outlined in this section. Following a brief outline of
the organizational context, I will examine the systems that shape and maintain the Society’s
current state and structure.
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Organizational Context
The Church of Jesus Christ was formally organized in Fayette, New York, in the Spring
of 1830 (Church of Jesus Christ, 2021b). Twenty-four-year-old founder Joseph Smith and a
small group of followers met in a modest log home to make official, according to the laws at the
time, a religious movement that was gaining momentum. This movement, however, began rather
unconventionally approximately 10 years earlier. While petitioning God to know which church
he should join Smith claimed that two heavenly personages—God the Father and Jesus Christ—
appeared and instructed him to join none of them. Instead, Smith was told that “the fulness of the
gospel should at some future time be made known unto [him]” (Smith, 1938, p. 438).
Consequently, what started as a young boy’s simple quest for truth has since grown into a global
organization with 16.6 million members in more than 220 countries worldwide (Church of Jesus
Christ, 2021a).
The organization of the Church today (see Appendix A) largely reflects the nineteenthcentury mindset that dominated U.S. social politics at the time of its founding and is therefore
firmly situated within the creeds of patriarchy. This structure supports a social system in which
legal, social, economic, and political power is maintained via the tenets of androcentrism—a
male-centred worldview that relegates women’s perceptions, critiques, contributions, and even
gender to the periphery (Maseno & Mligo, 2019). As such, the executive leadership of the
Church is solely comprised of men, 15 in total. Three of those men hold positions in what is
referred to as the First Presidency, the highest calling in the Church. The other 12 are seated
within the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles. As prophets, seers, and revelators, these two groups
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of men receive revelation from God to direct the affairs of the church. The Quorum of the
Twelve Apostles directs and supports the Quorums of the Seventies, male church leaders who act
as area, or regional, authorities throughout the world. These area authorities provide direction to
Stake Presidents who provide direction to Bishops, Elders Quorum Presidents, and stake
auxiliaries, including the Stake Relief Society President. Similarly, Bishops provide direction to
ward (a term used to describe a local congregation) auxiliaries like primary and youth leaders,
Sunday School presidents, and female ward Relief Society Presidents. These formal positions
exist in every LDS Church throughout the world.
Ward Relief Societies are likewise formally established in every congregation, within
every stake, throughout the entire organization of the Church. Relief Society leaders, however,
exist outside the core organizational hierarchy of the Church and do not have a definitive say in
the creation of policies, positions, or mandates that affect them, their families, or the Society. For
example, the General Relief Society presidency, which consists of a president and two
counselors, are appointed by, and serve under the direction of, the Church’s First Presidency.
Stake and ward Relief Society presidents are likewise chosen by Stake Presidents and Bishops
respectively. While both stake and ward Relief Society presidents can suggest names for
counselors, secretaries, and other positions within the Society, like ward Relief Society teachers,
those names require the formal approval and official appointment of the Stake President or the
Bishop. The same pattern exists in other church auxiliary positions where women lead, like the
primary or young women’s organization. However, the main difference between these
organizations and the Relief Society is in their creation. The Relief Society was never meant to
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be a support organization to the Church. The primary, young women’s, young men’s, and
Sunday school organizations, on the other hand, were created specifically for that purpose.
Therefore, without an opportunity for decisive input regarding the affairs of the Society
the General Relief Society presidency’s main function is to travel around the world visiting with,
teaching, and ministering to the women of the Church (Church of Jesus Christ, 2021c). They also
counsel with an all-woman board of directors and “other general Church leaders to strengthen the
women of the Church and their families” (para. 1). However, these three women (i.e., the
president and her two counselors) are not in direct contact with stake- or ward-level Relief
Society presidencies, nor do they lead initiatives in partnership with them. Instead, Stake Relief
Society presidencies operate exclusively under the direction and supervision of the Stake
President and are responsible for providing support and assistance to ward Relief Society
presidencies, whose primary role is to support the women and their families within their
congregations, under the direction of the bishop.
Consequently, and as the literature will show, while General Relief Society presidents
were once, albeit briefly, autonomous leaders who held charge over the female membership of
the church and the moral agendas that defined their work, such rights and privileges have since
been subsumed by men. Likewise, as writers and editors of women-owned magazines,
titleholders of granaries, operators of hospitals, executors of property and finance, social
reformists, political activists, and appointed priestesses, those privileges have since been
suspended, seized upon, or are now supervised by men (Hall, 2015; Hatch, 2004; Madsen, 1981).
The latest revocation took place in June 2021 when the First Presidency informed Relief Society
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members around the world that the Annual General Relief Society meeting would be
discontinued indefinitely. The reason: ongoing Church correlation efforts—a streamlining
process geared towards reducing organizational redundancy by unifying church programs and
curriculum under the executive heads of the Church (Ross & Finnigan, 2020). Unfortunately,
many of the correlation-related changes the Church has undergone over the course of its lifespan
have recklessly compromised the integrity of the Relief Society’s divinely inspired and
autonomous infrastructure. LDS scholars have typically framed these compromises in terms of
subordination and loss: “women’s loss of financial autonomy, loss of voice, loss of power, and
loss of decision-making capabilities” (Hatch, 2004, p. 65). Evidently, such losses are the external
manifestations of a system’s malfunction, which will be discussed in more detail in this section.
Systems Analysis
Systems thinking guru Donnella Meadows (1999) suggested that one of the most
common causes of system malfunction is missing information flows and that adding or restoring
information can be a powerful intervention for systems change. Consider how her analogy
clarifies this principle:
There was this subdivision of identical houses, the story goes, except that for some reason
the electric meter in some of the houses was installed in the basement and in others it was
installed in the front hall, where the residents could see it constantly, going round faster
or slower as they used more or less electricity. With no other change, with identical
prices, electricity consumption was 30 percent lower in the houses where the meter was
in the front hall. (p. 12)
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This story suggests that correcting a dysfunctional system might not require a complete
structural overhaul or exhaustive modifications. Instead, it may simply involve moving the
electric meters from our organizational basements to the front hall where they are visible. Such
visibility allows for a more accurate picture of reality to emerge and, with it, an increased
measure of awareness and agency. According to Stroh (2015), “Too often people argue for
solutions without a deep appreciation for not only how the current system operates, but why”
(p. 91). This is because they lack insight into the “mindset or paradigm out of which the
system—its goals, power structures, rules, its culture—arises” (Meadows, 1999, p. 3), an insight
not easily attained. Arnold and Wade (2015), however, suggested reducing the complexity of our
current realities by modeling systems conceptually. Therefore, to conceptualize the Relief
Society’s current place and position within the Church, I will liken it to the following story.
Two trees were purchased from a local nursery. Both were identical in every way; they
were the same type, same size, and originated, as saplings, from the same parent tree. To make
matters even more indistinguishable, these trees were planted in exactly the same soil, within feet
of each other, on exactly the same day. With all things being equal, it was interesting to observe
what happened next. Over time, one tree (tree A) significantly outpaced the other (tree B) in size
and height. Upon examination, the gardener noticed that tree B was planted near other, slightly
larger trees, and as those trees matured, they shaded the younger tree, limiting its exposure to
sunlight. Tree A, on the other hand, had no such competition. It grew freely and easily,
completely unhindered by any external forces. Unfortunately, however, as it grew, it became so
large that it also, like the other trees around it, began blocking the much-needed space and
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sunlight required by tree B to grow. While each tree needed space to grow to its fullest potential,
this story illustrates how the evolving conditions of the environment favoured tree A over tree B.
Thus, demonstrating how the original capacity of the Relief Society (tree B), which initially
“placed women in parallel partnership with men [tree A], from the ward level to the top of the
Church” (Hanks, 2019, p. 67), was relentlessly hindered by the social forces of the nineteenth
century and tree A’s unchecked dominance in the twentieth and twenty-first century.
The result was the creation of the highly stratified and hierarchical social order that exists
in the church today. This order, where the chain of command is very important, manufactures
leaders who are revered and emulated by virtue of their position and sex within the established
hierarchy. Such hierarchies, however, tend to cultivate feedback loops (Stroh, 2015) that glorify
power differentials, devalue female leadership, and sanction “authoritarian leadership styles
where autocratic decision making is accepted and [even] expected” (Den Hartog & Dickson,
2018, p. 337). These sexist feedback loops reinforce a retrenchment that entangles Relief Society
women in “a cyclical series of repressions and recoveries, push forwards and institutional
pushbacks” (Brooks, 2014, p. 3). The current organizational context of the Relief Society and the
systems that influence it are the product of this coevolution, reinforced by social precedents and
dominant narratives that have failed to maintain space for female leadership and autonomy, even
despite what would have been the beginning of better days for the Church (Dew & Pearce, 2012)
and, by extension, the world. Thus, that seedling of life—the fragile whisper of a neglected voice
that proclaimed the dawning of a new dispensation—has yet to find nourishment and definition
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in its current space. Instead, we are witnessing a failure to thrive amid the small and waning
branches of female leadership in the Church of Jesus Christ.
Partner
I chose to partner with Paulette Deyholos, the recently appointed Relief Society President
of the Vernon BC Stake. As a new president, Deyholos was perfectly positioned to support an
engagement of the Relief Society in this area. Kotter (1995) explained that transformations of
this kind “often begin, and begin well, when an organization has a new head who is a good
leader and who sees the need for a major change” (p. 97). While the timing of this project was
advantageous, so too was Deyholos’s position. As president, she has regular meetings with the
Stake President, Shayne Olsen, the leader of the entire organization and its auxiliaries in this
region. Olsen, likewise, verbalized his support for this project and anticipated hearing the ideas
and insights garnered by the women within his stewardship. Together, Deyholos and Olsen
formed my advisory team. Their stamp of approval was crucial for this project to move forward
in a participatory, appreciative, and ethical manner.
Overview of the Thesis
Having just outlined Chapter One of this thesis, which includes the significance of this
inquiry and the organizational context and systems that frame it, I move to an overview of
chapters two through five. Chapter 2 examines the academic literature associated with my
research with particular emphasis on Women and the LDS Church, Leadership and Religion, and
Organizational Change. Chapter 3 describes the action-oriented research methodology utilized
throughout this process including the data collection methods, study conduct, ethical
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implications, and proposed outputs. I chose to apply a systemic action research (SAR)
methodology, which is best utilized in response to intractable problems with causes that cannot
be simply attributed, making it a good fit for research committed to examining the complex
power disparities that exist within a male-dominated religious institution like the LDS Church.
The goal was to candidly expose these disparities through dialogue, not to demean or destroy the
current organizational structure of the Church, and to support a rationale for restoring and
repositioning the Relief Society as an autonomous agent within it. Chapter 4 outlines the findings
and conclusions of this study and the Society’s commitment to and capacity for learning and
change. Finally, Chapter 5 expands upon those conclusions by offering actionable
recommendations towards that change, including the organizational implications and viability of
such. Chapters One through Five of this thesis effectively describe, clarify, and deepen women’s
personal visions of the Relief Society—one where they courageously champion one another as
they enthusiastically take up their roles as leaders in the Church of Jesus Christ.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
The topics included in my literature review are Women and the LDS Church, Leadership
and Religion, and Organizational Change. These topics, presented in that order, are intended to
examine the literature on the current role(s) and positions assumed by women in the LDS Church
and how the conceptualizations of these roles, and the sentiments they inspire, impact female
leadership and organizational change movements within the Church of Jesus Christ.
Women and the LDS Church
In this section, I highlight what the literature says about women in male-dominated
institutions—specifically gender-traditional religions—like the LDS Church, and the diverse
positions and roles these women assume. This topic is organized into two distinct subsections:
(a) Women in Gender-Traditional Religions and (b) Religious Diversity in the Church.
Women in Gender-Traditional Religions
The literature on women and the LDS Church is generally shaped by scholars bent on
capturing the reasons behind why “women who are interested in equality endure the constraints
of a strongly patriarchal institution” (Mihelich & Storrs, 2003, p. 417), and why “people in
situations of subordination comply with expectations that seem to work against their autonomy
and power” (Leamaster & Bautista, 2018, p. 1). Leamaster and Bautista (2018) suggested that the
answer to these questions is directly related to how organizations frame subordination and found
that the best way leaders and institutional authorities “ensure compliance, and thereby stifle
resistance, is to make the subordinated feel like they do not need to resist or even that their
subordination is justified or right” (p. 3). Sumerau and Cragun (2015) specifically found that
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“LDS leaders and Mormon women, regardless of their intentions, reproduced gender beliefs that
facilitate the subordination of women [by] anchoring these beliefs within Mormon doctrine”
(p. 49). In other words, by defining gender inequalities as an essential characteristic of God’s
plan and by sanctifying elements of that subordination (Rockwood, 1992; Sumerau & Cragun,
2015; Taylor, 2009), Church leaders immobilized the resistance that researchers might have
expected to see from women in this highly conservative—albeit once socially progressive (Webb
& Buckley, 2020)—religion. In this way, the Church’s current conservative stance on “gender
issues and its exclusion of women from leadership and decision-making positions” (Leamaster &
Bautista, 2018, p. 2) situates the Church as an excellent case study for researchers seeking to
understand expressions of female agency in male-dominated institutions (Feller, 2016; Hoyt,
2007, 2009, 2013; McBaine, 2013; Ross et al., 2015; Ross & Finnigan, 2020; Sumerau &
Cragun, 2015). Therefore, despite efforts by LDS men and women to frame subordination
constructively, researchers have found that women in gender-traditional religions still find
unique ways to exercise their agency.
The subject of agency in gender-traditional religions was variously conceptualized in the
literature. Ross et al. (2015) defined agency in gender-traditional religions as “the effect that
religious belief, practice, and community have on an individual’s ability to act” (p. 320).
Similarly, Sumerau and Cragun (2015) defined this type of agency as “the variations and subtle
nuances in the ways women negotiate existing religious doctrine” (p. 50). Such agency positions
religious women as agents of choice and dispels the common “stereotypes used to describe
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[them], including domesticity, submissiveness, and lack of self-determination” (Ross et al., 2015,
p. 320)—all characteristics that work against female expressions of leadership.
Drawing on the work of Orit Avishai (2008), sociologist Kelsy Burke (2012) proposed
four approaches that women in gender-traditional religions adopt to enact agency. The
first, resistance agency, occurs “when the individual resists the status quo . . . and attempt[s] to
change religious beliefs or practices” (pp. 124–125). Next, empowerment agency, occurs as
individuals change their emotional responses “to beliefs or practices” and to the way that their
“religion makes them feel” (pp. 125–126). Instrumental agency, on the other hand, occurs as
women “use their participation in gender-traditional religions for advantages in non-religious
aspects of their lives” (p. 126). One Muslim woman, for instance, claimed that wearing the veil
fostered respect for “her intellectual abilities, rather than her appearance” (p. 127). Finally,
compliant agency suggests that women exhibit agency by the ways in which they choose to
conform to religious teachings; but not all women conform in the same way (Burke, 2012). From
a leadership perspective, these expressions of agency frame the various ways in which Mormon
women interpret and act within the current status quo and, therefore, contribute to the religious
diversity that exists in the Church today.
Religious Diversity in the Church
Lori Beaman (2001) found that LDS women generally tend to interpret church teachings
“in a manner that maximizes their agency while remaining within the boundaries of Church
doctrine” (p. 83). However, instead of explicitly defining those forms of agency by their
approach, Beaman defined them such that they can be understood as falling into three broad
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groups: (a) Molly Mormons—a cultural term that I will describe, (b) Mormon Feminists, and (c)
Moderates. These three categories, and the expressions of agency they inspire, frame the
remainder of this section.
Molly Mormons. The term Molly Mormon—a phrase rarely used today—is a cultural
expression historically applied by LDS Church members to describe a woman who personifies
the elusive characteristics of the “ideal” or “sacred” portrayal of womanhood that “Mormon
leaders and their representatives created for women in the Church” (Sumerau & Cragun, 2015,
p. 56). In essence, it is a term that describes a conservative Mormon—one who embodies a
willingness to obediently comply to what they believe to be the “transcendent truths and divine
authority” of Mormon policy and doctrine (Iannaccone & Miles, 1990, p. 1231). However,
despite being among the most politically and socially conservative religious groups in the United
States (Sandstrom, 2016), nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Mormon women endorsed a
more liberal and socially progressive agenda (Derr et al., 2016; Hall, 2015; McDannell, 2018;
Webb & Buckley, 2020). See Appendix B for a description of the Relief Society’s origin and
early history. As Brooks et al. (2015) have pointed out, these agendas were openly encouraged
and supported by early Church leaders, including President Brigham Young. He said:
We believe that women are useful, not only to sweep houses, wash dishes, make beds,
and raise babies, but they should stand behind the counter, study law or physic, or
become good bookkeepers and be able to do the business of any counting house, and all
this to enlarge their sphere of usefulness for the benefit of society at large. In following
these things, they but answer the design of their creation. (p. 117)
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Brooks et al. included this quote as evidence of the contrasting views of women’s roles, even
during a time when such a view might have been considered radical. Yet, as Laura Ulrich (1994)
has shown a century later, “the design of their creation” had become firmly attached to a
traditional definition of womanhood—one that placed family, specifically marriage and
motherhood, as a central tenet of the faith and, therefore, any discussion “about a female identity
outside of the family, or critical consideration of the problems of family life, [could] be taken as
a fundamental challenge to the very foundation of Mormonism itself” (p. 2). In this way,
conservative Mormon women not only demonstrated obedience and loyalty to Church doctrine,
that loyalty extended to doctrinal sways and shifts as well (Iannaccone & Miles, 1990)—even if
those shifts were unpleasant and/or arguably immoral, such as the practice of polygamy (see
Appendix B for more on how this contentious topic has informed the debates on women in the
LDS Church).
In line with research cited earlier, Church leaders solicited compliance to the highly
questionable practice of polygamy by positioning it as morally justified and divinely inspired
(Taylor, 2009). According to researchers Rockwood (1992) and Kline (2009), influential
nineteenth-century Church leader, George Q. Cannon, openly framed women’s participation in
polygamy as a mode of redemption from the curse that God placed upon Eve and her daughters
(Kline, 2009; Rockwood, 1992). Rockwood (1992) argued that early LDS women, therefore,
obediently submitted to the divinely authorized penance that polygamy offered. Today,
obedience to the roles and positions prescribed by Church leaders is no longer framed in terms of
penance and redemption. Instead, obedience is currently framed in terms of divine design
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(Hinckley, 1995; McDannell, 2018; Taylor, 2009), like, for instance, the notion that men
“preside” or in other words take the leading role at home and church and that women are
primarily responsible for the nurturing of their children (Benson, 1987; Brooks et al., 2015;
Hinckley, 1995; McDannell, 2018). This argument has implications for female governance in
that it presupposes that gendered power differentials reflect God’s intended system of
governance and inspires a mindset of obedience that diminishes the autonomy and leadership
potential of women in the Church. Therefore, LDS conservatives ought to be cognizant of how
their perceptions of obedience and authority might influence a dialogue about female leadership
amongst women who may not fit the Molly Mormon mold. This introspection is equally vital for
Mormon feminists and moderates as well.
Mormon Feminists. Instead of expressing their agency by obediently submitting to the
current creeds of Church policy and doctrine, LDS feminists argue for a restoration of women’s
lost place in Mormon theology—an argument that was considerably enhanced in the 1970s when
Leonard Arrington was appointed Church Historian. Arrington was the first professionally
trained Mormon appointed to this position and the first to open the historical archives of the
Church to students and fellow academics (Whittaker, 1978). This event initiated an extensive
review of Church history, including a theology that differed substantially from contemporary
Mormonism, particularly in terms of gender relations (Brooks et al., 2015; Hanks, 1992).
Accordingly, much of the literature that emerged during this period explored a restoration and
revisioning of what had originally been a more egalitarian Church system and structure (Farr,
1995; Quinn, 1992; Toscano, 1994). More specifically, research into women’s “place within both
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the theology and the institution of Mormonism” (Madsen, 1981, p. 41) highlighted the vital
relationship between the Relief Society and the priesthood and the unique expansion of identity
those institutions afforded early Mormon women (Toscano, 1985)—even during a time when
female individuality was largely restricted by sex-roles and social precedents.
Using history, theology, and scripture as the bedrock of their discussions, LDS scholars
agreed that the discourses delivered by Joseph Smith to the women of the Church at the founding
of the Relief Society, between March 17 and August 31, 1842, clearly indicated, among other
things, that the Society was meant to be a “school to prepare women for the holy order just as the
offices and quorums of the priesthood in the Church were organized to prepare men for the same
purpose” (Toscano, 1985, p. 19). Church historian Michael Quinn (1992) specifically asserted—
and he was not alone—that women, independent of men, and even independent of ordination into
a priesthood office (a hallmark of Church leadership), hold the highest and holiest order of the
priesthood through the temple endowment and premortal foreordination, just like men. These
authors tirelessly legitimized historical claims of women’s priesthood authority and the
incremental deductions of women’s leadership and autonomy throughout the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries (Allred, 1991; Hall, 2015; Hanks, 1992, 2019; Jensen, 1983; McDannell,
2018; Quinn, 1992; Toscano, 1985, 1994), which essentially laid the foundation for Mormon
feminism—the idea that solutions to entrenched problems come by way of insight and
appreciation into the “mindset or paradigm out of which the system—its goals, power structures,
rules, its culture—arises” (Meadows, 1999, p. 3). Thus, Mormon feminism became a somewhat
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paradoxical expression, one that recognized both women’s divine potential and patriarchy’s
entrenchment within the religion.
Since then, scholarship has turned to articulating how Mormon feminists engage both
their religion and feminist values about agency and leadership. In her article “Border Crossings”,
renowned Harvard scholar Laura Ulrich (1994) explained how she managed to be both Mormon
and a feminist. Ulrich (1994) asserted that while she deplored
teachings, policies, or attitudes that deny women their full stature as human beings. . .
[and has acted on that conviction in her personal and professional life, she believes that]
each person [is] free to think, speak, and act for herself [and that this belief is] both a
feminist and a Mormon dream. (pp. 1–4)
This dream is embedded within the account of Joseph Smith’s first vision. In that vision, Smith
claimed to have conversed with God the Father and Jesus Christ in what has become a “model of
a regular person invited to bypass clerical layers and find out for herself God’s will and mind”
(Kline, 2009, p. 43). Thus, while orthodox theology thinks of revelation in terms of absolute
truths disclosed by God to prophets, some Mormon theologians argue that truth is in fact
contextual and moreover can be accessed regardless of position, status, or sex (Allred, 1991).
This unique brand of agency, which might have initially resembled resistance agency
(Burke, 2012), does not seek to change religious beliefs and practices. Instead, it seeks to restore
them. This restorative form of agency is grounded in reason and inspired by the LDS doctrine of
personal revelation. Personal revelation offers space for members to learn and claim truths
embedded within early Church and Christian theology not commonly included in dominant
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discourses (Rockwood, 1992; Toscano, 2012; Wilcox, 1992), which is exactly what LDS
feminists have been doing for decades (Brooks et al., 2015; Hanks, 1992). See Appendix B for
more on the historical theology of the LDS Church. American author and professor, Joanna
Brooks (2014), argued that if history has revealed anything, it is that “theology—especially
Mormonism’s theological history—is not well understood and not well regarded by [LDS]
leadership or laity” (p. 5). However, despite the apparent disregard for such theology, scholars
continue to compile and publish feminist anthologies to preserve the “foundational seeds of hope
and possibility” they contain (Brooks et al., 2015; Hanks, 1992; Kline, 2014, p. 200). A Mormon
feminist expression of agency, and the leadership it inspires, is therefore unique in that it
explores both a restoration of women’s lost place in LDS theology as well as the privilege of
guiding that restoration through priesthood authority and personal claims of revelation. While
this distinctive leadership stance might not align with conservative values and beliefs, it
intuitively supports and reinforces the efforts of Mormon moderates.
Moderates. These women, like their feminist counterparts, are trying to nurture seeds of
hope and possibility, albeit, via other means (Feller, 2016; McBaine, 2013; Pew Research
Center, 2014; Riess, 2019). According to the results of a Pew Research Center (2014)
questionnaire, 21% of LDS Church members aged 18–29 years old identified as moderates
compared to 47% of 30-49-year-olds, 17% of 50-64-year-olds, and 14% of those over the age of
65 (para. 1). This emerging group of LDS members consists of “men and women who might not
typically feel comfortable carrying a flag of feminism but are uncertain [that the] current
practices [of their religion] facilitate the full developmental potential of women” (McBaine,
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2013, para. 10). Supporters of this group include Neylan McBaine, founder of the Mormon
Women Project and the non-profit Better Days 2020. The Mormon Women Project profiles
Mormon women who have made “proactive choices in their lives” while still demonstrating
obedience to the tenets of Church doctrine (McBaine, 2010, para. 7), while Better Days 2020 is
dedicated to “popularizing Utah women’s history in creative and communal ways” (Better Days
2020, 2017, para. 1). A major premise of the moderate movement is the idea that there is much
more we can do, right now, within our respective wards and stakes, “that doesn’t require men’s
permission” (McBaine, 2013, para. 15) to enhance the leadership capacity of women in the
Church. This is a notion that both LDS conservatives and feminists can get behind. Leadership
scholar Susan Madsen (2016), leader of The Utah Women in Leadership Project, works from a
similar perspective. Madsen highlighted ways in which the leadership capacity of girls and
women in Utah, the majority of which are members of the Church, can be realized and enhanced
through Church and community service. For example, Lafkas et al. (2021) proposed that serving
as full-time volunteer missionaries for the Church leads to a perceived growth in leadership skills
among women, particularly in the areas of interpersonal interactions and relationships, and that
these skills can transfer to future leadership roles. Yet, additional findings suggested that these
skills are generally utilized within the family and at Church, where there are limited
opportunities to lead, rather than within professional or civic organizations (Lafkas et al., 2021).
Critics of a moderate approach contend that while this approach has merit, it does little to
address the inherent inequalities embedded within the structure of the Church. Instead, these
critics believe that local and individual responses “to a structural problem denies the structural
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nature of the problem, [just as] local efforts to empower women deny that their limited
opportunities are actually a problem” (Smith, 2014, p. 172). Consequently, this approach has the
potential to create inequalities and unrealistic expectations between the various congregations of
the Church despite an authentic intention to bridge the gap between secular notions of equality
and Church notions of inequality. Nevertheless, if groups—like the Relief Society—can account
for the tensions between religious beliefs and worldviews, and the cultural pluralism it inspires,
individuals may be able to manage and negotiate the push and pull of these cultural systems
simultaneously (Dengah et al., 2019). This requires the careful creation of space where
“respectful and constructive discussions about gender issues from a range of viewpoints” can
occur (Ross et al., 2015, p. 323), and where those diverse viewpoints inspire a shared vision of
female leadership. In her Moderate Manifesto, McBaine (2013) posed a question intended to
stimulate this kind of vision-inducing dialogue. She asked:
What needs to happen for women to have a sphere as robust and vital as the men’s
sphere, or even to return to the self-governance we had earlier in our history? This, I
believe, is the question that could guide the most productive conversations for the
moderate majority in the Church today. (para. 14)
By making the Relief Society the focal point of my research I, like McBaine, hoped to create
space for the polarized views of conservative, moderate, and Mormon feminist women to
peacefully engage so that a shared vision of leadership can emerge, even if that space is currently
obscured by Church “consolidation and a business approach to running a global church”
(McBaine, 2013, para. 14) that continues to inadvertently eliminate opportunities for women’s
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autonomous leadership (Brooks et al., 2015; Derr, et al., 2016; Hall, 2015; McDannell, 2018;
Ross & Finnigan, 2020). Therefore, regardless of whether Relief Society women identify as
Molly Mormons (conservative), feminists, or moderates, a collective vision of self-leadership
requires the combined effort of all women for its recovery—which is precisely what this research
aimed to do.
Summary
The roles of women in gender-traditional religions, like Mormonism, are diverse and
largely dependent on how women exercise agency, interpret policy and doctrine, and engage
with history. Thus, while Molly Mormon-type women patiently await direction (and permission)
from Church clergy before claiming advanced expressions of leadership, and while Mormon
feminists insist on restoring the missing information flows of infrastructure and theology before
expanding their identities, Mormon moderates find themselves somewhere in the middle. This
group represents members who recognize that something is amiss—that women’s leadership in
the Church is not as it should be—but are unsure how to navigate LDS doctrine toward greater
expressions of women’s autonomy and self-governance without upsetting the apple cart, so to
speak. In the next section of this literature review, I will examine the ways in which religious
beliefs and structures influence leadership and, conversely, the ways in which leadership
practices inform religious culture and tradition; the goal is to uncover a context where feminine
forms of leadership might respectfully, and authentically, emerge.
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Leadership and Religion
The purpose of this section is to examine the relationship between leadership and
religion—specifically the LDS religion—using three subsections: (a) Leadership Theory;
(b) LDS Conceptualizations of Leadership, which include a discussion of female leadership in
the Church; and (c) Collaborative Leadership: A Restorative Model for Female Leadership in the
LDS Church.
Leadership Theory
Much of the literature on leadership, regardless of the author’s personal persuasions,
speaks to a dominant worldview that regards “men as natural leaders, authority as a power
“over” relationships, and the heroic leadership style as the only legitimate form of leadership”
(Walinga & McKendry, 2014, p. 115). Some leadership scholars traced the origin of these longstanding convictions back to a pre-industrial premise of fatherhood, the father being the head of
the home, the authority figure responsible for the welfare of his subordinates (regardless of their
capacity for autonomy), and the primary protector of the extended family and clan (Dworkin,
2015; Pellegrini & Scandura, 2008; Shiffrin, 2000; Taylor, 2013). Taylor (2013) argued that in
Western culture, paternalistic leadership evolved during the industrial revolution when the head
of the family transitioned to the head of the state, creating the highly stratified and hierarchical
social order that endures today. This order, where the chain of command is very important,
manufactures leaders who are revered and emulated by virtue of their place and position within
that established hierarchy (Den Hartog & Dickson, 2018). Such status, however, cultivates power
differentials that sanction “authoritarian leadership styles where autocratic decision making is
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accepted and [even] expected” (Den Hartog & Dickson, 2018, p. 337). Thus, the call for
leadership in the ninetieth and twentieth centuries became “a concealed request for toughness,
[and] a particular performance of single-handed heroism” (Sinclair, 2007, p. xviii), each
emerging from the archetypal male warrior. This patriarchal depiction of leadership as “male
dominated, male identified, and male centered . . . [creates a society] organized around an
obsession with control, . . . [particularly a] male-identified obsession with control” (Johnson,
2014, pp 5–6, 14), that leaves little room for an alternative, more feminine style of leadership, to
emerge. This preoccupation with the masculine makes it exceptionally difficult for women to
lead, even within organizations (like the Relief Society) that are female focused.
The persistent devaluing of feminine leadership styles and the challenges women face
when attempting to conform to a more masculine one is frequently addressed throughout the
literature. Drawing from the work of Minnich (1990) on the faulty reasoning underlying gender,
race, and class constructions, Walinga and McKendry (2014) argued that “when a masculine,
hierarchized management style becomes accepted as the universal mode of governance and
leadership, . . . [it creates a conceptual foundation that drives] the persistent delegitimization of
feminine leadership styles” (p. 115). This denigration of the feminine is further reinforced by
circular reasoning that leads to the mystified concept that leadership is always gendered
masculine and sexed as male, constituting a “partial knowledge that serves the dominant order . .
. [like, for example, the] unexamined belief that it is logical and natural to divide humans into . . .
sexed kinds . . . [before] elevating only one of those kinds to normative status” (Walinga &
McKendry, 2014, p. 115). This culturally ubiquitous cognitive sleight-of-hand is especially
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prevalent in the LDS faith and demonstrated by reverence and adoration towards an entirely male
clergy and the association of leadership and authority primarily with men.
This way of thinking bolsters an agentic leadership style and the problem of role
incongruity that arises whenever LDS members imagine women in leadership roles (Bierman,
2018; Eagly & Karau, 2002; Ferguson, 2018; Madsen & Andrade, 2018; Meltzer, 2018). Role
congruity theory addresses a long-standing “mismatch between the communal qualities
associated with women and the masculine or agentic qualities considered necessary in a good
leader” (Agut et al., 2022, p. 351). This theory supports the well-documented notion that female
leaders will experience backlash and prejudice because the “role of leader aligns more closely
with the stereotypic male gender role than it does with the stereotypic female role” (Ferguson,
2018, p. 409)—assuming they are given the opportunity to lead in the first place, which LDS
women are not. The current conceptualizations of leadership within the LDS Church (which will
be discussed next)—its governance structure, traditions, and culture—exclude women from “the
most important roles in the church” because they are “unconstitutionally capable of fulfilling
them, by their very nature” (Jordan, 2020, para. 6). The Relief Society, therefore, presents a
likely place to strategize around the goal of reviving women’s enthusiastic, independent, and
engaged leadership—in plain sight of existing barriers—within the bounds of the current
leadership structure.
LDS Conceptualizations of Leadership
Notwithstanding a mounting selection of literature committed to advancing feminine
styles of leadership generally (Brown, 2018; Chamorro-Premuzic & Gallop, 2020; Eagly &
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Carli, 2003; Hyatt & De Ciantis, 2014; Kouzes & Posner, 2017; Raelin, 2016), the current
conceptualization of leadership in the LDS Church remains resolutely patriarchal. This style of
leadership is based upon strictly defined notions of masculinity and femininity, which are
mapped onto male and female leaders (Huss Basquiat-Jones, 2022), and a business-like approach
to organizational efficiency that eschews stereotypically “feminine” relationality (McBaine,
2013; Ross & Finnigan, 2020; Whitehead, 2018). Leaders of this kind are therefore only
conceived of in stereotypically masculine terms and, in the context of Mormonism, granted
surplus authority and control by virtue of the priesthood (McBaine, 2012; Ross & Finnigan,
2020)—something that LDS women currently do not claim. Former managing director of LDS
Public Affairs, Michael Otterson, cited the absence of scriptural precedent as the reason women
do not hold priesthood office in the LDS Church or the leadership positions they afford
(Crawford, 2015). However, some critical LDS feminists have argued that unless “we are willing
to worship a God who is sexist, partial, and misogynist, we cannot ascribe all that is found [or
not found] in our scriptures to deity” (Anderson, 1994, p. 197). Anderson (1994) contended that
if scriptural precedent is to be the basis for sex-based religious participation, such precedent must
also account for female baptism and the laying on of hands for the gift of the Holy Ghost—both
of which are widely practiced despite a lack scriptural precedent. Therefore, even though LDS
women feel theologically “secure in stating that God created men and women equal, structurally
we communicate [and sanction] inequality” (Wheatley, 2001, p. 310). As a result, the LDS
Church boasts a leadership model that is not incidental but rather, a divinely inspired “part of
Latter-day Saint theology, policy, and praxis” (Whitehead, 2018, p. 3). Therefore, despite a
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mounting selection of literature committed to advancing feminine styles of leadership, the
Church feels justified in sanctioning a patriarchal approach—even if it entirely fails to account
for the experiences of women (Dorfman et al., 2012; Lafkas et al., 2021; Madsen, 2016).
Consequently, LDS women find themselves caught in a widening divide between the
values and beliefs they personally espouse and the ones adopted and sanctioned by the Church.
Ann Braude, director of the Women’s Studies in Religion Program and senior lecturer on
American religious history at Harvard Divinity School, cautioned that if this divide is not
rectified, and if the borders of religious participation do not expand, the Church risks losing a
“whole generation of young women” (Jordan, 2020, para. 12). According to a survey of active
LDS members (The Next Mormons, 2016), 60% of millennials do not approve of the status of
women in the Church, a number that is likely higher today. Yet, Joseph Smith knew that “the
Church was never perfectly organized until the women were thus organized” (Church of Jesus
Christ, 2011, p. 7) and, therefore, championed the formation of the Relief Society according to a
pattern that he claimed existed anciently (Derr et al., 2016; Hanks, 2019; Toscano, 1985). The
design of this pattern is outlined in the minutes of the first Relief Society meetings and discussed
in greater detail in Appendix B. Thus, Smith’s conceptualization of leadership—decentralized,
diversified, and dispersed—differs substantially from the Church’s current conceptualization of
leadership and carries with it the capacity to narrow the widening divide between LDS women
and the patriarchal structure currently maintained by their religion.
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Collaborative Leadership: A Restorative Model for Female Leadership in the LDS Church
According to the literature, Smith’s leadership perspective, though somewhat radical for
his time, aligns well with contemporary theories of collaborative leadership. Rosile et al. (2018),
for example, theorized a practice of “leaderless” leading, grounded in Indigenous traditional
knowledge, that they called Ensemble Leadership (EL). EL is characterized by a “collectivist,
dynamic, decentered, and heterarchical” approach (p. 308). These elements are especially salient
to women’s participation in LDS Church leadership because they accept that several hierarchies
will exist simultaneously and “may appear as nonlinear networks which foster greater
egalitarianism over hierarchical control” (p. 308). This system of diffuse, dynamic, democratic
leadership existed in the Church only briefly, under the direction of Joseph Smith.
According to LDS scholars McConkie and Boss (2005), Smith’s leadership style was
non-hierarchical, shared, egalitarian, and largely based on loyalty to principle, not position.
Mendenhall and Marsh (2010) likewise observed that while “Smith had the power and
opportunity to place himself in a condition of absolute power . . . he organized the church . . .on
principles of group versus individual governance, placing checks and controls on his and others’
ability to wield absolute power” (pp. 295–296). This way of thinking led to the creation of
multiple hierarchies, each operating independently along a horizontal, not vertical, scale of
accountability (Mendenhall & Marsh, 2010), and the Relief Society was one of them. Therefore,
when Brigham Young seized women’s authority by fiat and unceremoniously disbanded the
Relief Society, he assumed full control over the female part of Church membership (Derr et al.,
2016; Dew & Pearce, 2012; Newell, 1985) and violated a set of principles that set in motion a
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series of structural changes that have yet to be rectified (Hanks, 2019), even despite women’s
power and capacity to do so (see Appendix B). In this way, Joseph Smith’s leadership style,
which aligns well with contemporary, more collaborative theories of leadership, approves a
precedent based on the principle that acknowledges women’s autonomous leadership capacity
within the structure of the Church.
Unfortunately, however, women’s autonomous leadership capacity is currently obscured
by a patriarchal assumption of control (Johnson, 2014) and the belief that organizational
authority comes from the top-down, suggesting that women must await men’s permission before
resuming leadership of their organization. Yet, as Raelin (2016) observed, regardless of where or
with whom the structure of our organizations originate, they eventually take on an objective
quality, enshrining themselves within the fabric of our realities as though they are fixed and
unalterable, when in fact they are not. Instead, while structure might operate “above the head of
individual human actors, it would not exist without the willing or unwilling participation of these
same actors” (Raelin, 2016, p. 7)—an observation shared by several leadership scholars (Bushe
& Marshak, 2015; Kania at al., 2018; Rosile et al., 2018; Senge, 2006; Short, 1998). Agency
then, as Raelin (2016) defined it, is the “realization of social choices within the confines of
structure” (p. 7). In this way, collaborative leadership is really a call for “collaborative
agency”—a fair dialogical exchange where each party listens and reflects upon perspectives
different from their own in hopes of being changed by what they learn (Raelin, 2016). Early
twentieth-century management guru Mary Parker Follett shared similar sentiments, defining the
“changing [of] one’s perspective . . . based upon a richer understanding of the collective desires
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and perspectives of the group” as revaluation (Mendenhall & Marsh, 2010, p. 290), a principle
of collaboration Follett considered paramount. Evidence from the literature suggested that Joseph
Smith also understood the significance of revaluation as a core leadership principle. When asked
how he was able to govern such a large and diverse group of people, Smith famously responded,
“I teach them correct principles and they govern themselves” (McConkie & Boss, 2005, p. 437).
In other words, Smith upheld a relational, dialogic, feminine, dispersed, and decentralized
perspective of leadership, which ultimately led to the formation of the Relief Society.
Reclaiming women’s leadership, therefore, has little to do with awaiting man’s permission and
more to do with removing a patriarchal reproach that has restricted the assumption, and diverse
expression, of correct principles within the Church—particularly those resonant of a
collaborative leadership style.
Summary
Leadership theory, as discussed above, generally speaks to a series of worldviews and
orientations that support a masculine, agentic, and traits-based perspective. While there was an
abundance of literature carving space for and legitimizing a more feminine approach, LDS
conceptualizations of leadership prefer a dominant, sex-based, patriarchal model that supports a
hierarchical and centralized approach to Church governance, relegating women’s experiences
and voices to the periphery. The leadership style Smith instituted in the early days of the Church,
however, and echoed by contemporary collaborative leadership models, provides an alternative
framework for female leadership in the LDS Church and does so without advocating a major
structural overhaul of the current organizational frame and structure. By applying a collaborative
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leadership model to an organizational issue, differences are respected, voices are valued, and the
unique experiences of individuals are accounted for, which is precisely the type of leadership this
research aimed to cultivate amongst the women in the Vernon BC Stake Relief Society.
Organizational Change
In this section of the literature review I explore theories of organizational change,
including the specific ways in which LDS women might engage and interact with those theories.
According to the literature, a discussion about organizational change is really a discussion about
relationships (Bushe & Marshak 2015; Kania et al., 2018; Senge, 2006; Short, 1998). Gergen and
Gergen (2015) proposed that “all that we take to be rational and real emerges from a process of
coordination” (p. 404) and that everybody contributes to and cocreates the organizational
structures of their communities, whether conscious of that agency or not (Montuori &
Donnelly, 2017). Yet, despite a growing consensus in organizational change research toward a
relational mindset, some scholars have remained “preoccupied with researching leadership
within large private and public bureaucratic organizations at the senior and middle management
levels” (Jackson & Parry, 2018, p. 82), where positional or hierarchical power trumps
interpersonal connections and the influence they garner. The enduring tendency to establish a
centralized organizational head disregards the experiences of women and racial/ethnic minorities
entirely (Chin et al., 2015) based on the fact they are largely absent from the highest hierarchical
levels of an organization. For instance, researchers from the GLOBE study, an internationally
recognized cross-cultural study of leadership, admitted that while it would be optimal to obtain
an international sample of women CEOs to further understand how women lead, it will take
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years before an adequate research sample is available (Dorfman et al., 2012). This international
deficiency in research data underscores the gendered context of leadership and carelessly
reinforces the myth that it is only through formal positions that leaders are granted power to
influence or change an organization (Dumas & Beinecke, 2018)—a myth upheld by the current
organizational structure of the LDS Church.
According to the literature, however, the ability to influence the behaviour of others or
the course of events in a particular way—the definition of power (Jackson & Parry, 2018)—can
occur regardless of title, social positioning, or sex. Bushe and Marshak (2015, p. 410) argued that
“groups and organizations are inherently self-organizing” and while leaders may “nudge,
accelerate, deflect, punctuate, or disrupt” normal and emergent processes, their objective is not to
amass control or power, but to “create space where useful changes can emerge, and then support
and amplify those changes.” It is through this iterative process, derived from the ongoing and
careful interactions of system members, that a pattern of self-organization and the change it
inspires emerges (Dumas & Beinecke, 2018). Therefore, to optimize this process and the systems
it generates, an open and transparent learning environment, designed to maximize diversity and
support unique perspectives, concerns, aspirations, and motivations within the system, without
privileging anyone, must be established before seeking new convergences and coherence (Bushe
& Marshak, 2015). This transparent learning environment begins with dialogue which, according
to the Greeks, was defined as the “free-flowing of meaning through the group, allowing the
group to discover insights not attainable individually” (Senge, 2006, p. 10). Therefore, the ability
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to influence the behaviour of others or the course of events in a particular way occurs, as it
should, through dialogue imbued with principle-based reasoning.
Coughlin (2019) explained that women are particularly suited as change-makers within
this context because they approach the enactment of change or disruption, “not as a matter of
course, but in the interest of producing model-shattering, breakthrough results” (para. 2). In this
way, change is designed for the betterment of the group or society at large and to enact the power
to. Walinga and McKendry (2014) described this power as “the power to communicate, express,
create, collaborate, inquire, and understand” (p. 118), not as a play for position or power over
anything or anyone. Thus, this type of power (or influence) is emergent, not planned, and can
surface in a variety of ways from a range of organizational positions, including those that exist
under the umbrella of a hierarchy dominated by men—like the Relief Society.
One tactic of change that can be utilized, regardless of position, is storytelling. Petersen
(2020), when speaking specifically about women in the LDS Church, highlighted the “possibility
of claiming individual power through storytelling” (p. 50) and by deliberately seeking out the
antenarrative. The antenarrative is a story about alternative lived experiences, offering a
narrative horizon that challenges dominant narratives and cultural norms that harm women and
offer an interactional source of power that acknowledges difference as normal (Petersen, 2020).
Dialogic engagement, as a source of that power, has been successfully used in other femalecentred settings. For example, McKendry (2019) used images that evoked metaphors to elicit
creative possibilities about inclusive leadership amongst women in a university setting. Her
methods allowed women to be “both critical and constructive” and to articulate female-inspired
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values that acknowledged different ways of thinking, while also highlighting barriers to that
thinking—the “messy middle” of change leadership (McKendry, 2019, p. 120). Dumas and
Beinecke (2018, p. 873) described this space as the “edge of chaos,” where organizational life is
“not too stable, but not too chaotic.” Senge (2006) referred to this phenomenon as “creative
tension,” which occurs as the juxtaposition between what we want (our vision) and where we are
relative to that vision (our current reality) surfaces (p. 132). In the LDS vernacular, this
phenomenon is referred to as the softening of a heart—a state commonly contrasted by a hard
heart, where no such dialogue, or the creativity it inspires, can occur. To create such a state or
space “we have to loosen control, [and] allow some chaos, disruption, disagreement, and
experimentation” (Dumas & Beinecke, 2018, p. 870) to occur so that creative solutions can
emerge—a fundamental goal of dialogue and the research this study inspired. Thus, by
encouraging women, via dialogic means, to relentlessly examine “what is” in light of their vision
of what “could be” (Senge, 2006, p. 132), power is claimed and creative possibilities are
realized. This type of power stimulated participants of this research to enquire into their personal
and collective histories, share their lived experiences, and imagine (and design) a future of
possibilities for the benefit and betterment of all people—without fear of disobediently straying
from the prescribed path of a contemporary status quo.
Summary
There is a consensus amongst organizational development scholars that change is,
primarily, relational, and therefore immanent in every relationship that is constitutive of an
organization. Yet despite this awareness, the enduring organizational tendency to establish a
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centralized head favours and positions hierarchical power over interpersonal connections and
disregards the profound influence that genuine, thinking together dialogue has on an
organization. However, the historical envisioning of women’s leadership capacity, via the Relief
Society, established an antenarrative—an alternative lived experience—from which members of
the Church can refer, to challenge and disrupt prevailing narratives and dominant social norms
for the betterment of the group. Thus, the methods employed in this research, which enable the
dialogic examination of the historical and contemporary lived experiences of LDS women, create
the conditions necessary for organizational change.
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Chapter 3: Methodology
I engaged participants of this qualitative action-oriented research study using a systemic
action research (SAR; Burns, 2013) approach. SAR, like other action-oriented research
methodologies, recognizes the importance of stakeholder participation and insider information as
a fundamental component of the research process. This methodology, however, takes it one step
further by proposing that stakeholders across the entire system, beyond their initial community or
organizational setting, “have to be involved in order to get sustainable solutions to entrenched
problems” (Burns, 2013, p. 16). Thus, by adopting a SAR methodology, researchers look beyond
the trees of insider action research (Coghlan, 2018) to capture the dimension and faculty of the
forest. In the context of the Relief Society, this bigger picture considers the Society’s abiding
connections to the Church, the family, LDS theology, secular society, history, and women’s
issues (to name a few denizens of the Relief Society forest) over space and time.
According to SAR researcher and scholar Danny Burns (2013), SAR is best utilized in
response to intractable problems with causes that cannot be simply attributed. Problems like
poverty, racism, war, climate change, sex-based imbalances, and the complex power disparities
that perpetuate and preserve them fall into this category. Similarly, SAR is a good fit for research
aimed at studying and deconstructing systems where relational power exists. Systems like the
penal system, justice system, child welfare system, and other socially constructed systems like
religious institutions and the family are among these initiatives. The actions taken to correct such
problems, however, are complex. This is because as change occurs in one part of the system, it
changes all other parts of the system, no matter how small or seemingly insignificant that change
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may appear. Thus, anticipating and accounting for such changes is no easy feat. Nevertheless, if
the realignment of one system changes and repositions other systems, then “a flexible and
emergent learning architecture” built to encompass these diverse and interconnected systems is
needed (Burns, 2013, p. 16). In other words, system change requires a methodology committed
to dialogic engagement, which supports the assertion that “transforming a system is really about
transforming the relationships between [the] people who make up the system” (Kania et al.,
2018, p. 7), particularly relationships where power is unevenly distributed. To do this—to work
in the sensitive sphere of interpersonal connections and the learning architecture it inspires—
requires researchers to operate appreciatively.
For this reason, I chose to align this methodology with an appreciative approach,
procured from the principles of appreciative inquiry. Reed (2007) suggested that the tenets of
appreciative inquiry can enhance critical research by encouraging participants to reflect on the
taken-for-granted images of their organizations and find new ways of interpreting those images.
Such research is based on the principle that human systems, including organizations and
institutions, tend to “grow in the direction of what they most rigorously, frequently, and
creatively ask questions about” (McArthur-Blair & Cockell, 2018, p. xvi) and, I would add, what
they tell stories about. Likewise, “everything that ‘gives life’ to persons, organizations,
communities, and larger systems when they are most alive, resilient, and healthy in their
interconnected ecology of relationships” (p. xvi) is based on an awareness of these things.
Therefore, cultivating an awareness of the historical foundations of the Relief Society through an
appreciative lens is precisely what this research aimed to do.
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Applying an appreciative lens to research has benefitted research directed towards other
religious organizations as well. Research conducted by Camson (2001), Mahaffy (n.d.), and
Paddock (2004), each used an appreciative approach to scour the heartfelt memories of their
organizations in search of undiscovered solutions that already existed. These solutions emerged
through the analysis of language, history, literature, and other subjective phenomenological
forms like personal stories and lived experiences. While each of these epistemologies influences
SAR, so do other less conventional ways of knowing. For example, presentational and artful
ways of knowing utilize the layered use of artistic forms like “humour, poetry, the use of
metaphor, the visual arts, drama, and song” (Jackson & Parry, 2018, p. 118) to convey “the
presence of some energy, entity, person, place, process or thing” (Coleman, 2015, p. 398). This
highly subjective, yet immensely insightful, knowing can be “expressed in statements that
something is the case” (Coleman, 2015, p. 398) because it appears or feels that way: a notion that
aligns well with religion and its phenomenology of faith.
Thus, a SAR methodology with an appreciative approach created space, throughout this
research process, for even the most encrypted knowledge to emerge and resonate. This research
elicited dialogic knowledge that included poetry, song, images, and story via methods informed
by Stavros et al.’s (2018) 5-D appreciative design cycle and are outlined in the Study Conduct
section of this proposal.
Data Collection Methods
As alluded to in the previous section, action-oriented research is both participatory and
appreciative and is therefore grounded in polyphony, “where special attention is paid to bringing
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together multiple voices. . . [with] different kinds of knowledge, expertise, experience and
values” (Hersted et al., 2019, p. 8). Once these voices are elicited, in whatever form they may
assume, they are then “refined hermeneutically, and compared and contrasted dialectically”, so
that new constructions emerge “on which there is substantial consensus” (Lincoln et al., 2018,
p. 117). In the context of my research, the purpose of collecting and refining such data was to
“uncover and bring forth existing strengths, hopes, and dreams [and] to identify and amplify the
positive core [elements] of the organization . . . the best of what has been, what is, and what
might be” (Whitney & Trosten-Bloom, 2010, p. 15). Such inquiry (i.e., action-oriented,
collaborative, and appreciative) framed the methods I chose to guide this research, which
included small group collaborative circles followed by a larger group World Café-like event,
each of which occurred online.
Collaborative Circles
Collaborative circles generally originate through peer coordination and are typically used
to introduce a creative or innovative initiative that culminates in collective or joint action (Parker
& Corte, 2017). This process, however, does not occur overnight. After lengthy periods of
dialogue, collaboration, and negotiation, the deeply emergent nature of the group results “in the
origination of a new creative vision and an attempt to win its acceptance, potentially
transforming” the work in that given field (p. 262). The use of collaborative circles framed and
informed the emergent nature of this research.
As described, these circles reveal how groups, like the Relief Society, can affect
meaningful change and propel innovative movements even despite their position within the
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established hierarchy (Parker & Corte, 2017). The configuration of a circle naturally symbolizes
a gathering place where every voice is heard and valued and where participants “set aside
external, hierarchical positions that [might normally] categorize and separate them” (Baldwin &
Linnea, 2010, p. xvi). For women, particularly religious women, this is especially important.
According to Carnes and Craig (1998), such women are looking for “a place where feminine
values and ways of being are not just tolerated but embraced. They are looking for a place to
strengthen . . . long-forgotten and undervalued senses, intuitions, [unwritten histories], and ways
of knowing, without the presence of men” (p. 4). Like a wheel, these circles convey the
movement and momentum anticipated by group members. This is particularly significant in the
context of the LDS faith, which is dedicated to change and continual progression by way of
revelation and the ongoing restoration of truth (Nelson, 2021). Therefore, the methods utilized in
this research supported a diversity of perspectives—Molly Mormons, feminists, moderates, and
any other unnamed groups—just as it would be in the Relief Society. Only this time, by allowing
for time and anonymity, those perspectives were shared liberally and without apprehension. By
doing so, a collaborative and shared vision of women’s leadership began to emerge and, along
with it, strategies to get there—thus fulfilling the objective of this research.
Circles offered participants of this research a place, just as they did in the early days of
the Church, to advance their learning and autonomy. To begin, I shared a brief Video Scribe
presentation on the history of women in the Church, which highlighted moments of Church
history that matter to women (see Appendix B). These moments included the foundational
principles the Society was founded on, the pressing calls assumed and adopted by early LDS
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women, and the evolution of their privileges and power to do such over time. This presentation
was also presented as a timeline on an online collaborative tool called Padlet. This online
timeline doubled as a warm-up Padlet, where participants could learn about and engage with
women’s history and the software before commencing the research. Though the Video Scribe
presentation and the Padlet timeline were not part of the research process, participants were
encouraged to comment on historical events if they felt so inclined. After taking time to learn
about the history of women in the Church, participants were then divided into three
distinct/disjoined Padlet groups of four to five women each. This tool (i.e., Padlet) allowed for
asynchronous and ongoing conversations to occur in a forum-like format over the course of three
weeks, and for easy access to the software-generated transcripts. The research question, subquestions, and additional inquisitive prompts framed the dialogue of those circles. For a
complete outline of these questions and prompts, please refer to Appendix C.
Online World Café-Like Event
Given the emergent nature of collaborative circles and the diverse visions of the future
each might uniquely generate, an additional method—one that created space for participants to
come together as a singular, solitary group—to expand upon the categories and themes inspired
through small-group dialogue, was required. A method of this kind, which was adapted to an
online format (based on the Covid-19 restrictions at the time), included the principles and
assumptions of a World Café (2021).
A World Café is a participative large group method used to engage heterogeneous groups
of people in constructive dialogue that cultivates collaborative learning in an equitable and
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nonthreatening manner (Löhr et al., 2020; Steier et al., 2015). This café-style approach is
inspired by an environment where diverse perspectives are encouraged and valued and where
“there is no pressure to reach consensus” (MacFarlane et al., 2016, p. 279)—just as it would be
while casually dining and just as it needs to be to realize the objectives of this research.
The adjusted online structure of this method took place on a separate Padlet that began
with a welcome and introduction followed by two rounds of conversation—each guided by a
question related to the Society’s vision. In the first-round participants were seated at tables with
their original groups and asked to come up with vision statements based on the insights and
recommendations gleaned during the previous two weeks of dialogue. During the second round,
participants were asked to go between the tables to rate, rank, and comment on the outcomes
generated by others. However, due to unanticipated technical difficulties, the first round
consisted of participants posting a series of distinct, personalized ideas and insights (as if they
were each seated, initially, at their own table), followed by a round of wandering between one
another’s tables commenting, rating, and expanding upon the ideas and insights presented there
(see Appendix D for a list of the questions that guided this dialogue). Despite this modification,
the result was the creation and capturing of several collaborative vision statements. However,
this rich assortment of vision statements, and the collaboration they inspired, never did culminate
in any unanimous vision, though there was much agreement on some. Instead, these statements
and their showcased ideas demonstrated how LDS women are still struggling to find a path
forward that aligns with the vision and values of their foremothers.
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Project Participants
Since I chose to partner with the Relief Society President in the Vernon BC Stake and
acquired the approval of the Stake President to conduct this research, I decided to limit this
project to participants within this geographical region. This region extends from Osoyoos in the
south, Nakusp in the east, Clearwater in the north, Merritt in the west, and everything in
between, with Vernon being its approximate centre. The current Relief Society membership in
this region sits at approximately 1,767 women (P. Deyholos, personal communication, October
14, 2021). This number represents a very small percentage of Relief Society membership
worldwide, accounting for only 0.025% of its seven million members. Furthermore, of the 1,700
plus Relief Society members in this region, I only engaged 14 (two groups of five and one group
of four). Thus, sampling bias, which occurs when the sampling frame and the population are not
representative of one another, was difficult to minimize in this context (Salkind, 2010).
Nevertheless, studies indicated that small circles can effectively change behaviour, affirm
self-esteem, and increase overall levels of innovation and creativity, even though their structures
and processes are not standardized and their techniques may vary in complexity (Parker & Corte,
2017; Rohrbasser et al., 2018). Therefore, the number of participants I chose to engage was
considered sufficient. This number was also meant to limit the records I was required to analyze
by virtue of this highly dialectical and qualitative method. Furthermore, since the Relief Society
is comprised of women aged 18 and older, I aimed to include participants from as many age
ranges as possible. These participants were selected by age and region from ward databases and
invited to participate via an email invitation. After selecting and sending out invitations to 35
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women throughout the stake, less than 10% of those women responded to my email, and each of
those who responded declined to participate. For this reason, I modified my invitation to a text
message format and invited Relief Society women whom I was familiar with to participate. This
yielded a 100% response rate. I then asked those women to recommend other women who might
be interested in participating using a technique called snowball sampling (Saldana & Omasta,
2018).
During this process, and the back-and-forth communication it inspired, I learned of a
barrier to participation that I had not previously considered—the technological capacity of some
of the older participants to engage with and manage new software. This barrier led to selection
bias, which can occur in a sample that is not representative of the population under study
because of barriers inherent in that selection process (Salkind, 2010). The goal of using an online
platform for my methods was to assemble women throughout the stake without requiring
extensive travel, thus limiting selection bias. I also knew that of the region I chose to study, an
overwhelming majority have access to email and, therefore, the means to accept an invitation and
participate online. In BC, 94% of households have access to the Internet (Government of British
Columbia, 2021) and, in this region, ward secretaries collect email addresses from all active and
inactive members unless such information is deliberately withheld or removed. However, despite
eliminating barriers to travel and limiting barriers to participation, I was unable to recruit
participants over the age of 60 because of the time and effort it would take them to navigate new
software—something that the younger participants picked up on intuitively. For that reason, my
sample consisted of women aged 19-58, many of whom were linked geographically or connected
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through a network of family and friends; all of which are factors that might have limited a
diverse assessment of women’s voices in the Vernon BC Stake Relief Society.
In addition to working with research participants, I also engaged with an Inquiry Team
invited to help draft questions, review methods, evaluate the research design, provide technical
support, and act as an external set of eyes to help mitigate research bias. This team was made up
of members of my religious community and my MAL cohort and included one female graduate
student, a marketing professional, and a female peer from the Relief Society organization with a
background in academia and leadership. I connected with this team informally as needed via
email, zoom, phone calls, and text messaging, to solicit support and guidance. Their main
objective, however, was to assist with coding and theming the data. The Inquiry Team member
confidentiality agreement is included in Appendix E.
My Advisory Team, on the other hand, which included the Stake Relief Society President
and the Stake President—the ecclesiastical leader responsible for supervising all stake auxiliaries
and priesthood quorums, including the Relief Society—was composed of organizational
stakeholders who could advise on and implement project recommendations or, at least, initiate
the next steps in the change process. It is important to note that my Advisory Team did not have
access to any raw data, including any identifiable details of participants. Likewise, project
participants were required to sign a letter of confidentiality to protect the identities of their peers
within this study (should identities be mistakenly divulged during online dialogue). Therefore, all
discussions about the project with my advisory team were done without compromising the
identity of the participants.
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Study Conduct
In alignment with the appreciative and participatory features of action-oriented research, I
used Stavros et al.’s (2018) 5-D cycle as a roadmap to help guide this multi-phased process. As
its name suggests, this cycle is made up of five distinct phases: define, discover, dream, design,
and deploy. Each phase was integrated into the engagement methods I chose to utilize, except the
deploy phase; this phase was omitted due to the time constraints imposed by this thesis. Instead,
after the completion of this study, recommendations were presented to my research partner for
consideration and implementation.
In the define phase, I engaged with my academic supervisor, second committee member,
and advisory team in “positive framing” to clarify the task or focus of the inquiry and to create
and share the generative questions that ultimately acted as prompts during the collaborative
circles. These collaborative circles, which were held online and asynchronously, consisted of
four to five individuals (per group) selected from those who accepted an invitation to participate.
Once the invitation letter (Appendix F) was accepted, participants received an information letter
(Appendix G) and signed a letter of informed consent (Appendix H) prior to participating. A
welcome video and informational resources that outlined historical events and LDS theology was
developed and included as a Video Scribe presentation and warm-up Padlet. This Padlet offered
a space where participants could engage with a historical timeline of the Church—specifically as
it relates to women—ask questions and familiarize themselves with the software. Participants
had access to these materials throughout the research process to help enrich their understanding
and their dialogue with others.
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Three distinct/disjoined Collaborative Circles of four to five women each, hosted on
Padlet, informed the discover and dream phases of the 5-D cycle, while the World Café-like
event, hosted on a separate large group Padlet for all participants, framed the design phase.
Senge (2006) defined the type of dialogue that collaborative circles and World Cafés inspire as
the “free and creative exploration of complex and subtle issues, a deep ‘listening’ to one another
and suspending of one’s views’’ (p. 220)—a slow and thoughtful process made possible by these
methods. The collaborative circles surfaced and identified the strengths and positive core
elements of the Relief Society organization and the women who make up its membership.
Historical and contemporary notions of the Relief Society’s structure, methods of engagement,
and leadership experiences were explored through story, picture, metaphor, poetry, and lived
experience before participants co-constructed an energized image of the future in “creative and
imaginative ways” (Stavros et al., 2018, p. 118). These circles took place over a 2-week period
and provided participants a space to voice (and comment on) experiences, opinions, and insights
related to the research.
The engagement of women in a second method, a World Café-like event, occurred over
the third and final week of research, at which time these forward-thinking collaborative
constructions were presented and transformed into actionable strategies, which concluded the
participatory portion of this project. The shared vision and strategies elicited from this method
are included in my research findings, conclusions, and recommendations, which I presented to
my research partner for discussion and implementation.
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The timelines for this project were based on the milestones outlined on Royal Roads
University’s (RRU) leadership capstone site and summarized how I conducted this project from
the time I nominated my supervisor and received RRU approval to the completion of my thesis.
Data Analysis and Validity
Broadly conceived, data analysis is a process that brings meaning to a data set by
inspecting, synthesizing, and reconfiguring data into key ideas and new formulations of meaning
(Saldana & Omasta, 2018). This total immersion in the data involves “the repeated reading of the
data in an active way, searching for meanings and patterns” (Nowell et al., 2017, p. 5). However,
according to Lester et al. (2020), there is no single right way to do this. Therefore, given the
subjectivity of this process, the assurance that the findings are trustworthy and authentic was
essential. Trustworthiness refers to the integrity of the conclusions and specifically “the degree
of confidence in data, interpretation, and methods used” (Connelly, 2016, p. 435), while
authenticity is a notion grounded in “reflexivity—the act of critical (self)reflection on biases and
preferences” (Jonsen et al., 2018, p. 51). Both trustworthiness and authenticity play a critical role
in qualitative inquiry and are primarily concerned with the process that is the researcher’s
journey.
To ensure that the standards of trustworthiness and authenticity were met, I kept a
reflections journal, where I recorded my thoughts and feelings as I reviewed, transcribed, and
themed data. However, because such constructions are subjective, findings were further
enriched, contradicted, confirmed, and clarified using data triangulation. This occurs when
researchers use multiple data sources to strengthen a single study (Hales, 2010) and therefore
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included data collected from the three distinct collaborative circles, the adapted World Café-like
Padlet, and reflexive journal entries. Throughout the analysis of this data, I employed in vivo
coding (Saldana & Omasta, 2018), which is a process that utilizes verbatim words to identify
codes and categorize themes. Once patterns related to specific ideas began to emerge, I
categorized those ideas based on similar word groupings, extended phrases, and sentences, into
themes (Saldana & Omasta, 2018). Finally, I shared these themes, and the process it took to find
them, with participants using a 5-minute Video Scribe presentation. Participants watched this
presentation before engaging in the final large-group World-Café-like Padlet. The insights and
reflections from participants, combined with those elicited from my Inquiry Team and my
personal reflections, further enhanced the trustworthiness of this study through investigator
triangulation (Saldana & Omasta, 2018). However, before I solicited the participation of human
subjects in this research process, I obtained approval from the research ethics board.
Ethical Implications
To engage participants in this research process, I undertook a request for ethical
clearance. The Canadian Institutes of Health Research, Natural Sciences and Engineering
Research Council of Canada, and Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council’s (2018)
policy statement for ethical conduct in research involving humans highlights three guiding
principles of ethical research: “Respect for persons, Concern for welfare, [and] Justice” (p. 6). To
demonstrate a respect for persons and ensure informed consent, I provided participants with a
letter of information describing the nature of the study, what I hoped to learn, and what will be
done with the information provided (Appendix G). As individuals expressed an interest in
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participating, they were required to sign an informed consent form (Appendix H). This form
outlined the purpose, procedures, risks, and benefits of the study, including a participant’s right
to withdraw without consequence.
In consideration of the potential social and emotional risks this study fostered, respect for
welfare was particularly significant. This respect was demonstrated through the protection of
participants’ identities and an acknowledgement of their right to confidentiality. By removing
personal and identifiable information from research documents and transcripts and replacing it
with anonymous identifiers, research findings and data garnered from my methods were
anonymous to the Inquiry Team and anyone else who might read the final report, including the
Advisory Team. Unlike the Inquiry Team, the Advisory Team members were not privy to any
portion of the raw data. Participants, likewise, signed a confidentiality agreement before
participation to further enhance the privacy of all participants. Similarly, all information was
confidentially stored in password-protected files on password-protected computers. Furthermore,
given that the parameters of this research have been approved by the appropriate ecclesiastical
leaders—who also comprise my advisory team—suitable levels of transparency, communication,
information, and emotional support by such leaders were available if the need arose. However,
participants who accessed such support agreed to only disclose their personal information and no
one else’s in meetings with Advisory Team members.
Finally, to demonstrate the requirement for justice, participants were invited to review
themes found in the data and to assess whether the articulation of those themes was accurate,
relevant, and applicable. This process was particularly important, as it established ownership of
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findings and, in turn, determined the success of the deployment phase, which will take place at
some future date, after the study is complete, and at the discretion of my research partner.
Therefore, participants were invited to engage with the research findings in the final World Cafélike Padlet, at the final stage of the study, to ensure that the results of the research reflected their
experiences and voices and to expand upon the themes presented by articulating a series of
vision statements.
Outputs and Knowledge Mobilization
At the completion of this study, I connected with my research partner to report on the
process, findings, conclusions, and recommendations. Given the emergent nature of this study, I
did not hold a hypothesis about what such findings would entail. If the overarching goal of this
research was to create dialogue toward action-oriented, appreciative, and participatory
discussions of the Relief Society, I hoped that such conversations might continue after the study
and extend beyond the borders of the Society to capture the ears of the broader church
community. Such listening, combined with ongoing collective dialogue, might inspire new ways
of envisioning the Relief Society organization, the women who are members of it, and how and
why they enact and express their leadership. However, due to the sensitive nature of such
dialogue and the limitations placed upon female gatherings by Church leadership (e.g., this
author being reprimanded by the bishop of her ward for conversing with research participants in,
what he believed to be, unsanctioned discussions), my research partner agreed to make it safe for
LDS women to meet together on their own accord, by providing support and advocacy training
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to ward and stake Relief Society leaders. This and other recommendations are discussed further
in Chapter 5.
Contribution and Application
I hope that by engaging in this appreciative multi-phase design cycle, this project gained
the interest and momentum to create space for the Vernon Stake Relief Society to emerge as an
autonomous organization of women, led by women, where the positive attractors and purposes
that this organization once sought to realize are demonstrated again in unprecedented ways—
more than they ever have before (Nelson, 2015). Therefore, the results of this contextual study
have the capacity to situate the Relief Society as a vehicle for female autonomy and leadership
and contribute to new theory and the generation and evaluation, through practice, of new
knowledge that has “meaning and relevance beyond the initial context” of the study (Bradbury,
2017, paras. 2–3). Perhaps by embracing the tenets of a transformative and collaborative
leadership framework, which capitalizes on individual and collective expressions of agency,
more democratic systems (and contexts) of female leadership will emerge. Such transformation
might occur through the creation of new stories, the reinterpretation of old ones, and the
widespread acceptance of antenarratives and other analogical images and metaphors that subtly
“describe behavioral structures in the past and prescribe liberating structures-disciplines-designs
for the future” (Torbert & Taylor, 2008, p. 246). Furthermore, an additional contribution of this
study might simply be the first-person awareness, at any given time, of harmonious consonance
or dissonance. The awareness of such has the capacity to inspire uncertainty, replace it with
curiosity, and lead members of the Church to the humble realization that ongoing learning, and
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the individual and collective dialogue that such learning inspires, carries with it the capacity to
create a better future.
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Chapter 4: Inquiry Project Findings and Conclusions
The purpose of this chapter is to highlight the findings from my research, including the
themes and anomalies that surfaced during data analysis. Each finding is directly related to the
research question and, more specifically, one of its subquestions. The primary question guiding
this inquiry was: How might women in the Vernon BC Stake Relief Society enthusiastically take
up their roles as leaders in the Church of Jesus Christ? To answer this question, I also pursued
the following sub-questions:
•

How do the women in the Vernon BC Stake Relief Society currently conceive of their
leadership role(s) in the Church of Jesus Christ?

•

What does it look like when women in the Vernon BC Stake Relief Society
enthusiastically take up their roles as leaders?

•

What challenges might women in the Vernon BC Stake Relief Society encounter as
they exercise ways to advance their leadership in the Church of Jesus Christ?

•

What kinds of resources and supports do women in the Vernon BC Stake Relief
Society need to enthusiastically take up their roles as leaders in the Church of Jesus
Christ?

•

What strategies can women in the Vernon BC Stake Relief Society utilize as they
begin to take up their role(s) as leaders?

This chapter presents the findings and conclusions that surfaced from the analysis of data
collected from three online, asynchronous, collaborative circles, an online World Café-like
event, and reflexive journal entries. These pools of data, which reflect the experiences and
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insights of women who identify, or have identified, as members of the Vernon BC Stake Relief
Society, comprise the findings of this study. Since each participant used a self-selected
pseudonym to maintain her anonymity throughout the research process, I decided to use those
same pseudonyms when referencing quotes to support my findings. It is useful to note that four
participants used the pseudonym anonymous, which will show up several times (Anonymous-1,
Anonymous-2, Anonymous-3, and Anonymous-4) as different voices. Following an examination
of the findings, I will discuss my conclusions before closing the chapter with a discussion on the
limitations of the study.
Study Findings
With the assistance and support of my inquiry team, I spent several weeks reading,
rereading, coding, categorizing, and theming nearly 20,000 words of data collected from 14
participants during three weeks of online dialogue. Through this analysis, several strong themes
emerged—most of which were based heavily on values like hope, progression, equality, power,
divinity, autonomy, diversity, and inclusion—giving rise to six key findings:
1. Most participants were unable to articulate the purpose of the Relief Society and its
significance in their lives.
2. Considerable aspirations to expand the influence of the Relief Society, and the
women who belong to it, were expressed.
3. Learning about the history of women in the Church evoked a desire for greater
understanding.
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4. Participants frequently referred to the history of women in the Church when
establishing precedent and articulating their current capacity to lead.
5. Despite expressing a significant desire for change, participants articulated several
barriers to that change.
6. Participants conveyed a strong desire to create a society where everyone is welcome.
I will discuss each key finding in depth in the next section. My conclusions, which appear later
in this chapter, are based upon these findings.
Finding One: Most Participants Were Unable to Articulate the Current Purpose of the Relief
Society or its Significance in Their Lives
When Joseph Smith discovered the women in Nauvoo organizing a benevolent society to
relieve the poor and care for the needy, he told them that God had something far better in store
for them—a society that would command the respect of Queens (Derr et al., 2016). However,
when asked whether they currently see the Relief Society as something more than a “benevolent”
women’s organization, participants unanimously agreed that they do not. Responses to this
question included words and phrases like “nope” (Tarlue3), “no, not yet” (Rattii), “not really . . .
” (Okanagan Girl), and “I can’t even see it as a benevolent organization, let alone more” (Jess)—
a sentiment shared by more than one participant. One participant boldly stated, “Honestly, I feel
it is outdated and irrelevant in my life at the moment. I don’t want to make any more casseroles”
(Gooseberry). Another participant described her experience with the Relief Society this way:
“Truthfully, I have always struggled with enjoying Relief Society and understanding its role in
the church. So often it has felt like the refreshment committee to the men and all the grunt work
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the men didn’t want to do” (Iamwoman). Another participant suggested that the Society might be
something more to some women but not her. She went on to say:
I have felt disconnected from Relief Society quite a bit in my life and probably because I
have served prominently in Primary1 for my adult years and never really educated myself
on the purpose of Relief Society. (Ilovesunshine)
These comments, and the apathy they convey, suggest that the current practices of the
Relief Society fail to align with the values and expectations placed upon it historically, as well as
the values and expectations placed upon it currently by its female membership. In this way,
women in the Vernon BC Stake Relief Society are rendered speechless regarding its purpose and
significance in their lives, despite being able to articulate a hope and vision for the future as
discussed in Finding Two.
Finding Two: Considerable Aspirations to Expand the Influence of the Society, and the
Women Who Belong to it, Were Expressed
When asked about their hopes and wishes for the Relief Society, research participants
expressed considerable aspirations to expand its charitable (benevolent) influence. One woman
said it this way:
I’d work . . . to bring peace and relief to the suffering. Yes, I realize this is already part of
our mandate . . . but I’m talking about an actual, world-recognized program. . . . We do

1

The Primary is a Sunday school platform for children and another auxiliary of the Church
primarily supported by women.
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beautiful work in our own homes and communities, but I see us able to do so much more.
(Okanagan Girl)
Several other participants agreed, including one who commented, “I actually think that
this Society could have the potential to change the world. We could end world hunger, end our
homeless problem, clean up our pollution problem etc.” (Diana Prince). Another woman said, “I
would love to see the RS be more bold with our impact on the world, to be a place and
community where we can unite women and solve global issues” (Jess). These global issues, as
another participant suggested, could align with those outlined by the United Nations
(Booksandsnow). As I reflected on the loftiness and perhaps radical extent of these goals, I was
reminded of the immense financial resources the Church currently controls and the impact those
resources might have on more aggressive global humanitarian initiatives. However, the Vernon
Stake Relief Society has no say in how those funds are managed or distributed. In fact, like every
other Relief Society, they lack financial autonomy altogether.
Other participants defined the expansion of women’s influence in the Society in other
ways: for example, by assuming their roles as priestesses. One participant said that she wants
women “to step into their true power and divinity, fully embracing it. Claiming it and owning the
divine feminine power and authority she has over herself” (Gooseberry). Another said that she
would like to see women in the Relief Society support each other to “become the priestesses they
know we are” (Diana Prince). However, to do that, participants agreed that they first need to
know and understand what it means to be a priestess, which the majority confessed they did not.
One participant openly asked what a priestess looked like and commented, “When you look in
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the mirror, do you see a priestess?” (Ilovesunshine). Another participant candidly explained that
before the presentation on the history of women in the Church, which was shown to participants
before commencing research, she did not know that such a title ever existed. She said,
There [is] a lot of information [there] that I didn’t know before. For instance, I didn’t
know that we once had a Priestess... I also didn’t know that this priesthood was taken
away from women. I am interested in knowing why. (Anonymous-4)
Similarly, another participant said, “When I was a little girl I NEVER had aspirations and
ambitions for leadership in church or community. I didn’t know it was even an option!!”
(Gooseberry). In this way, participants acknowledged a desire to move towards a shared vision of
the future that enhances both their global influence as a charitable organization and their spiritual
influence as leaders and priestesses, even despite not fully understanding what the latter implies.
An examination of Church history, however, appeared to foster a desire for more understanding
in this regard.
Finding Three: Learning About the History of Women in the Church Evoked a Desire for
Greater Understanding
For many participants, the Video Scribe presentation and the historical timeline posted on
Padlet before commencing research, both of which briefly highlighted the history of women in
the Church, was the first summary of Church history featuring women that they had seen.
Because of this, some participants were surprised by what they learned, while others were
skeptical. One woman said, “I am shocked! I had no idea of the history of women in the church.
How did this history get lost??” (Diana Prince). Another participant responded, “I feel a little
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embarrassed that I didn’t know all of the history of the women of the church. For instance, that it
[the Relief Society] was disbanded right after Joseph’s death. . . . I was shocked and upset”
(Ilovesunshine). Other participants expressed disappointment with early Church leaders:
What struck me most was the misogynistic comments made by Brigham Young. They
were awfully strong and rude words for someone who is supposed to be being led by
God. . . . I read the original transcripts and was quite unhappy about them. (Okanagan
Girl)
Others, however, expressed skepticism. One participant wrote:
The history of women in the Church is the same as any other group of people, it is
incomplete, and full of judgement from our current perspectives. Reading the history
leaves me wishing I could have a better historical perspective so that I could truly
understand the social, cultural, intellectual and emotional pieces that shaped these
women’s lives and actions. (Booksandsnow)
Instead of wishing for a better historical perspective, other skeptics expressed a desire to
leave alone the matter of Church history and the criticism it inspires and instead focus on current
doctrine:
History is a frustrating subject because . . . it is so hard to put aside our own modern
understanding, judgements and bias when we read it. . . . There is so much that is
contradictory. Those hard subjects of polygamy, racism and sexism are difficult to
swallow but. . . . For me, it is important to look to the progress that is being made and
focus on the doctrine rather than where others fell short of my expectations” (Iamwoman)
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Other participants, however, insisted that focusing on where others fell short is a small price to
pay given that an honest accounting of history, whatever that might look like, has the potential to
highlight and restore women’s lost place in Church theology. The following exchange
underscored this point:
I think it’s important for women’s history in the church to be taught. Women and girls in
the church need to know that they have worth and a place here. In 100 years from now,
when we are the history of the church it will still only talk about the men, as if there
never were women around. Soooo why are we here? Why keep my daughters here?
(Tarlue3)
Good point. There is a place for women, says history, but we have to peel back the layers
to find it. To think we haven’t been utilizing the power of God through women, in a real
‘priesthood’ kind of way is sad. The focus has been on the men and their role. I don’t
begrudge that, but it’s time. (Rattii)
These comments demonstrate that learning about and developing a greater understanding of the
history of women in the Church is important to LDS women, particularly those who are trying to
find their place in a religion that has, for decades, focused almost entirely on men—a theme
discussed in more depth next.
Finding Four: Participants Frequently Referred to the History of Women in the Church
When Establishing Precedent and Articulating Their Current Capacity to Lead
Given that women’s leadership capacity in the Church is restricted by a male-dominated,
patriarchal structure, many participants were surprised by a historical narrative depicting
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something different—a radically progressive, independent, and autonomous Society presided
over by women. Participants referenced these historical accounts, and the personal characteristics
of the women they featured, when communicating their capacity to lead. One participant
confidently wrote, “I would like the Relief Society to be reorganized to its original state. I would
like us to have our autonomy back. . . . “The Church was never perfectly organized until the
women were thus organized”-Joseph Smith” (Diana Prince). Several participants agreed,
including one who boldly described what that restoration might look like:
Although I love our brethren and am honoured to be on the receiving end of a priesthood
blessing, being able to be attended to by my sisters (recognizing that the priesthood
portion of the blessing would be missing) feels like a more deeply spiritual experience to
me. . . . I just think that a sister attending to our needs would bring forth a different
spiritual experience than we would otherwise receive. And perhaps it wouldn’t have to be
such a big deal... like it could be a more common and everyday experience to receive
help from a sister than when you ask for a priesthood blessing - it always seems like a big
thing. (Okanagan Girl)
Later, this participant went on to say,
Somehow finding a way for the patriarchal-led society that we are taking part in to
recognize us as individuals capable of leading on [our] own and hearing our voices . . .
seems beyond our control, I don’t even know how we’d go about moving in that
direction. . . . [I’m] wanting us to restore what was already ours, then take brave and bold
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steps towards fulfilling the divine responsibility we’ve already been given as leaders in
the latter days. (Okanagan Girl)
Another participant suggested that a restoration of this kind is beyond women’s control and
claimed, “It has to start at the top and then move all the way down” (Lee). In other words, it
needs to begin with men. Other participants, however, felt differently.
Citing the experiences and characteristics of women in the early Church, some
participants suggested that maintaining what was inherently theirs was something these women
consistently advocated. One participant described these women as “strong and tenacious”, and
highlighted how they “stood up, spoke out and got to work” in a “time when it was prized for a
woman to be submissive” (Gooseberry). Another participant said, “It’s like those strong and
faithful women just couldn’t be held down. . . . I admire them so much for their strength and
perseverance” (Okanagan Girl). Another participant supposed that “[This] strength runs in our
earthly and Heavenly DNA. . . . The great stories of great women encourage [her] to fulfill
whatever greatness lies in [her]” (Iamwoman). Another participant said, “I love seeing women
stand up for their values and standards. . . . It inspires me to be more brave” (Jess). Bravely
standing together, as sisters, for the inherent rights and privileges of women was a theme that
effortlessly surfaced. One participant posted a link to this picture and wrote, “Imagine walking
into a room like this2“ (Ilovesunshine; see Figure 1).

2

This picture features Belle Spafford (middle front) who served as general Relief Society President from 19451974.
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Figure 1:
Belle Spafford at a Relief Society Meeting

Photograph by J. M. Heslop. (Church History Library, Salt Lake City.)

In this way, knowing the history of women in the Church, even if that history is shrouded
in speculation (as described in Finding Three), inspired hope for a restoration of woman’s lost
power and autonomy. Such a restoration has the capacity to positively enhance and expand upon
the current leadership capacity of women in the Church, notwithstanding the barriers outlined in
Finding Five.
Finding Five: Despite Expressing a Significant Desire for Change, Participants Articulated
Several Barriers to That Change
Although participants expressed a significant hope for change, including a restoration of
women’s lost power and autonomy (Finding Four), they frequently shared sentiments that
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worked against that change. One participant, for example, linked greater autonomy to greater
responsibility:
Now a days quite honestly I really don’t mind not having full control. As a recent Relief
Society President I had a lot of responsibilities working full-time raising 2 kids one of
which has special needs with a husband who was in the EQ Presidency and who worked
most evenings and weekends in addition to his full-time job. Any more responsibility and
I would have completely burned out. So I’m glad things are the way they are.
(Anonymous-4)
Another participant suggested that enhancing women’s leadership capacity was a selfish pursuit,
especially if it led to greater priesthood authority:
If women had the priesthood . . . what need would there be to have men? The men would
have nothing to strive for, no reason to step up and lead, no reason to become selfless. . . .
Why do women always want to take charge of everything? Seriously, I’m glad men have
the priesthood and I don’t! I don’t need ANOTHER thing on my plate of things to do and
live up to! (Anonymous-1)
Others, however, believed that an increase in women’s leadership capacity was simply
unnecessary. The following conversation highlighted this notion:
I have worked with two bishops who were really great in giving me control and almost
“anything goes” in my responsibility as Relief Society president. I think a lot of freedom
in this responsibility depends on the personality of those in the bishopric. I never really
felt shut down for my ideas. We tended to work together to make them happen. (Lee)
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Wouldn’t it be great if you didn’t need the bishopric to give you permission to do the
things you needed/wanted to do? If you, as the presidency, could choose what you did,
without their approval, how amazing would that be?! You were very lucky to have
worked with 2 bishops that allowed you that freedom. I wonder what it’s like for those
who don’t? (Diana Prince)
I think any organization requires some kind of presidency to give “permission” for things.
Whether it’s men or women . . . doesn’t matter to me. There are always hierarchies in
groups, societies and leadership of all sorts. (Lee)
That would be the job of the Relief Society president, not the bishopric. I don’t like the
idea of asking them permission. I think it would be great to have an open dialogue with
the bishopric about our plans and ideas, but that the final decision is ours to make. (Diana
Prince)
While most participants agreed that “men should not be controlling a women’s organization”
(Rattii), others suggested it may be a good thing:
I sometimes feel like the priesthood is protecting us women . . . from having to deal with
the negative aspects that they have to deal with. I got a taste of it being the Relief Society
President in our ward and it was difficult seeing the struggles of the ward members first
hand. (Anonymous-4)
Positioning the priesthood, and the men who hold it, as protectors of women, evidently, did not
sit right with every participant.

A PLACE WHERE ALL THINGS ARE SPOKEN

83

While I love just being able to passively go to church while all the men do the big jobs,
it’s not fair. It’s not right for either gender in my opinion. Men feel so much pressure
while women feel under valued. (Tarlue3)
Therefore, despite a significant and nearly unanimous hope for change (as outlined in
Finding Four), including a restoration and expansion of women’s leadership capacity, some
women continued to espouse beliefs that worked against that hope. These beliefs reinforce a
status quo saturated by patriarchy, which, I was surprised to find, participants collectively agreed
frame the organizational structure and culture of the Church. Thus, the need to create a Society
where alternative views are acknowledged, respected, and explored, became another key theme
described in the next finding.
Finding Six: Participants Conveyed a Strong Desire to Create a Society Where Everyone is
Welcome
Participants consistently acknowledged the importance of diversity, inclusion, and
belonging in the Relief Society, which includes “women championing one another”
(Iamwoman). One woman described it this way:
We would respect and show greater compassion to one another. We would stop the
gossip and look to see the real intent of one another’s heart. We would rejoice in
another’s success and weep with one another in our sorrows. We would be able to be
completely transparent regarding our own struggles knowing we would only be met with
understanding, support, and love not judgement. (Iamwoman)
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Another participant wrote, “I wish for a nonjudgement safe space to come worship with
sisters. Knowing that everyone has a different way, different needs. The judgement needs to go.
Acceptance and love please” (Gooseberry). The theme of non-judgement found its way into the
conversation threads of every group and included statements like this one:
We have to stop the judgment. If everyone felt loved, appreciated, accepted for who they
are, not for what we think they should be. This would be a good start. Feeling like you
are genuinely loved, I want to be part of that Society! (Diana Prince)
Another woman wrote:
No one should feel that they are not welcome or are being judged, but I know many who
have and who do. I really feel we need to clean up our space so that we have room for
others to come in. I’m not trying to be negative, but admit our limitations and accept
where we are. Also, the fact that women are not scrambling to get into our organization
says the most about our organization don’t you think? (Anonymous-2)
Still, another participant said it this way:
Often, and I mean often discussions happen and some women are left feeling very unseen
or heard. Some of that is perhaps they don’t feel safe enough to voice a different view or
their different circumstances. . . . Quite honestly, I find many discussions not inclusive to
all women, member or not. (Anonymous-3)
The pain and trauma caused by unrestrained judgement, gossip, and the fear of living
outside the well-defined lines of Mormonism were brought up by another participant. She asked,

A PLACE WHERE ALL THINGS ARE SPOKEN

85

How do we address trauma in the sisterhood? Trauma being the result of the sisters
turning on sisters. false accusations, fabrication of stories, and massive gossiping on a
large scale. I know in my area, people are suffering because of the this. They don’t feel
safe and yet, how can we support healing? (Ilovesunshine)
In the final Padlet, participants attempted to articulate a vision of the Relief Society
where everyone is welcome, heard, respected, included, and loved. Vision statements like: “No
woman left behind” (Diana Prince), “No woman left alone” (Jess), “Support without
discrimination” (Booksandsnow), and “Brave, authentic women supporting brave authentic
women” (Anonymous-3) showcased a vision of belonging that extended beyond the Church
community. One participant wrote:
The Relief Society will be a recognized, women-driven organization in every community
where there is a branch or ward. Women from all walks of life will have joint access for
help, learning and growth whether a member of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day
Saints, or not. (Lee)
In this way, members of the Vernon BC Stake Relief Society recognized the need for, and
expressed a desire to, work towards creating an environment where everyone is welcome.
Summary of Findings
In this section, I summarized six key findings originating from data collected from the
online asynchronous dialogue of fourteen women over a 3-week period. These findings indicated
that women in the Vernon BC Stake Relief Society do not currently share a vision of the future
that resonates with their personal or collective core values, despite considerable aspirations to
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expand the influence of the Relief Society. Likewise, learning about the history of women in the
Church, including the characteristics of their forward-thinking foremothers, inspired a significant
hope for change and a restoration and expansion of what once was, even despite maintaining
ideas, beliefs, and practices that act as barriers to such change. Therefore, creating a society
where all voices are respected and valued and where women can worship in a supportive,
judgement-free environment concluded the findings portion of this research. These findings
framed the conclusions.
Study Conclusions
The purpose of this section is to articulate the conclusions of this study as they relate to
the inquiry question and subquestions. These four conclusions are based on the findings outlined
in the previous section and the literature presented in Chapter 2:
1. Learning about and understanding the history of women in the Church is the
responsibility of every Latter-day Saint.
2. It is not up to women to maintain or defend the enduring precedent of patriarchy,
despite her tendency to do so.
3. Women do not need a man’s permission to lead.
4. Women in the Church need to know that other women have their backs.
Conclusion One: Learning About and Understanding the History of Women in the Church is
the Responsibility of Every Latter-day Saint
This first conclusion speaks to the subquestions: How do the women in the Vernon BC
Stake Relief Society currently conceive of their leadership role(s) in the Church of Jesus Christ,
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and What does it look like when women in the Vernon BC Stake Relief Society enthusiastically
take up their roles as leaders? Both questions, I believe, are directly related to how LDS
members interact with and understand the history of the Relief Society and the women who
championed it. As described in the literature review, this history started to surface in the late
twentieth century when Leonard Arrington opened Church archives to scholars and historians for
the first time, granting interested parties access to a religious theology that differed substantially
from Mormonism at that time (Brooks et al., 2015; Hanks, 1992; Toscano, 1985). In the last 10
years, additional information about the history of women in the Church has found its way into
mainstream Mormonism (Brooks et al., 2015; Derr et al., 2016; Dew & Pearce, 2012; Hall,
2015), changing the way women (who take the time to study their history) conceive of their
leadership capacity in the Church. At the conclusion of the study, one participant privately
shared a poem she wrote that I believe beautifully sums up what women’s leadership capacity
once looked like in the LDS Church and how that leadership is conceived today. It begins with
the following words:
Flower Beds:
Her dark soil and fruitful ground were set to be where our foundation was found.
We were a people who together would change the course of the world we live in.
We were women who were united by the mother of heaven and earth.
Followed by this:
Brick by brick a building is made,
Stone by stone the footpath is paved.
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A home for the loving, and a voice for the broken,
This place was to be where all things were spoken.
We waved our flag, we gathered and gave,
All we had so that all might be saved.
Every woman a warrior,
Every woman accounted for.
But in the shadow of night,
We lost a fight.
And the vision we felt in our hearts and minds,
Was stripped from us like grapes from our vines.
Everything gone, everything captured.
Until all we had left was a petal we’d sheltered.
And now the women who claim to still be part of that vision,
Are lied to and led to something much different.
Where has your voice gone? Why are you quiet?
How can they hear when everyone’s silent? (Jess)
This poem illustrates how knowledge of Church history can stimulate some women to see
themselves as leaders for perhaps the first time. Furthermore, by witnessing the conception of
female leadership in the Church via an accounting of the Relief Society’s history, LDS women
are able to comprehend its demise and reflect on the currently dilapidated status of women’s
leadership from an informed position. This poem then, is evidence of a once flexible
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organizational structure and Joseph Smith’s early emphasis on revaluation—the “changing [of]
one’s perspective . . . based upon a richer understanding of the collective desires and
perspectives of the group” (Mendenhall & Marsh, 2010, p. 290)—which brings to light
fragments of a lost leadership theory. Therefore, by tending to these missing information flows,
as Meadows (1999) predicted, a dysfunctional system inherits the capacity to change, thereby
supporting the notion that learning about and understanding the history of women in the Church
is everyone’s responsibility, including men.
Some participants expressed concern that without men understanding where women once
stood and acknowledging the explicit and well-documented promises afforded them at the
creation of their Society, no progress or forward movement can be made, at least not without
coming against what Brooks (2014) described as “a cyclical series of repressions and recoveries,
push forwards and institutional pushbacks” (p. 3). One participant claimed that “men need to
know the history of women in the Church so that they can understand the change we are trying to
enact” (Jess) and, essentially, get out of our way. Another suggested that highlighting Brigham
Young’s misuse of power—specifically his wrongful disbanding of the Relief Society—might
substantiate claims that similar mistreatment exists, unchecked, today (Diana Prince) in the form
of a patriarchal organizational structure in which only men hold formal leadership roles. These
concerns then call into question the way we as members relate to one another—the foundation of
change (Bushe & Marshak 2015; Kania et al., 2018; Senge, 2006; Short, 1998)—and create
space to deconstruct the notion that we cannot change because, as one participant suggested, this
is “just not how it’s done” (Lee). This concept led me to my second conclusion.
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Conclusion Two: It is Not Up to Women to Maintain or Defend the Enduring Precedent of
Patriarchy, Despite Her Tendency to Do So
This second conclusion speaks to the following research subquestions: What challenges
might women in the Vernon BC Stake Relief Society encounter as they exercise ways to advance
their leadership in the Church of Jesus Christ, and How might women in the Church
enthusiastically take up their roles as leaders? The answer, according to the data, is tied to
women’s ability to re-envision their leadership capacity outside the constraints of an intensely
patriarchal institution. Enthusiastically taking up their roles as leaders towards this end then
becomes one of her leadership challenges.
Research participants, regardless of how they might identify—as Molly Mormons,
Mormon Feminists, or Moderates (Beaman, 2001), or something else entirely—unanimously
agreed that women’s rights and privileges are, and have for a long time been, limited by virtue of
the uncontested patriarchy that is the organizational structure of the Church. Participants also
agreed that while this structure has become an inherent part of their religion, it is not a structure
they want to endorse. One participant alluded to patriarchy as the “traditions and false beliefs
that have been carried from generation to generation” and went on to say that women need to
“stand for truth even if false cultural beliefs say otherwise. This is how truth is preserved”
(Ilovesunshine). However, there appears to be resistance to claiming such truth because of how it
might make men feel. One woman described it this way:
I would love us to come into our power without diminishing the brethren. I would love to
see us truly become equals and strengthen one another in our desire to understand, love,
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and defend true doctrine, reach out to one another in love and understanding, and
individually and unitedly become priests and priestesses. (Iamwoman)
This vision of the future, where neither men nor women diminish the other by their power,
requires further examination.
Patriarchy, as described in Chapter 2, is a “male dominated, male identified, and male
centered . . . [society] organized around an obsession with control” (Johnson, 2014, pp. 5–6).
According to Johnson (2014), this kind of control “defines patriarchal manhood, not
womanhood, and so women are discouraged from pursuing it and criticized if they do” (p. 14), as
evidenced by the comment: “Why do women always want to take charge of everything”
(Anonymous-1)? This well-documented social phenomenon is underscored by role congruity
theory (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Ferguson, 2018), which maintains that in most organizations, the
default leader is male and leadership is gendered masculine, while the default subordinate or
follower is female and followership is gendered feminine, thus resulting in the devaluing of
female leadership as well as anything deemed to be women’s work. For example, in the context
of the LDS Church, men have spent decades learning about what it means to become priests in
the absence of priestesses and have thereby diminished women’s autonomy towards that end by
using their power to preside over, instead of as equals with her. On the other hand, women who
have had their role as priestesses severely restricted view power much differently. None of the
participants expressed, or even alluded to, a desire to exercise power over anyone or anything.
Instead, when women talked about power, it was consistently framed as “power to” (Walinga &
McKendry, 2014): (a) power to make their own decisions (Rattii, Jess, Diana Prince,
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Gooseberry), (b) power to exercise their autonomy (OkanaganGirl, Diana Prince, Lee), (c) power
to lead their own organization (Jess, Rattii, Diana Prince, Tarlue3), (d) power to expand their
influence (Booksandsnow, Anonymous-3, Lee), (e) power to live their religion according to the
dictates of their own conscious (Diana Prince, Jess, Tarlue3, Anonymous-2), and (f) power to
become priestesses (Iammwoman, Ilovesunshine, Gooseberry, Diana Prince, Jess, Rattii).
Women also recognized that claiming such power requires men to relinquish control, or the
illusion of control—a move that may, and rightfully so, diminish man’s power, or at least the
way his power has been framed. One woman suggested diminishing man’s power this way:
I would remove all men from all our [Relief Society] meetings. Ward, Stake and General
meetings would be men free. . . . I would put women in the Disciplinary Courts as well. I
always thought that it would be so traumatic, and humiliating to have to stand in front of
only men and share your story. To only have the men’s perspectives in deciding your
“fate”, never sat well with me. (Diana Prince)
This comment highlights the effortless maintenance of a patriarchal society (Johnson, 2014)—
one where only men possess, authorize, and assign power—and the profound impact it has on
women’s spiritual autonomy and emotional well-being. Moreover, it points to the need for
women (and men) to shift the way we think about and interact within a society of this kind.
As I reflected on these revelations, I was struck by how in all my years of attending
Relief Society, I have never witnessed or participated in a discussion about patriarchy despite its
ubiquity. Participants of this research are the first LDS women I have observed who openly and
honestly addressed it—perhaps because knowledge of women’s history makes patriarchy
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explicit. Therefore, as women continue to acknowledge and abandon the tendency to support and
uphold the constraints of a strongly patriarchal institution—simply by exercising their power
to—men’s power over women will naturally diminish, along with the values and beliefs that
maintain it—like the tendency to wait for permission to lead.
Conclusion Three: Women Do Not Need a Man’s Permission to Lead
Like Conclusion Two, Conclusion Three speaks to the research sub-question: What
challenges might women in the Vernon BC Stake Relief Society encounter as they exercise ways
to advance their leadership in the Church of Jesus Christ? The answer is found in nearly two
centuries of waiting for a man’s permission to lead. Yet, as the literature affirmed, the Society
was founded upon principles of female progression and equality and became a place where
women could exercise their autonomy and independence (Derr et al., 2016; Hanks, 1992;
Toscano, 1985). Emma Smith, for example, was the first and only woman elected by her peers to
lead the Society—a radical notion for that time, and perhaps an even more radical notion for
today, which is likely why it has never been repeated. At that time, agency was a foundational
principle of the organization and one that Joseph Smith wholeheartedly encouraged (McConkie
& Boss, 2005; Mendenhall & Marsh, 2010). However, after Brigham Young disbanded the
Relief Society, the notion that men have the power to give and take away women’s autonomy
and independence (at a moment’s notice) became ingrained in the minds of LDS men and
women, suffocating any exertion towards spiritual self-determination. As outlined in the
literature review, Raelin (2016) observed that regardless of where or with whom the structure of
an organization originates, it eventually takes on an objective quality, enshrining itself within the
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fabric of its substituents realities as though it is fixed and unalterable, when in fact it is not.
Therefore, to lead, women must first eradicate the alterable and unfixed idea that they require a
man’s permission.
However, the idea of awaiting man’s permission continues to be reinforced in
contemporary LDS literature. For example, a major premise of the moderate movement is the
idea that there is much more women can do, right now, within their respective wards and stakes
to enhance the leadership capacity of women, “that doesn’t require men’s permission” (McBaine,
2013, para. 15). This moderate and religiously progressive notion alludes to the idea that there
are still some things that do require men’s permission. Early Relief Society president Emma
Smith, however, seemed to believe otherwise, even if others did not. This conflict of values
required women to acquire the characteristics of strength and bravery, which participants
regularly alluded to as desirable leadership traits (Booksandsnow; Jess; Ilovesunshine; Okanagan
Girl, Gooseberry, Diana Prince, Anonymous), described in Finding Four.
It is these early LDS women who participants revered and sought to emulate. Their
stories of standing their ground, speaking up, and living deeply into their values regardless of the
consequences, resonated with women because they provided an antenarrative—an alternative
lived experience—for women to look to (Petersen, 2020). Emphasizing principle-based
antenarratives within a religion that demands obedience to a singular standard of conduct, instead
of a singular set of values or principles (that includes diversity), gives rise to a different kind of
agency altogether. This agency goes beyond the “the variations and subtle nuances in the ways
women negotiate existing religious doctrine” (Sumerau & Cragun, 2015, p. 50), like the four
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categories of agency—resistance, empowerment, instrumental, and compliance—outlined by
Burke (2012), to include ones that are restorative in nature, and substantiates the principle-based
antenarratives of its history and membership. This type of reasoned or persuasive agency
requires women to call upon the strength of their foremothers (Iamwoman), and every other
woman in the congregation, for support—which leads me to the fourth and final conclusion.
Conclusion Four: Women in the Church Need to Know That Other Women Have Their Backs
As described in Finding Six, research participants acknowledged the special role women
play in supporting and championing other women in the Relief Society and in creating a
judgement-free space where women can worship together. In this environment, space is created
for women to take risks, express their opinions, share what they believe to be true, and live
authentically into their values (Brown, 2018). Finding Six is more than a nice idea, it is a
strategy, and therefore speaks to the following research subquestions: What strategies can
women in the Vernon BC Stake Relief Society utilize as they begin to take up their role(s) as
leaders? and What kinds of resources and supports do women in the Vernon BC Stake Relief
Society need to enthusiastically take up their roles as leaders in the Church of Jesus Christ? The
answer that emerged from the data is clear: women need the support of other women.
The unique circumstances of a patriarchal institution, where women are conditioned to
wait for or ask permission, create an environment in which exercising their “power to” might
elicit negative social and other cultural consequences. The longer-term goal of eliminating such
consequences begins with carefully adjusting the ongoing interactions between system members,
from whence there emerges a new pattern of self-organization and the change it inspires (Dumas
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& Beinecke, 2018). To optimize this process and the systems it generates, the participants in this
study were vocal about the need for an open and transparent learning environment. This
environment needs to be designed to maximize diversity and support unique perspectives,
concerns, aspirations, and motivations within the system, without privileging anyone. It must
also be established before seeking new convergences and coherence (Bushe & Marshak, 2015)—
for example, an alliance with men. In other words, as women adjust the way they interact and
relate to one another—in the form of authentically supporting and having each other’s backs—
significant systemic changes will occur. This includes a series of antenarratives (Petersen, 2020)
about women’s leadership capacity, patriarchy, and permission, that members of the Church can
lean on and learn from.
Scope and Limitations of the Inquiry
This study intended to explore the leadership capacity of LDS women in the Vernon BC
Stake Relief Society, which I believe it did. However, of the 1,700 plus Relief Society members
in this region, I only engaged with 14 (two groups of five and one group of four), thereby
limiting the scope of this study and the range of responses I might have received had I utilized a
set of methods, like surveys, conducive to larger groups. Nevertheless, the number of
participants I chose to engage was meant to limit the records I would be required to analyze by
virtue of the dialogue aroused. The goal of my methods was to encourage a thoughtful and
reflexive discussion amongst participants, where ideas could be shared, clarified, altered, and
expanded upon through a process of collaboration. As a result, sampling bias was difficult to
minimize or account for in this context. Similarly, while I tried to select participants by age and
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region from ward databases, less than 10% of the women invited to participate responded to my
email. For this reason, I revised the participant invitation to a texting format, which significantly
increased participant response rates and facilitated further participation via a technique called
snowball sampling (Saldana & Omasta, 2018). During this process, however, the technological
capacity and comfort level of some of the older participants became apparent, leading to
selection bias, which can occur in a sample that is not representative of the population under
study because of barriers inherent in the selection process (Salkind, 2010). Consequently, my
sample consisted of women aged 19-58, many of whom were linked geographically or connected
through a network of family and friends; all of which are factors that might have limited a
diverse assessment of women’s voices in the Vernon BC Stake Relief Society.
Furthermore, as I neared the end of the study, participants began expressing a desire to
meet in person to discuss additional topics and ideas. However, I did not incorporate an inperson method into this research, which thereby limited the dialogic exchange that I could have
collected data from. In the future, widening the context of this research to include in-person
methods might produce an even richer data set than the one procured online, if research
participants are comfortable doing so. Despite these limitations, the data collected from the three
collaborative circles aligned quite closely, suggesting a level of reliability, or the degree to which
the research phenomena can be repeated, when examining the leadership capacity of women in
the Vernon BC Stake Relief Society.
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Chapter 5: Inquiry Implications
This chapter begins with a summary of the research question and subquestions, a brief
overview of the study findings and conclusions, followed by four actionable recommendations
drawn from participant feedback and dialogue with my research partner. These recommendations
are intended to expand upon the conclusions outlined in Chapter 4 and are designed to support an
inclusive vision of the Relief Society where women support and champion one another to
enthusiastically take up their roles as leaders. At the close of this chapter, I will discuss the
implications these recommendations have for the LDS Church and identify opportunities for
future research.
Study Recommendations
The research question explored in this study was: How might women in the Vernon BC
Stake Relief Society enthusiastically take up their roles as leaders in the Church of Jesus Christ?
To answer this question, I also pursued a set of sub-questions:
•

How do the women in the Vernon BC Stake Relief Society currently conceive of their
leadership role(s) in the Church of Jesus Christ?

•

What does it look like when women in the Vernon BC Stake Relief Society
enthusiastically take up their roles as leaders?

•

What challenges might women in the Vernon BC Stake Relief Society encounter as
they exercise ways to advance their leadership in the Church of Jesus Christ?
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What kinds of resources and supports do women in the Vernon BC Stake Relief
Society need to enthusiastically take up their roles as leaders in the Church of Jesus
Christ?

•

What strategies can women in the Vernon BC Stake Relief Society utilize as they
begin to take up their role(s) as leaders?

These questions and the research they inspired yielded six key findings:
1. Most participants were unable to articulate the purpose of the Relief Society and its
significance in their lives.
2. Considerable aspirations to expand the influence of the Relief Society, and the
women who belong to it, were expressed.
3. Learning about the history of women in the Church evoked a desire for greater
understanding.
4. Participants frequently referred to the history of women in the Church when
establishing precedent and articulating their current capacity to lead.
5. Despite expressing a significant desire for change, participants articulated several
barriers to that change.
6. Participants conveyed a strong desire to create a society where everyone is welcome.
These findings framed four conclusions:
1. Learning about and understanding the history of women in the Church is the
responsibility of every Latter-day Saint.
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2. It is not up to women to maintain or defend the enduring precedent of patriarchy,
despite her tendency to do so.
3. Women do not need a man’s permission to lead.
4. Women in the Church need to know that other women have their backs.
In response to my research questions, the findings, and the conclusions, I make the following
four recommendations:
1. Make explicit the history of women in the Church.
2. Encourage and provide ecclesiastical support to women who exercise their “power
to.”
3. Remove men, specifically male leaders, from all Relief Society meetings,
conferences, and events.
4. Cultivate a culture of belonging, non-judgement, and inclusivity.
Recommendation One: Make Explicit the History of Women in the Church
As outlined in the research findings, an overwhelming majority of participants were
unacquainted with the discourses delivered by Joseph Smith to the women at the advent of the
Relief Society and the liberating and progressively radical principles that framed them.
Additionally, research participants were almost entirely unaware that Brigham Young abruptly
disbanded the Society a few years after its inauguration, leaving women without an active
general president for 35 years. These (and other) important foundational events continue to
influence the leadership capacity of women in the Vernon BC Stake Relief Society, whether
members are conscious of that influence or not. For example, how can women in the Vernon BC

A PLACE WHERE ALL THINGS ARE SPOKEN

101

Stake Relief Society understand where they are going if they do not comprehend where they are
or how they got here? Without such knowledge, enthusiastically taking up our roles as leaders
remains a precarious prospect. Making explicit the history of women in the Church then (as
described in Conclusion One) acknowledges the messy truth of our current reality (Brown, 2018;
Senge 2006) and reminds women of the elusive significance of their Society, their restricted
influence over an appropriated organizational agenda, their collective lack of autonomy, the
mysterious and undefined title of priestess, and the nearly 200-year erosion of an almost
unidentifiable legacy. Yet, according to Senge (2006), a “tacit view of current reality as a set of
conditions created by somebody else betrays us” (p. 12), robbing women of their agency and the
imperative accountability it inspires. In this way, a knowledge of history, as demonstrated by this
research, restores confidence, liberates agency, appropriately assigns accountability, and
redefines the roles and responsibilities of women—not as something assigned or granted but as a
fundamental element of their nature—the claiming of which enhances the spiritual progression of
women and the doctrinal truths it demonstrates.
For this reason, and to expand upon Conclusion One, participants suggested that
intentional learning opportunities for men and women to explore and engage with the history of
women in the Church need to be cultivated. These opportunities might include a series of
sermons or seminars, Sunday school or Relief Society discussions, and, as several participants
suggested, a book club-like group or cottage meeting devoted to learning about and studying the
history of women in the Church, including their disregarded roles as priestesses.
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Recommendation Two: Encourage and Provide Ecclesiastical Support to Women who
Exercise their “Power To”
A considerable number of research participants, as summarized in Conclusion Two,
expressed a desire to exercise their power to. This included power to make their own decisions,
exercise their autonomy, to lead their own organization, expand their influence, to live their
religion according to the dictates of their own conscience, and to learn and understand what it
means to become a priestess. Yet, as outlined in the literature, “When a masculine, hierarchized
management style becomes accepted as the universal mode of governance and leadership, . . . [it
creates a conceptual foundation that drives] the persistent delegitimization of feminine leadership
styles” (Walinga & McKendry, 2014, p. 115), including any organizational rendering, like the
Relief Society, that positions women as leaders. In the context of Mormonism, this rendering
also limits women’s ability to make decisions, like choosing a president or counselors,
autonomously. Yet, as LDS women change the way they interact with and relate to one another
and begin to authentically exercise their power to, the greater is the likelihood that collaborative
leadership principles like a “collectivist, dynamic, decentered, and heterarchical” approach
(Rosile et al., 2018, p. 308) will emerge. This approach acknowledges the importance of
revaluation—the “changing [of] one’s perspective . . . based upon a richer understanding of the
collective desires and perspectives of the group” (Mendenhall & Marsh, 2010, p. 290), and
inspires a flexible and emergent learning culture aimed at equally sharing and distributing power.
This way of thinking and leading inspires the creation of multiple hierarchies, each operating
independently along a horizontal, not vertical, scale of accountability (Mendenhall & Marsh,
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2010), thereby creating space and opportunity for an independent and autonomous female-run
Relief Society—one where women can freely exercise their power to.
The successful and unrestricted expression of such power, however, requires the ongoing
support of women, as outlined in Conclusion Four, particularly the ward and stake Relief Society
presidencies. Therefore, the Stake Relief Society presidency is encouraged to hold an annual
seminar or training event designed to capture and articulate the shared values of the women who
make up the Vernon BC Stake Relief Society and to explore what those values, if actualized,
might look like. Likewise, given the control-oriented culture of a patriarchal society and the
behavioural monitoring it inspires, members of the Society risk disciplinary action for exercising
power that has not been delegated to them by male leaders. After conducting this research, for
example, I was informed by my bishop that while he could not stop women from meeting
together in groups, there would be consequences for conversations held by women outside of the
Church deemed incongruous with current Church teachings. Therefore, concerns expressed by
participants about having to attend disciplinary-like meetings, without the support and advocacy
of their peers, inspires the action to make available a member of the ward or stake Relief Society
presidency to attend all formal and informal meetings and councils where members of the Relief
Society are expected to attend. The purpose of this recommendation is to ensure that women who
exercise their power to are not unnecessarily disciplined, corrected, restricted, or shamed from
living their religious values in accordance with how they see fit and that women know the stake
and ward Relief Society presidencies have their backs. For this reason, the Stake Relief Society
presidency will assume the responsibility of educating and training all female leaders regarding
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how to advocate for women who are brought before bishoprics and stake presidencies for
questioning.
Recommendation Three: Remove Men, Specifically Male Leaders, From All Relief Society
Meetings, Conferences, Events, and Training
This recommendation comes directly from the data retrieved from several research
participants and stems from a collective desire for greater autonomy, as highlighted in the
findings and conclusions section of this paper. Most research participants, for example, felt it
unnecessary for men to “preside” at Relief Society meetings, conferences, or other femalerelated events, like leadership training, given that control over the Relief Society’s programs and
agenda was never intended to be man’s prerogative (Hall, 2015; Hanks, 1992, 2019; Toscano,
1985). Instead, such meddling only reinforces the notion that it is men who possess, authorize,
and assign power—including the power to lead a women’s organization—and therefore
enshrines these biased conditions into the minds of LDS men and women alike (Madsen &
Andrade, 2018). In the literature review, Sumerau and Cragun (2015) maintained that LDS men
and women, “regardless of their intentions, reproduced gender beliefs that facilitate the
subordination of women [by] anchoring these beliefs within Mormon doctrine” (p. 49). In other
words, by defining gender inequalities as an essential characteristic of God’s plan and by
sanctifying elements of that subordination (Rockwood, 1992; Sumerau & Cragun, 2015; Taylor,
2009), biases are effortlessly accepted, rendering them invisible to the undiscerning eye. Minnich
(1990) attributed the preservation of normalized gender biases to mystified concepts, faulty
generalizations, circular reasoning, and “partial knowledge that serves the dominant order and
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perpetuates the three previous errors” (Walinga & McKendry, 2014, p. 115). These factors,
subsequently, reinforce sex-based roles that contribute to and reinforce role incongruity (Eagly &
Karau, 2002). Thus, the greatest barrier to women in the Church is not what some might believe
to be a divinely inspired system of governance. Instead, it is an underlying set of assumptions,
beliefs, and values that unconsciously preserve that system within an unbending organizational
and religious culture (Walinga & McKendry, 2014). In other words, women’s greatest barrier to
leadership lies in a set of beliefs and assumptions that are based upon incorrect principles. The
goal of this recommendation is to make those principles obvious.
The simple and straightforward request by research participants for Relief Society
presidencies to discontinue inviting male leaders to preside and speak at Relief Society events
and meetings throughout the Vernon BC Stake, therefore, works towards this end. The goal of
these meetings, as Madsen and Andrade (2018) outlined, is to create women-only leadership
development opportunities where women learn to identify and address the biases they
unconsciously maintain and the organizational structures, practices, and policies that reinforce
them. Both suggestions foster opportunities for women to initiate positive change within their
organization, enhance their organizational autonomy, and lay the foundation for an independent
women-centred organizational structure.
Recommendation Four: Cultivate a Culture of Belonging, Non-Judgement, and Inclusivity
This recommendation is based on the unanimous finding that research participants crave
membership in a Society where everyone is welcome and where the values of belonging, nonjudgement, and inclusivity operate unrestrained. To establish such a Society, however, requires
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Relief Society members to intentionally change the way they interact with their religion and the
other members of the Society (Bushe & Marshak 2015; Kania et al., 2018; Senge, 2006; Short,
1998). As women in the LDS Church engage with their history, exercise their power to, and
develop women-only leadership development initiatives that explicitly deconstruct their
unconscious biases, space for the diversity of female membership in the LDS Church will
expand and extend beyond the categorical representation of Molly Mormon, Mormon Feminists,
and Moderates, to include women of a different sort altogether—women who operate relationally
and who collaboratively support the antenarratives and principle-based reasoning shared by their
sisters. Such collaboration requires members to likewise assume the values and characteristics of
their forward-thinking predecessors, as described in Finding Four. This emerging group of
women bravely stands up and speaks out in favour of religious values and principles that have,
for whatever reasons, been omitted from the dominant discourses of LDS theology, while
recognizing, anticipating, and advocating for women caught in the organizational consequences
of their actions.
Therefore, to further cultivate a culture of belonging, non-judgement, and inclusivity, and
to address participants’ significant concerns over gossip and the trauma it inspires, “we have to
operationalize our values into behaviors and skills that are teachable and observable” (Brown,
2018, p. 216). Brown (2018) specifically suggested that one such behaviour includes only
speaking about someone who is present or whose permission is had. In other words, the goal is to
“Talk to people, not about them” (p. 211). This action extends beyond casual conversations
between friends to those occurring in more formal settings, like ward and stake councils,
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presidency meetings, and bishopric and stake presidency interviews with members. To enhance
this effort, the Stake Relief Society presidency is encouraged to educate and train ward relief
society leaders to develop and deliver training to ward and stake councils, in hopes of changing a
culture that currently sanctions closed-door discussions about its members. In addition to this
strategy, participants also requested an annual retreat for women with the goal of getting to know
members of the Relief Society throughout the stake, strengthening friendships, and celebrating
the religious diversity of women in a spirit of belonging, non-judgement, and inclusivity.
Organizational Implications
The recommendations outlined in the previous section are derived from extensive
participant dialogue and concepts highlighted in the literature review. These recommendations
were presented to my research partner for consideration and comment at which time she helped
transform them into feasible items that can be readily implemented. The purpose of this section
is to articulate the organizational viability of these recommendations and their implication for
women in the Vernon BC Stake Relief Society.
Make Explicit the History of Women in the Church
The first recommendation involved making explicit the history of women in the Church
by cultivating intentional learning opportunities for men and women to explore and engage with
that history. Research participants specifically suggested that these learning opportunities might
include a series of sermons or seminars, Sunday school or Relief Society discussions, and book
club-like groups or cottage meetings. My research partner, however, expressed concerns or
barriers to actualizing these recommendations. She told me that her sphere of influence does not
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expand to many of these opportunities. A stake Relief Society president, for example, does not
have influence over the Sunday School curriculum, fifth3 Sunday discussion topics, or ward
Relief Society lessons. Nor does she have the capacity to influence ward leaders, including ward
Relief Society presidencies, towards those ends. Instead, she suggested altering these
recommendations to include a workshop during the next stake Relief Society activity focusing on
the history of women in the Church. Similarly, my research partner informed me that book clublike groups or cottage meetings designed to explore the history of women in the Church and their
roles as priestesses can exist informally outside the umbrella of the Society but not as a Relief
Society initiative due to insufficient guidance on the matter. Therefore, cultivating intentional
learning opportunities of this kind for women are extremely limited. Creating intentional
learning opportunities like these for men, on the other hand, is entirely beyond her scope. If it is
to be done, it needs to be done outside the parameters of the Church, as my research partner
suggested, for that is a better environment for women to exercise their power to.
Encourage and Provide Ecclesiastical Support to Women Who Exercise Their “Power To”
This second recommendation involves encouraging and providing support to women who
exercise their power to. This includes supporting those whose application of that power might be
considered disruptive—like those who exercise their power to learn about and discuss the history
of women in the Church and/or their roles as priestesses—because of the feelings of shock,
discomfort, anxiety, and betrayal that such learning might inspire. These feelings, likewise, have

3

The topics discussed during the second hour of Church on the fifth Sunday of a month are determined by the
bishopric.
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the tendency to elicit uncertainty and fear in third-party members that, in turn, lead to harmful
behaviours like gossip and backbiting. These behaviours, as some participants mentioned, can
lead to trauma. Therefore, my research partner—whose main objective is to ensure that every
woman in the Relief Society has a voice—has agreed to hold an annual seminar for Relief
Society leaders designed to capture and articulate the shared values of the women who make up
the Society and to explore what those values, if actualized, might look like. This seminar will
also include advocacy and support training to Relief Society presidencies throughout the region
aimed at supporting members whose ideas and beliefs might not align with others, despite being
principle-based. This principle-based training is intended to provide Relief Society presidencies
with the tools necessary to free women from unwanted attention, unwarranted restrictions, and
uncalled-for trauma elicited by their beliefs, and to act as advocates in meetings that they are
asked to attend.
However, while this recommendation appears straightforward, recent changes to Church
policy have complicated things. Prior to 2020, the term apostasy—which constituted grounds for
excommunication—referred to members who “repeatedly act in clear, open, and deliberate
public opposition to the Church or its leaders” (Church of Jesus Christ, 2006, p. 110). In 2020,
however, that definition expanded to include members who repeatedly act “in clear and
deliberate public opposition to the Church, its doctrines, its policies, or its leaders” (Church of
Jesus Christ, 2021d, policy 32.6.3.2). Had apostasy been framed instead by opposition to shared
values or principles, for example, women could have anticipated and expected the sanctioned
support and encouragement of Relief Society leaders as they exercised their power to disagree,
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discuss, debate, and diversify their experiences within the Church. Without that principle-based
delineation, the current definition of apostasy has the capacity, just as it did in times of old, to
brand people—whose views or expressed values differ from the dominant discourse—as
apostates; hence, the scriptural accounts of almost every prophet, including Christ. In other
words, members who publicly engage in conversation, dialogue, and/or collaborative, principlebased reasoning regarding Church doctrine that opposes policies or leadership practices (despite
whether those oppositions are based on principle) are in violation of this policy and at the mercy
of their Stake President, who no longer requires the input of a council before restricting or
withdrawing the membership of that individual. This, therefore, leaves women who exercise
their power to in a precarious position. For even with the advocacy and encouragement of Relief
Society leaders, these women run the risk of being barred from religious participation, a
consequence typically accompanied by negative social, emotional, and spiritual ramifications.
These organizational implications, however, can be mitigated, as discussed next.
Remove Men, Specifically Male Leaders, From all Relief Society Meetings, Conferences,
Events, and Training
The third recommendation, to remove men, specifically male leaders, from all Relief
Society meetings, conferences, and events is a directive currently underway. In May 2022, the
Stake Relief Society held an event that featured women in every aspect of the program, including
its concluding keynote speaker. President Deyholos agreed to continue this practice in all formal
and informal Stake Relief Society gatherings and to encourage ward Relief Society presidencies
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to do the same. According to the current handbook (Church of Jesus Christ, 2021d), there are no
Church policies restricting such practices and therefore no negative organizational implications.
Extending this mandate beyond the dictates of Church policy, like removing men from
the operations of the Society entirely, does have organizational implications. For example, if
Relief Societies collaboratively devised a means to elect their own Presidencies and officers—
without the bishop’s or stake president’s approval or sanction—these decisions would likely
provoke serious consequences, the least of which would be her removal from office. So, while
women might have the power, precedent, and the principles to make choices that conform, or
not, to Church policy and praxis, all those choices come with consequences, for good or ill.
However, if removing men, specifically male leaders, from all Relief Society meetings,
conferences, and events underscores the values and principles of women in the Vernon BC Stake
Relief Society, the question one might ask is: Why do these principles not extend to other aspects
of the organization? In other words, why do women hesitate to remove men as managers and
overseers of their Society if such involvement violates the collective values and principles of its
members? Perhaps it comes down to explicitly acknowledging what those principles are. For
example, do LDS women believe that they can manage the affairs and agenda of their Society,
autonomously, without men and still maintain insight and direction from God? The answer,
whatever it might be, could then be applied liberally throughout the entire organization. In this
way, collaborative, principle-based reasoning inspires a unification of values and the resolve to
act accordingly. This process is outlined further below.
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Cultivate a Culture of Belonging, Non-Judgement, and Inclusivity
The organizational implication of the final recommendation, to cultivate a culture of
belonging, non-judgement, and inclusivity, is directly related to the principles upon which
individual members conduct themselves. To better understand the principle-based reasoning that
might inform a person’s actions, it is important to acknowledge that compliance to religious
standards, for the sake of conformity, robs a person of their principles, and the individual
accountability it inspires—supposing that, with obedience, such accountability resides
somewhere outside the person (like with the leader or the organization) when, in fact, it does not.
Conversely, compliance (or not) to religious standards for the sake of living more deeply into a
personal conviction or principle empowers the individual with reasoning and accountability and
thereby supports, not diminishes, one’s agency and the diversity it effortlessly inspires. In this
way, cultivating an indispensable culture of belonging, non-judgement, and inclusivity requires
the conscious and deliberate principle-based action of each member, along with a willingness to
respect and protect those actions in others. This, likewise, necessitates a willingness to engage in
difficult face-to-face conversations with people we might not otherwise agree with, instead of
talking about them and the discomfort they might have caused us by their actions, behind their
backs. The hope of a fair dialogical exchange like this, where each party listens and reflects upon
perspectives different from their own, is to be changed by what they learn (Raelin, 2016).
Based on participant comments about gossip and the pain instigated by it, my research
partner agreed to encourage members to only speak about someone who is present or whose
permission is had (Brown, 2018). Not only does this stimulate an individual accounting to one’s
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values, including the humility to examine the principles upon which our behaviour is, perhaps
unknowingly, based, it also creates space for in-person dialogue, which gossip, by its nature,
does not. The sanctioning of gossip, backbiting, and closed-door meetings about members that
occur in leadership councils and interviews, on the other hand, grants leaders a perception of
themselves that is superior and separate from others by virtue of their position and the
compliance to a culture, regardless of whether that compliance is principle-based or not, that it
inspires. This, in turn, violates several other religious values and leads to the destruction of trust,
unity, and opportunities to learn and understand. The monumental shift of mind required to turn
members away from these things is something that President Dehoylos and her counselors have
already begun to initiate through leadership training inspired by their current mandate—to foster
belonging. Likewise, the recommendation of an annual retreat—the first of which is scheduled
for next year—is already in the making thereby demonstrating an alignment of thought between
the participants of the research study, the values held by the current presidency, and the
accountability it inspires—the implications of which profoundly enhance the religious diversity
of women in the Relief Society.
Implications for Future Inquiry
As outlined in the literature review, research into how women might enthusiastically take
up their roles as leaders in the Church of Jesus Christ, and other gender-traditional religions, is
generally shaped by scholars bent on capturing the reasons why “people in situations of
subordination comply with expectations that seem to work against their autonomy and power”
(Leamaster & Bautista, 2018, p. 1). Why, for example, do women put up with an intensely
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patriarchal institution that, by its nature, oppresses women (Johnson, 2014) when they can claim
the “power to” do things differently? The answer, according to researchers, is directly related to
how organizations frame subordination. In other words, the best way leaders and institutional
authorities “ensure compliance, and thereby stifle resistance, is to make the subordinated feel
like they do not need to resist or even that their subordination is justified or right” (Leamaster &
Bautista, 2018, p. 3). I would add, however, that in the context of the LDS Church, resistance is
likewise stifled by the enduring cautionary tale of a woman—Emma Smith—who bravely
asserted her reasoned and principle-based agency for the betterment of women, and society at
large, and was branded a pariah because of it. This vivid and unflinching reminder of the
consequences of women’s agency has perpetuated an invisible and intuitive boundary around
women’s leadership capacity that LDS women themselves police and monitor (hence the
significance of Conclusion Four). While a recollection of women’s history makes such
boundaries visible (Conclusion One), including the urgent demand for their removal, women
remain paralyzed by their existence (Conclusions Two and Three). Instead, women use their
agency to gently push and nudge those boundaries outward so that more space is created for
autonomy and power, as outlined in each of the recommendations. While nudging the boundaries
of Church policy might be a valid form of expansion, there is another, more powerful,
alternative—good reasoning.
Future inquiry projects dedicated to enhancing the leadership capacity of women in the
LDS Church would do well to focus their attention, perhaps entirely, on restoring the seemingly
forgotten principle of reason and the accountability it inspires—a key principle of the LDS faith
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that has the capacity to annihilate the fixed boundary around women’s leadership capacity. It is
through reason that members are persuaded to re-examine policies and practices that might not
align with, or even cripple, the principles of the gospel. For Latter-day Saints, reason is the
essence of truth and light and is extensively described as such in the LDS scriptural cannon.
Therefore, as much as history and precedent might create space for new ideas, so too does
reasoning. However, where history and precedent have limits, reasoning does not. Collaborative,
principle-based reasoning is truly the essence of collaborative leadership and the gospel of Jesus
Christ—for just as Christ regularly broke Jewish law by his actions, he did so through principlebased reasoning, which were generally accompanied by stories. The more minds that reason
together in this manner, via the antenarratives of personal experience, the more accurate, fairer,
diverse, and true (in the directional sense of that term) the image of the future becomes. This is
the essence of Follett’s principle of revaluation (Mendenhall & Marsh, 2010) and Joseph Smith’s
principle-based model of governance (McConkie & Boss, 2005). Future research that explicitly
analyzes religious ideas and precedents based on collaborative, principle-based reasoning—
including barriers to such—aided by experience and story, would therefore, in every way,
enhance women’s capacity to lead.
Thesis Summary and Conclusion
It is my sincerest desire for all who read this thesis to know that my intentions were never
nefarious. The goal, from the start, was to examine the roles currently assumed by women in the
Church with those adopted at its foundation and outlined in the early minutes of the Relief
Society. This examination included an extensive look at the values and principles upon which the
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Society was founded and the impact the Society’s ongoing subsummation within the centralized,
hierarchical, and male-dominated structure of the Church has had on those values and women’s
capacity to enthusiastically take up their roles as leaders.
I conceptualized this phenomenon during my systems analysis by likening it to a story
about two identical trees purchased from a local nursery and planted in exactly the same soil,
within feet of each other, on exactly the same day. I described how the conditions of the
environment favoured one tree over the other, lending to a series of beliefs and traditions that
reinforced an uneven expression of power between the two trees, even despite originating as
saplings, from the same parent tree. This analogy likewise supported an appreciative analysis of
LDS conceptualizations of leadership, including an attempt to restore the missing information
flows (Meadows, 1999) from early Church history. These information flows indicated that
Joseph Smith founded the Church on principles of collaboration, including the twentieth-century
notion of revaluation or the “changing [of] one’s perspective . . . based upon a richer
understanding of the collective desires and perspectives of the group” (Mendenhall & Marsh,
2010, p. 290). This principle highlighted the importance of collaborative reasoning, suggesting
that truth, and the light and understanding it inspires, can be facilitated by such.
After Smith’s death, however, the church leadership structure changed to reflect the
nineteenth-century mindset that dominated U.S. social politics at the time, therefore firmly
situating itself within the creeds of patriarchy. This culturally acceptable yet grossly negligent
shift in leadership style refused to acknowledge the authority and leadership autonomy of women
(Derr et al., 2016; Jensen, 1983; Whittaker, 2011) and, as a result, the Relief Society was
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abruptly disbanded. Inspired by the tenets of patriarchy, Emma Smith’s effort to maintain her
privilege and position as an elect lady was considered ludicrous (by men and women alike), and
her title of presidentess and prophetess was promptly revoked. The results of this devasting,
uncontested, historical event followed Emma Smith for decades, branding her a pariah for more
than 100 years after her death (Newell, 1984) and cementing in the minds of LDS men and
women an organizational structure that relegates women to the periphery. The patriarchal system
of Church governance that endures today, is maintained by these traditions and a precedent that
assumes divine origin, despite lacking the reason (and light) that would suggest such. Greater
light, therefore, always accompanies greater reasoning and understanding, through persuasion,
which this thesis has attempted to maintain from the start.
Yet, as I consider how this thesis might be perceived—in fact, how it has already been
perceived by some—I am reminded of a dream Joseph Smith related to a scribe on June 27,
1844, the day he was killed by a mob in Carthage Jail. Smith’s dream is recorded this way:
I was back in Kirtland, Ohio, and thought I would take a walk out by myself, and view
my old farm, which I found grown up with weeds and brambles, and altogether bearing
evidence of neglect and want of culture. I went into the barn which I found without floor
or doors, with the weather boarding off, and was altogether in keeping with the farm.
While I viewed the desolation around me, and was contemplating how it might be
recovered from the curse upon it, there came rushing into the barn a company of furious
men, who commenced to pick a quarrel with me. The leader of the party ordered me to
leave the barn and <the> farm, stating it was none of mine, and that I must give up all
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hope of ever possessing it. I told him the farm was given me by the Church, and although
I had not had any use of it for some time back, still I had not sold it, and according to
righteous principles it belonged to me or the Church. He then grew furious, and began to
rail upon me and threaten me, and said it never did belong to me nor the Church. I then
told him that I did not think it worth contending about; that I had no desire to live upon it
in its present state, and if he thought he had a better right I would not quarrel with him
about it, but leave; but my assurance that I would not trouble him at present did not seem
to satisfy him, as he seemed determined to quarrel with me, and threatened me with the
destruction of my body. While he was thus engaged, pouring out his bitter words upon
me, a rabble rushed in and nearly filled the barn, drew out their knives, and began to
quarrel among themselves for the premises; and for a moment forgot me, at which time I
took the opportunity to walk out of the barn about up to my ankles in mud. When I was a
little distance from the barn I heard them screeching and screaming in a very distressed
manner, as it appeared they had engaged in a general fight with their knives. While they
were thus engaged the dream or vision ended. (The Joseph Smith Papers, 1844/n.d.-b,
pp. 177-178)
As I ponder this dream, I anticipate the ramifications directed at any person bold enough
to openly contemplate the current state of the “Old Farm House” built by Joseph Smith and the
Church at the time of its founding. Those who feel a pressing need to recover it “from the curse
upon it” might, like Smith, expect a rush of furious men demanding their immediate removal.
Perhaps these men will insist that the structure is perfectly preserved—notwithstanding
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overwhelming evidence of “neglect and want of culture”—and render any who dares say
otherwise incapable of working towards a restorative, principle-based, vision. Considering the
quarrels and threats depicted in Joseph’s dream, I wonder how far it is wise to push the issue.
Perhaps it is better for those who have no desire “to live upon it in its present state”, like Joseph,
to leave, especially when the type of spiritual destruction awaiting those who stay, appears
profound. This thesis, therefore, reflects my personal pleading for collaborative, principle-based
change, and my dedication toward such. For that reason, I end where I began: “There was once a
dream that was Rome. You could only whisper it. Anything more than a whisper and it would
vanish, it was so fragile. And I fear that it will not survive the winter” (Scott, 2000, 24:52).
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(Prophet/President and
Two Counselors)
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Relief Society/Young
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School

Quorum of the Seventies (Area Authorities)
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Appendix B: The Relief Society Origin and History
In 1981, LDS feminist historian Carol Cornwall Madsen authored an article for Dialogue
titled “Mormon Women and the Struggle for Definition.” In that article, Madsen thoughtfully
scrutinized the religious affairs of early LDS women and the conditions that defined them. What
emerged was a thorough analysis of women’s “place within both the theology and the institution
of Mormonism” (Madsen, 1981, p. 41) and, more specifically, their place within the priesthood
and the Relief Society. Madsen, however, was not the only LDS historian/scholar to engage in
this kind of analysis. After Leonard Arrington opened the Church archives to academics and
scholars in the 1970s, missing or misinterpreted fragments of LDS theology were pulled from
historical documents to illuminate woman’s profound place within the early Church (Farr, 1995;
Hanks, 1992; Newell, 1985; Quinn, 1992; Toscano, 1985, 1994). The purpose of this appendix is
to highlight the fragments or moments in Church history that defined the Relief Society and the
women who championed it.
The first moment of note occurred in July 1830 when Emma Smith was ordained to
expound scriptures and exhort the Church. This ordination, however, was not formally recognized
until the Spring of 1842, when Emma Smith was appointed president of the Relief Society by her
peers. Although the original goal of this modest organization was to cultivate a benevolent
society committed to compassionate pursuits—like sewing clothing for the men who worked on
the temple—Joseph Smith, President and Founder of the Church, assured the women that God
had something far better in store for them (Derr et al., 2016; Dew & Pearce, 2012). Smith’s
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instruction to the women over the next several months would define and outline the Society’s vision
and purpose.
The first instructions Smith gave to the Society were structural. Smith told the women that
they would be ordained to “preside over the Society, just as the Presidency, presides over the
church” and that “the Relief Society presidency would serve as a constitution—[meaning] all of
their decisions would be considered law; and acted upon as such” (Derr et al., 2016, Document
1.2.1, para. 8–9). Smith further explained that “the Society should move according to the ancient
priesthood” and that he was going to make this “Society a kingdom of priests as in Enoch’s
day—as in Paul’s day” (Newell, 1985, p. 21). He said, “I now turn the key to you in the name of
God and this Society shall rejoice and knowledge and intelligence shall flow down from this time”
(Derr et al., 2016, Document 1.2.7, para. 23). It is significant to note that even though Joseph Smith
had the power and opportunity to place himself in a condition of absolute authority over this
organization, he did not. Instead, early followers of the church were taught that they were equals
to Joseph Smith and could “obtain whatever level of genius, inspiration, and accomplishment he
obtained . . . and the idea was exhilarating” (McConkie & Boss, 2005, p. 443). This way of
thinking led to the existence of multiple hierarchies, each operating independently along a
horizontal, not vertical, scale of accountability, and the Relief Society was one of them. In this
way, Joseph instructed the women to depend on no man or men for their salvation, and that
“righteous persons could only deliver their own souls” (Derr et al., 2016, Document 1.2.10, para.
6). He said that those who were depending on the “prophet were darkened in their minds from
neglect of themselves” (para. 6). Thus empowered, women sought after gifts of the priesthood,
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they healed the sick, spoke in tongues, prophesied, expounded scriptures, taught doctrine, and
eagerly assumed the assigned tasks of the Society (Derr et al., 2016; Dew & Pearce, 2012); they
relieved the poor, watched over the morals of the community, and sought to save souls. News of
these unconventional, and previously unattainable, opportunities spread, and membership surged
(Madsen, 1981; Church of Jesus Christ, 2011).
Consequently, just as women’s positions within the Church expanded, so too did their
position within the priesthood. LDS historian Michael Quinn (1992) discovered Church records
indicating that “Mormon women did not request priesthood [although] Joseph Smith would soon
confer it on them as part of the restoration of the gospel” (para. 4). Such priesthood, according to
Quinn, was demonstrated in two distinct ways. The first was through the blessing and privilege
of healing the sick, casting out devils, and speaking in tongues; all of which were seen as gifts of
the priesthood, “not simply ministrations of faith” (para. 4). The second was “the conferral of
priesthood on individual women [independent of their marital status] . . . through what Joseph
Smith and associates called the “Holy Order” or “Anointed Quorum”” (para. 6). These women,
like men, consisted of those who had received the fullness of the priesthood via newly instituted
temple ordinances (Newell, 1985; Toscano, 1985). In this way, priesthood quorums, to which
men and women both belonged, existed for the purpose of establishing a people who were to be
of one heart and one mind.
With this goal in mind, and given the direction received from Joseph Smith, Emma
prophetically declared, “We are going to do something extraordinary . . . We expect
extraordinary occasions and pressing calls” (Derr et al., 2016, Document 1.2.1, para. 45). Their
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first order of business was to correct the morals of the community by addressing rumors of
polygamy. In October 1842, 19 women, including the Relief Society presidency, drafted and
signed a letter declaring that they knew of “no system of marriage being practiced in the church
save the one contained in the Doctrine and Covenants [which explicitly condemned polygamy], and
that John. C. Bennett’s ‘secret wife system’ [which was the foundation of these rumors] was a
disclosure of his own make” (Derr et al., 2016, Document 1.6, para. 7). By the Spring of 1844,
however, the polygamy debate was still raging, and the Relief Society was not backing down. This
debate prompted W. W. Phelps to write an epistle called The Voice of Innocence, which condemned
polygamy, bigamy, fornication, adultery, and prostitution. On March 7, this letter was read and
sustained at a general meeting of priesthood leaders and an “audience of about eight thousand
Church members” (Derr et al., 2016, Document 1.10, para. 4). It was then unanimously sustained at
four separate, filled-to-capacity, Relief Society meetings. What is more, those who might not have
heard the epistle in person were later able to read it in print. Emma Smith submitted a copy of the
letter to the Nauvoo Neighbour—the local periodical at that time—and it was published on March
20, 1844, under the title Virtue Will Triumph. Yet despite the efforts of Emma Smith and the Relief
Society, polygamous allegations followed Joseph, and he was killed just three months later, on June
27, 1844. His death came less than three weeks after ordering the destruction of a printing press—
the Nauvoo Expositor—that had published and distributed additional reports of polygamy, each
referencing a revelation discussing the notion of eternal marriage, which will be addressed in more
detail below.
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Joseph Smith’s death, unfortunately, ushered in major changes to Church doctrine and
structure, including those that framed the Relief Society. In February 1845, Brigham Young
abruptly disbanded the Relief Society (Derr et al., 2016; Jensen, 1983; Whittaker, 2011), claiming
that women “have no right to meddle in the affairs of the kingdom of God” (Derr et al., 2016,
Document 1.13, para. 15). He went on to say that:
There is no woman on the face of the earth that〈can〉save herself—but if she ever
comes into the Celestial Kingdom, she must be led in by some man; . . . [that women]
never can hold the keys of the Priesthood apart from their husband; . . . [and] if you see
Females huddling together veto the concern and if they say Joseph started it tell them it is a
damned lie for I know he never encouraged it. (paras. 12, 15)
Each of these statements openly contradicted the core principles of the Society, as recorded by
Relief Society Secretary Eliza Snow, that Joseph Smith explicitly taught (Derr et al., 2016),
thereby revealing Brigham Young’s propensity for dishonesty. Several years later, on August 28,
1852, after settling in Utah, Brigham Young rejected another truth that Joseph Smith openly
taught and recorded:
Inasmuch as this Church of Christ has been reproached with the crime of fornication,
and polygamy: we declare that we believe, that one man should have one wife; and one
woman, but one husband, except in case of death when either is at liberty to marry again.
(The Joseph Smith Papers, 1844/n.d.-a, Section CIX, para. 4)
However, on this day, Brigham Young claimed that he was in possession of a revelation, or
rather a copy of a revelation, written in 1843, which he had secretly kept under lock and key these
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many years (BYU Digital Collection, 2004). Young said that this revelation outlined the doctrine
of polygamy. Yet, when Joseph was asked about this specific revelation just 10 days before his
death—on June 17, 1844—he said that it was an answer to “a question concerning things which
transpired in former days, and had no reference to the present time” (The Joseph Smith Papers,
1844/n.d.-c, para. 5). Hyrum Smith likewise claimed, “In relation to the revelation referred to, that it
was in reference to former days and not the present time” (P.M. section, para. 32). Despite attending
the meeting where these discussions transpired, Brigham Young alleged that Joseph had taught and
practiced polygamy privately, in secret. Yet in that same June 1844 meeting, Joseph openly refuted
those allegations as well. According to the minutes, Joseph said “he had never preached the
revelation in private, as he had in public—had not taught it to the anointed in the church in private,
which statement many present confirmed” (P.M. section, para. 33). Similarly, he went on to say that
he never had any private conversations on these subjects and “that he preached on the stand from
the bible, shewing the order in ancient days, having nothing to do with the present time” (P.M.
section, para. 28). In response to the accusations of polygamy that this revelation inspired, Smith
“said he would rather die to-morrow and have the thing smashed [—the printing press—], than
live and have it go on” (P.M. section, para. 30) publishing falsehoods of this nature. With a similar
spirit of determination, Emma Smith exhorted Relief Society women to follow Joseph’s teachings
from the stand and to read the Doctrine and Covenant and the Book of Mormon—all of which
explicitly identified and condemned the practice of polygamy (Derr et al., 2016). Yet, when
Brigham Young reintroduced and reinterpreted this controversial revelation nearly 10 years later in
1852—knowing that Joseph and Hyrum died defending their position on it—he did so under the
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auspice that it was the best plan for re-invigorating men, and assuring a long life to them (BYU
Digital Collection, 2004). Young went on to proclaim that the practice of polygamy “will be
fostered and believed in by the more intelligent portions of the world, as one of the best doctrines
ever proclaimed to any people” (p. 25). Yet, the impact that polygamy had on women was
profound. General authority, George Q. Cannon, taught women that polygamy would redeem them
from the curse that God placed upon Eve and her daughters (Kline, 2009; Petersen, 2014;
Rockwood, 1992), and for this reason, women obediently submitted to the penance that polygamy
offered. Unfortunately, without the Relief Society, there was no longer any unified female
opposition to it.
These moments in Church history demonstrate how early leaders, excluding Joseph Smith,
brazenly restricted women’s capacity to “meddle” in the affairs of the Kingdom of God by placing
them in a position of subservience, even though their influence outside the Church, was welcomed.
Brigham Young candidly stated, “Outside the pale of this [the Church] they [women] have a right to
meddle because many of them are more sagacious & shrewd & more competent to attend to things
of the financial affairs” (Derr et al., 2016, Document 1.13, para. 15). In other words, even though
Brigham Young restricted women’s influence inside the Church, he encouraged women to expand
their influence outside the Church. This history is beautifully captured by Better Days 2020, an
online platform that popularizes the social, political, educational, and economic agendas of early
Utah women in “creative and communal ways” (Better Days 2020, 2017, para. 1). During the
early 1850s, for example, women in Utah organized the Female Council of Health, which supported
women healers who “delivered care, administered medicine, mentored midwives, and performed
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healing blessings” (Church of Jesus Christ, 2022, para. 2). Thus, demonstrating Brigham Young’s
belief that women’s scope of influence outside the Church, could be expansive.
In the 1860s, right around the time Brigham Young encouraged women to re-establish relief
societies in their local wards (Derr et al., 2016; Jensen, 1983), the lives of LDS women were
largely defined by mounting pressure from the federal government to end polygamy. Therefore,
one of the first directives of the Relief Society after its partial and subjective reorganization was
political—this time in support of the Church’s religious right to practice polygamy (Pearson &
Madsen, 2005; White, 1994). Critics of the LDS faith viewed polygamy as “a system of female
enslavement” and supported its official designation as an illegal practice by federal decree
(Pearson & Madsen, 2005, p. 56). However, according to its defenders, which included Mormon
women, “it was a God-given commandment that should have been protected as a free exercise of
religion by the U.S. Constitution” (Pearson & Madsen, 2005, p. 56). Despite its obvious
shortcomings, the fight to practice polygamy had at least one advantage—it inadvertently
afforded Utah women the right to vote. Federal politicians—who suspected polygamy would be
easily defeated if women had the vote—and territorial leaders—who suspected the opposite—
made way for women suffragists. On February 12, 1870, a full 50 years before national suffrage
in the United States, the “territorial Secretary S. A. Mann signed an act granting roughly 43,000
Utahn women . . . the right to vote” (National Park Service, n.d., para. 5). Even though the
practice of Polygamy would soon be discontinued, the political activism that it inspired further
influenced the way women regarded their rights, roles, and responsibilities.
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In the 1870s, Brigham Young carved out additional space for women by asking Eliza R.
Snow to “facilitate women’s formal training as physicians at a time when few American women
enjoyed such educational opportunities” (Church of Jesus Christ, 2022, para. 3). In 1872, the first
female-owned, controlled, and edited publication in Utah, the Woman’s Exponent: A Utah
Ladies Journal emerged (Derr et al., 2016). During its 42-year run, the Exponent supported and
celebrated the voices of women and became central to the intellectual, religious, and social lives
of many Mormon women of that time (Derr et al., 2016). In 1876, Brigham Young appointed
Latter-day Saint women to lead the church’s grain-storage efforts. Future General Relief Society
President and director of the program, Emmeline B. Wells, stated that she saw this as an opportunity
for women to prove their ability in financiering—which they did. Not only did they successfully
build and operate granaries, but they did so for decades—even helping the United States
Government during the first World War. By this time women were also running for office,
organizing cooperative stores, raising silkworms, and manufacturing silk—all progressive initiatives
that existed outside the affairs of “the Kingdom of God.”
After the death of Brigham Young, women experienced some gains within the realm of their
religion. In 1880—a year after Emma Smith died—Eliza Snow was officially appointed General
President of the Relief Society, the first active general president in 35 years. This time, however,
Church President John Taylor made the appointment, not her peers (Derr et al., 2016). While this
event hailed the advancement of women’s position within the Church, it also affirmed a
significant departure from the Relief Society’s original design—one of many more modifications
to come (Hall, 2015; McDannell, 2018). Yet, despite Taylor’s subtle reconceptualization, LDS
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women at the turn of the century exercised and protected their curtailed rights and privileges
within the Church. This included their priesthood right to anoint and bless the sick, speak in
tongues, and cast out devils. Susa Young Gates, daughter of Brigham Young, founder and editor
of the Relief Society Magazine (which replaced the Exponent in 1914) and, like many women of
her time, an advocate for women’s suffrage, equal rights, and progressive social reform (Brooks,
2014; Hall, 2015; Webb & Buckley, 2020) felt to proclaim: “The privileges and powers outlined
by the prophet [Joseph Smith] . . . have never been granted to women in full even yet” (Brooks,
2014, p. 5). Young made this statement over a century ago, ironically, during the apex of
women’s spiritual, social, and temporal purposes within the Society. During this time, the
prerogatives and authorities of women were fiercely guarded by leaders who considered the
Relief Society a quorum of women on par with the conventional male-led quorums of the time.
As such, their authoritative, leaderly titles included High Priestess, Presidentess, and Prophetess
(Brooks et al., 2015; Hall, 2015; Madsen, 1981; Toscano, 1985). Unfortunately, however, as
church membership increased so too did the Church’s administrative appeal for greater
correlation (Ross & Finnigan 2020). Therefore, the gains that women had finally attained inside
and outside the Church were eventually lost.
In the twentieth century, duplicate and redundant roles (already assigned to men)—like
High Priestess, Presidentess, and Prophetess—including the privileges they afforded—like
healing, prophecy, and self-government—were eventually withdrawn. In 1913, Church President
Joseph F. Smith made a definitive leap away from decades of marginal independence and
autonomy, by solidifying the Society’s status as an auxiliary (Hall, 2015)—a group whose
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primary purpose is to provide supplementary support to the principal organization and who,
evidently, do not possess the right of succession within the hierarchy of that organization
(Merriam-Webster, 2021). He explained that none of the auxiliaries of the church “were
independent . . . nor can they exercise any rights in their organizations independently of the
Priesthood” (Hall, 2015, p. 56). By this time, the term priesthood had become synonymous with
men, leaving little room for persuasive reasoning about woman’s past claims to priesthood keys
and authority. As a result, Emmeline B. Wells, and every General Relief Society President after
her, was released from her position prior to her death. This new precedent, however, was sexspecific and did not apply to the brethren, even those with deteriorating mental and physical health
conditions. The implications of these changes, unsurprisingly, undermined the Society’s
authority to exercise control over its own agenda and further supported the subordinate status of
women, including their diminishing access to priesthood privileges (Hall, 2015). Although many
women during this time considered it their right to seek spiritual gifts as a sign that followed
them that believe, by the 1930s, new policies restricted women’s right to anoint the sick (Hall,
2015). Therefore, Joseph Smith’s early teachings—that “if God gave his sanction by healing . . .
there could be no sin in any female laying hands on the sick” (Newell, 1985, p. 22)—were
replaced by men who had become, instead of God, the gatekeeper of such gifts and their
administration. It is worth noting that while Joseph Smith had a vision for women that expanded
their influence inside and outside the Church and while Brigham Young restricted that vision to
outside the Church only, leaders in the twentieth century restricted both—even despite women
retaining membership in the Society.
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The 1970s, for example, continued to be marked by unprecedented changes in the LDS
community, especially for women. The self-financing efforts of the Relief Society were replaced
by Church financing, thereby relieving the Society of its financial independence. The Home
Making program, which devoted its time to producing items sold at fundraising events and
bazaars, changed from a focus on volume of production to a focus on their value for members
personally, thereby relegating women’s position from community engagement to exclusively
home engagement. Furthermore, the discontinuance of The Relief Society Magazine by order of
the first presidency was an additional blow highlighted by Relief Society President Belle
Spafford. In an address to the women, she wrote:
We realize sisters, that the discontinuance of The Relief Society Magazine after fifty-six
years during which it has served the Society well and been a source of inspiration,
instruction, enlightenment, an interchange of ideas, as well as providing an outlet for the
creative writings of the women of the Church, brings feelings of sadness to our hearts.
We must remember, however, that with the growth and expansion of the Church, changes
must be anticipated, accepted, and adjustments to new ways and new programs made
with willingness and faith in the inspiration that guides our leaders. (Relief Society, 1970,
p. 817)
The adjustments that Spafford was referring to were Church correlation efforts—an
organizational agenda, that had been eliminating vestiges of female authority from the
infrastructure of the Church since the early part of the twentieth century (Hanks, 2019; Ross &
Finnigan, 2020). Consequently, the correlation division of the Church, under the direction of the
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first presidency, effectively removed the final threads of autonomy and independence that the
Society had thus far retained. The reconceptualization of women in the Church, however, did not
end there. Second-wave feminism and the national fight in the United States over the Equal
Rights Amendment (ERA)—a proposed constitutional amendment intended to guarantee equal
legal rights for all Americans, regardless of sex—put LDS “women’s lives and choices at the
center of a political battle” (Brooks et al., 2015, p. 117). During that time, the Church of Jesus
Christ publicly positioned itself against the ratification of such an amendment. According to
articles published by the Church-produced magazine, the Ensign, the Church saw the ERA as an
attack on the family and was concerned it would “blur distinctions between men and women and
make it difficult for women to fulfill their roles as a ‘nurturer’ and remain in the home” (USU
Digital Exhibits, 2021, para. 1). Thus, the 1970s ended with several devastating changes for
women and the Relief Society that women had previously worked so hard to preserve.
Yet, Mormon feminist historians, like Madsen (1981), knew that these social restrictions
had not always existed. They remembered that “Mormon women had always assumed a broad
range of social and economic roles in the communities where they lived” (Brooks et al., 2015,
p. 117) and that this was a privilege openly encouraged, in one way or another, by early leaders
of the Church, including Brigham Young, beginning with Church founder, Joseph Smith.
Today, despite the rise of female leadership in secular society, the Relief Society—
currently referred to as one of the oldest and largest women’s organizations in the world with
seven million members worldwide—and its agenda, continues to be led and managed under the
direction, oversight, and appointments of men. Recalling Joseph Smith’s declaration that “The
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Church was never perfectly organized until the women were thus organized” (Derr et al., 2016;
Dew & Pearce, 2012), it can be reasonably implied that the church has not been perfectly
organized since 1844. It was during that time only that the foundational and theological
principles of the priesthood, which expanded and elevated the identity of women, began to be
practiced. Thus, women today are left humbly scrambling to find their footing and take their
rightful place as heirs of this profound, if forgotten, theological legacy (Brooks, 2014; Farr,
1995; Hall, 2015; Madsen, 1981; Toscano, 1994; Webb & Buckley, 2020). As one of the
participants of the research noted, “Women who claim to still be part of that vision, are lied to
and led to something much different” (Jess). These moments in Church history, and the
understanding they inspire, continue to define the Relief Society and the women who champion it,
regardless of whether they are conscious of that history or not.
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Appendix C: Draft Questions for Collaborative Circles
Participants were asked to share thoughts and insights during an asynchronous dialogue
using an online platform called Padlet. These collaborative circles were used to share, explore,
and expand upon the questions that frame this research. Every participant had the opportunity to
comment, share, and ponder ideas as they are presented.

Collaborative Circle: Discover Phase Questions
How do the women in the Vernon BC Stake Relief Society currently conceive of their
leadership role(s) in the Church of Jesus Christ?
Question 1: What historical accounts of leadership in the Relief Society do you enjoy the
most? Why?
Question 2: Could you share a story about when you have been impressed with women in a
leadership role (inside or outside the church)? How has her example shaped your perspective
of leadership?
Question 3: Could you tell me a story about a time when you felt most alive and fulfilled as a
leader in the Church?
Question 4: What core leadership values of the Relief Society make it stand out for you? What
does it look like when leaders and members live into these values?
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Collaborative Circle: Dream Phase Questions
What does it look like when women in the Vernon BC Stake Relief Society
enthusiastically take up their roles as leaders? And, what challenges might women in the
Vernon BC Stake Relief Society encounter as they exercise ways to advance their leadership
in the Church of Jesus Christ?
Question 1: If you had power and responsibility, what would you do to change the Relief
Society?
Question 2: If you had 3 wishes/hopes for improving the Relief Society, what would they be?
Question 3: If you were ten times bolder, what big ideas would you recommend?
Question 4: What do you hope the Relief Society women can accomplish in the future?
Question 5: What first steps would you take to get started? What can you do now to tip the
balance in this direction?
Question 5: What challenges or barriers might women encounter as they advance their
leadership in these ways?
Question 6: What strategies can women in the Vernon BC Stake Relief Society utilize as they
begin to take up their role(s) as leaders in the Church of Jesus Christ?
Question 7: What kinds of resources and supports do women in the Vernon BC Stake Relief
Society need to enthusiastically take up their roles as leaders in the Church of Jesus Christ?
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Appendix D: Draft Questions for the Online World Café-like Padlet
The goal of the World Café-like Padlet was to explore and rate the insights, themes, and
strategies generated from each collaborative circle. Because of the emergent nature of this
research, questions were crafted after the collaborative circles were completed. However, the
following questions were used as a guide.
World Café: Potential Design Phase Questions
Question 1: What courageous conversations would you like to be having? What might spark
your courage?
Question 2: How might we create a Society that women would want to be part of, where they
feel welcomed and respected?
Question 3: What stories could we share, what language could we use, and what symbolism
might we create to ensure women rise to their fullest potential as leaders within the Relief
Society?
Question 4: Who needs to be doing what to help us continue to move in this positive direction?
What are our next step priorities as a group? Who would like to help organize our first activity?
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Appendix E: Inquiry Team Member Agreement
In fulfillment of the requirement for a Master of Arts in Leadership Degree at Royal
Roads University, Lisa Knauf (the student) will be conducting an inquiry study with the Relief
Society organization in the Vernon BC Stake to explore ways in which women in the Relief
Society can enthusiastically take up their roles as leaders in the Church of Jesus Christ. You can
confirm Lisa’s registration at Royal Roads University by contacting the Program Head, Dr. Niels
Agger-Gupta at [email address].
Inquiry Team Member Role Description
As a volunteer Inquiry Team Member assisting the Student with this project, your role
may include one or more of the following: providing advice on the relevance and wording of
questions and letters of invitation, supporting the logistics of the data-gathering methods,
including observing, assisting, or facilitating collaborative circles and the World Café-like
Padlet, taking notes, transcribing, reviewing analysis of data, and/or reviewing associated
knowledge products to assist the Student as it relates to the project being undertaken with the
Vernon Stake Relief Society. During these activities, you may be privy to confidential inquiry
data.
Confidentiality of Inquiry Data
In compliance with the Royal Roads University Research Ethics Policy, under which this
inquiry project is being conducted, all personal identifiers and any other confidential information
generated or accessed by the inquiry team advisor will only be used in the performance of the
functions of this project and must not be disclosed to anyone other than persons authorized to
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receive it, both during the inquiry period and beyond it. Recorded information in all formats is
covered by this agreement. Personal identifiers include participant names, contact information,
personally identifying turns of phrase or comments, and any other personally identifying
information.
Bridging Student’s Potential or Actual Ethical Conflict
Inquiry Team Members who are uncertain whether any information they may wish to
share about the project they are working on is personal or confidential will verify this with Lisa
Knauf, the Student.

Statement of Informed Consent:
I have read and understand this agreement.

________________________

_________________________ _____________

Name (Please Print)

Signature

Date
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Appendix F: Invitation Letter
Dear Name,
My name is Lisa Knauf and I would like to invite you to participate in my research
project. I am conducting this research as part of the requirement for a Master of Arts in
Leadership at Royal Roads University. The primary question guiding this research is: How might
women in the Vernon BC Stake Relief Society enthusiastically take up their roles as leaders in
the Church of Jesus Christ? As a member of the Relief Society, I plan to engage fellow Relief
Society members (regardless of their current activity level in the Church) as participants and
stakeholders in a series of online asynchronous focus groups (referred to as Collaborative
Circles) to explore the Relief Society’s liberating and beautifully radical foundation with its
potential to emerge as a distinctive model for female governance in an organization recently
committed to unleashing her leadership. In 2015, President Nelson pleaded with the women of
the church to step forward and “take your rightful and needful place in your home, in your
community, and in the kingdom of God—more than you ever have before.” This bold statement
carries with it immense significance, especially considering the nearly 200-year history of the
Society. President Nelson went on to say, “I promise you in the name of Jesus Christ that as you
do so, the Holy Ghost will magnify your influence in an unprecedented way.” Thus, this research
is designed in response to his prophetic call.
This project was initiated in partnership with the Stake Relief Society President, Paulette
Deyholos, and with the support of the Stake President, Shayne Olsen—both of whom are
members of my advisory team. This project has been approved by the Royal Roads Research
Ethics Board.

For more information about this project, please read the information letter attached to this email.
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Please feel free to contact me at any time should you have additional questions regarding
the project and its outcomes. If you would like to participate, please respond to this email [email
address] or call me at [phone #].

Sincerely,
Lisa Knauf
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Appendix G: Research Information Letter
Project Title
Creating Space for Her Leadership in the Church of Jesus Christ.

My name is Lisa Knauf and this research project is part of the requirement for a Master
of Arts in Leadership at Royal Roads University. You can confirm my registration at Royal
Roads University by contacting the Program Head, Dr. Niels Agger-Gupta at [email address].
Purpose of the Study and Sponsoring Organization
The purpose of my research project is to explore how women in the Vernon BC Stake
Relief Society can enthusiastically take up their roles as leaders in the Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints. As a member of the Relief Society, I plan to engage fellow Relief Society
members as participants and stakeholders in a series of online asynchronous collaborative circles
to explore the Relief Society’s liberating and beautifully radical foundations with its potential to
emerge as a distinctive model for female governance in an organization recently committed to
unleashing female leadership. In 2015, President Nelson pleaded with the women of the church
to step forward and “take your rightful and needful place in your home, in your community, and
in the kingdom of God—more than you ever have before.” This bold statement carries with it
immense significance, especially considering the nearly 200-year history of the Society.
President Nelson went on to say, “I promise you in the name of Jesus Christ that as you do so,
the Holy Ghost will magnify your influence in an unprecedented way.” Thus, this research is
designed in response to his prophetic call.
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Your Participation and How Information will Be collected
The research will consist of a series of online discussions aimed at engaging women who
are, or have been, active members of the Relief Society. These discussions will take place over a
three-week period using an online collaborative platform called Padlet. As participants of these
small group Padlets, you will be asked to respond to a series of questions aimed at exploring the
leadership capacity of women in the Church of Jesus Christ. Your responses to these questions
are intended to be anonymous. No one in the group will have access to the personal details of
other group members. That said, it is possible a participant might accidentally divulge their own
identity. If that occurs, remember that this is a confidential group, so please do not share private
information outside of the group. After you have had a chance to respond to the posted questions
and interact with the responses of other women in your group, you will be invited to a larger
group Padlet. This final Padlet is intended to create space for all participants to explore, discuss,
rate, and rank the ideas and insights generated by women from the other discussion groups.
These ideas and insights will frame the findings and conclusions of my study.
Benefits and Risks to Participation
Exploring opportunities for women to step forward in unprecedented ways is a major
benefit of this research, not just for the participants, but for the Society and the Church as a
whole. Through this process, a greater understanding of the history of the Relief Society, as well
as its intended potential, will also likely emerge. Each of these things are in response to a plea
from the executive leadership of the church. Furthermore, perhaps the vision created through this
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study will benefit other faith-based and secular organizations where women are likewise
exploring ways to create space for her leadership.

Due to the nature of the software used during this method, data may be stored on or
accessible by servers in the United States and may be subject to examination by government or
law enforcement under the Patriot Act. While this likelihood is small, I am required to let
you/my participants know about this possible risk. Another possible risk to participating may
include feelings of discomfort or anxiety as previously held notions of female leadership within
the history of the church are potentially challenged. Likewise, a limited understanding of this
study may elicit such feelings in non-participants as well, causing misinformation and
miscommunication amongst other members of the Church to surface. To mitigate these risks, I
have spoken to the Stake President about the project and asked him to address any concerns that
may come his way.
This research project has been approved by the RRU Research Ethics Board. If you have
any questions regarding your rights as a research participant, please contact the Office of
Research Ethics at ethicalreview@royalroads.ca.
Confidentiality, Security of data, and Retention Period
I will work to protect your privacy throughout this study. All information I collect will be
maintained in confidence with hard copies (e.g., consent forms) stored in a locked filing cabinet
in my home office. Electronic data (such as transcripts) will be stored on a password-protected
computer. By using US-based software to conduct the collaborative circles, data may be stored
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on or accessible by servers in the United States, and may be subject to examination by
government or law enforcement under the Patriot Act. While this likelihood is small, I am
required to let you/my participants know about this possible risk.

Please note that your valuable ideas and opinions will appear in the report itself.
However, no personal information such as your name or personally identifiable information will
be used to attribute those comments to you. Information, therefore, will be hand typed and
summarized in an anonymous format in the body of the final report. At no time will any specific
comments be attributed to any individual unless a specific agreement has been obtained
beforehand. All documentation will be kept strictly confidential. Due to the nature of the method
employed, it is not possible to keep the identities of the participants anonymous from the
researcher. Therefore, I will be privy to confidential data and am required to hold that data,
including the privacy and individual identifiers of all research participants, confidential.
Furthermore, with group methods, such as the one I am utilizing in this study, it is unfeasible to
remove data because of the collective and emergent nature of the conversation. Likewise, this
data will be anonymous and therefore its removal is unnecessary. That being said, I may be able
to withdraw specific information mentioning a withdrawn individual provided it is not
anonymous and does not compromise the data set.
After I have met the research requirements for a Master of Arts in Leadership at Royal
Roads University, I will destroy all information collected from this research project, including all
data/information pertaining to an identifiable individual who has withdrawn at any time from the
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study. I will shred all hard copies and delete all electronic and digital copies. Thus, the only
remaining document relating to the study will be my final report.
Sharing Results
In addition to submitting my final report to Royal Roads University in partial fulfillment
for a Master of Arts in Leadership, I will also share my research findings with other stakeholders
in the Church of Jesus Christ, including my advisory team.
All research participants will receive a copy of the final report upon request.
Procedure for Withdrawing from the Study
Research participants can withdraw from the study at any time, without consequence, by
contacting Lisa Knauf at [email address]. In the case of a withdrawal, any identifiable
data/information collected from the individual will be removed from the study along with all
collected responses, as requested, provided it is not anonymous and does not compromise the
data set.
You are not required to participate in this research project. By replying directly to the email request for participation you indicate that you have read and understand the information
above and give your free and informed consent to participate in this project.
If you have any questions about this inquiry, please contact: Lisa Knauf at [email
address]

Please keep a copy of this information letter f your records.
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Appendix H: Informed Consent Form
By signing this form, you agree that you are over the age of 19 and have read the
information letter for this study. Your signature states that you are giving your voluntary and
informed consent to participate in this project and have data that you contribute used in the final
report and any other knowledge outputs (articles, conference presentations, newsletters, etc.).
I consent to quotations and excerpts expressed by me during the collaborative discussions
on Padlet be included in this study, provided that my identity is not disclosed.
I consent to the material I have contributed to and/or generated (e.g. written messages or
arts-based images) through my participation in the collaborative discussions, be used in
this study
I commit to respect the confidential nature of this study and the methods employed by not
sharing identifying information about the other participants.

Name: (Please Print): __________________________________________________

Signed: _____________________________________________________________

Date: ______________________________________________

