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 THE MORMON CHURCH AS A CENTRAL
 COMMAND SYSTEM*

 By F. Reed Johnson
 U.S. Naval Academy, Annapolis

 It has always been a cardinal teaching with the Latter-day
 Saints that a religion that has not the power to save people
 temporally and make them prosperous and happy here can?
 not be depended upon to save them spiritually and to exalt
 them in the life to come.

 - Joseph F. Smith, 1905
 A world of scarce time and material resources necessitates choice.

 Economic models attempt to explain and predict the characteristics
 of choice in particular institutional settings. As economists have be?
 come more confident in the keenness of their tools, they have extended
 their analysis beyond strictly pecuniary transactions. Behavior which

 may be characterized as "economic" is now acknowledged to play an
 integral role in criminal, political, philanthropic, educational, and
 religious activities, among others.1 This paper draws on our burgeon?
 ing understanding of non-market economics to analyze the objectives
 and institutional means of attaining those objectives of the Church
 of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (also known as the Mormon or
 L.D.S. Church). Although our analysis focuses specifically on the
 Mormon Church, it is applicable in part to other voluntary, ideologi?
 cally-motivated organizations.2

 Practicing members of the Mormon Church typically view Mor
 monism as a distinctive and superior way of life. Although Mormon
 theology differs in many important respects from the major denomi?
 nations of Christianity, most Mormons share with other conservative
 Christians an affinity for traditional family structure and conservative
 political ideology. Historically, however, nineteenth century Mor?
 mons experimented with several forms of collectivism and communi
 tarianism.3 The belief persists that some kind of ideal social and eco?
 nomic system in contrast to capitalism will ultimately be re-established

 ?00S1 -6764/79/0401 -079/11.50/0
 1 For a nontechnical survey of such applications, see McKenzie and Tulloch. See

 also Azzi and Ehrenberg and Long and Settle for examples of recent contributions
 to the economics of religion.

 a See Johnson for a formal model of this class of organization.
 8 See Arrington, Fox, and May for a good survey of these developments.
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 80  REVIEW OF SOCIAL ECONOMY

 within the church. Israelsen argues that Mormon resistance to the
 trend toward increased political centralization is based in part on the
 need for a host economy tolerant of the development of deviant pri?
 vate economic organizations.
 This communitarian legacy has undoubtedly helped to maintain a

 sense of insularity and religious community in the face of historical
 absorption of Mormons into the dominant American social and eco?
 nomic system.4 Communitarian ideals also form the basis for the
 church's emphasis on self-sufficiency, provision of welfare services to
 indigent members by the L.D.S. community, and the strictly lay or?
 ganization of the church.
 The fact that the Mormon Church has been alleged to be one of

 the richest (per capita) religious organizations in the world is proba?
 bly sufficient rationale for studying the church as an economic sys?
 tem. The output of religious organizations is not merely monetary,
 however. Most churches are concerned with promoting a certain pat?
 tern of behavior legitimized by a given theology. It seems appropriate,
 therefore, to study the ways in which the theology and organization of
 the church influence members' allocation of time and money for pri?
 vate and collective uses. Since many of the coordination problems of
 this type of organization are remarkably similar to those encountered
 in socialist or centrally planned economies, it will be helpful to draw
 on some recent developments in comparative economics.

 AN APPROACH TO THE STUDY OF ECONOMIC SYSTEMS

 The Mormon Church is a highly integrated, central command or?
 ganization. Like centrally planned economies, the church relies on
 plans, programs, and quotas to transform ideological goals into de?
 tailed instructions to various agents in the system. The church and
 planned economies also share the problem of divergence between plan
 and actual results because of faulty information flows, technologically

 *In the words of Catholic sociologist, Thomas O'Dea:
 "[The Mormons] in fact re-enacted in the socially conducive conditions of nine?

 teenth-century America the experience of the biblical Hebrews, whom they sought
 to emulate. As a consequence they became something resembling an ethnic group
 formed and brought to awareness here in America. They became a 'people', to use
 the term which they quite accurately use to describe themselves. The result is a
 specifically religious organization as the institutionalized core of a more diffuse
 social entity with its own history, its own traditions, its conviction of peculiarity,
 and even its native territory or homeland." [p. 70]
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 THE MORMAN CHURCH  81

 infeasible instructions, and failure of the incentive structure to moti?

 vate sufficient compliance among agents.
 Neuberger and Duffy have recently suggested an approach to de?

 scribing and evaluating economic systems which focuses explicitly on
 decision-making mechanisms. Any economic system must confront two
 types of choices. Someone must first decide what the goals of collec?
 tive efforts should be. Given these goals, the physical limitations of
 the system, and the information available to various individuals, then
 choices must be made among the available means of achieving the
 goals. The resultant pattern of choice is influenced by distribution
 of decision-making authority, channels of information flows, and the
 incentives facing individual agents in the system.

 Since power and authority are not distributed uniformly among
 members of most organizations, the preferences of certain individuals
 will dominate the preferences of others. In centrally planned systems,
 the authority to make goal-related decisions is invested primarily in
 the political leadership with its associated planning agency. Because
 of high costs of acquiring detailed information on all aspects of the
 system, some degree of means-related decision making authority is
 delegated to private individuals, enterprise managers, and planning
 bureaucrats.

 In order to make rational decisions, it is necessary to have informa?
 tion on available alternatives and their consequences. In an inter?
 dependent economic system, the decisions of other agents determine
 in large part the options and consequences facing each individual.

 Hence the problem of coordination arises in attempting to achieve
 some group goal. Acquisition of information about the decision-mak?
 ing environment requires the use of scarce resources. The costs of ac?
 quiring additional information is likely to exceed the expected bene?
 fits after some point. Unless acquisition of information related to
 group goals is subsidized in some way, individuals will find it de?
 sirable to function under a higher degree of uncertainty, reducing the
 likelihood that the goals will be achieved.

 Even access to perfect information is not sufficient to ensure goal
 achievement unless individual agents and planners share identical
 preferences. Since unanimity is unlikely in most situations, some set
 of inducements must be devised to motivate goal-promoting behavior.5
 These incentives may appeal to solidarity, egocentrism, or coercion.

 5 The economic theory of "teams" does assume identical preferences. See Mar
 schak and Radner.
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 82  REVIEW OF SOCIAL ECONOMY

 Appeals to solidarity require that the individual sacrifice his own wel?
 fare voluntarily to that of the group. Self-interest is a powerful moti?
 vating force, however, and because it is so difficult to alter individual
 preferences, nearly all systems rely to some extent on egocentric or
 coercive incentives.6

 These concepts provide us with the elements of an approach for
 describing the Mormon Church as an economic system and evaluating
 its effectiveness in achieving its explicit and implicit goals. After
 identifying the church as a type of "command society," we will then
 describe the distribution of decision-making authority in the organiza?
 tion and how this pattern influences goal-related and means-related
 decisions. The performance of the organization will be evaluated in
 light of its information flows and incentive structure. Finally, we
 will assess the implications of recent changes in church organization
 and policy in light of the convergence hypothesis of comparative eco?
 nomics.

 THE COMMAND SOCIETY

 So far as I can judge from what I have seen, the organiza?
 tion of the Mormons is the most nearly perfect piece of social

 mechanism I have ever, in any way, come in contact, except?
 ing alone the German Army.

 - Richard T. Ely, 1905

 Benjamin Ward identifies the following characteristics of a form of
 social organization he calls the "command society":

 (1) Its organization is hierarchical and is controlled by a single
 person or group.

 (2) Rewards are tied to long-run performance rather than to spe?
 cific actions. Information affecting particular actions is in the
 form of instructions.

 (3) Disobedience is treated as an inappropriate generalized act or
 attitude.

 (4) The main incentive and reward for compliance is promotion
 within the hierarchy.

 Ward cites as examples of this type of organization the U.S. Navy and

 "The only large scale systematic attempt to alter preferences in favor of solidary
 motivation seems to be Maoist China. Most authors agree that it is still too early
 to judge the success of the experiment.

This content downloaded from 70.175.9.72 on Thu, 03 Mar 2022 15:03:29 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 THE MORMAN CHURCH  83

 the Society of Jesus (Jesuits) in western societies and Maoist com?
 munism in the east. However dissimilar the Mormon Church is to
 these organizations in other important respects, it does seem to share
 the four characteristics of a command society: (1) The church is a
 self-acknowledged theocracy, the prophet (with title of President of
 the Church) occupying the pinnacle of a hierarchic pyramid of au?
 thority. (2) Obedience to the principles of the gospel is defined as ad?
 herence to administrative rules and behavioral instructions issued by
 the leadership. Apart from disfellowshipping or excommunication on
 grounds of sexual immorality, heretical activity, and certain other
 serious offenses, costs of disobedience are denial of temple recommends
 or relatively weak, informal social sanctions.7 (3) There is a very
 strong emphasis on obedience to priesthood authority and "sustaining
 the brethren" as measures of worthiness. (4) Institutional rewards
 for conformance to religious standards and demonstrated loyalty to
 priesthood authority take primarily the form of promotion in the hier?
 archy. Despite disclaimers that any officer holds more authority or is
 more important to the operation of the Kingdom than any other, con?
 siderable social prestige is associated with appointment to a bishopric,
 stake presidency, or other "calling" as a regional or general authority.8
 Such callings clearly endow the holder with ever increasing decision
 making authority.

 Most national and subnational command societies are highly insu?
 lated from rival systems which might undermine authority. Such iso?
 lation also characterized 19th century Mormonism. Concentration of
 of church membership in homogeneous communities in the western
 United States, Canada, and Mexico gave way in this century to gradual
 integration of Mormons into numerous foreign cultures as well as

 American society. There are indications that American Mormons may
 have adapted all too well to the highly competitive, market-oriented
 system in which the church is embedded, [e.g. Jeppson] The fact
 that Mormons live in an environment of competing religious and
 secular ideologies poses particular coordination problems, which will
 be discussed below.

 7 Temple recommendations are issued only to members satisfying basic religious
 standards, including obedience to instructions.

 8 A bishopric consists of a bishop and two counselors and constitutes the leader?
 ship of a local congregation (ward). A stake presidency similarly consists of three
 individuals who administer a diocese (stake) of six to ten wards.
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 DISTRIBUTION OF DECISION-MAKING AUTHORITY

 We do not consider ourselves bound to receive any revelation
 from any one man or woman without his being legally consti?
 tuted and ordained to that authority, and giving sufficient
 proof of it. I will inform you that it is contrary to the econo?
 my of God for any member of the Church ... to receive
 instruction for those in authority, higher than himself; . . .
 for the fundamental principles, government, and doctrine of
 the Church are vested in the keys of the kingdom.

 - Joseph Smith, 1833

 Formally, the First Presidency (president of the church with his
 two counselors) and the Quorum of the Twelve are responsible for
 defining and interpreting the "will of the Lord" for the church. The
 basic goal-related decisions are therefore made centrally. Explicit
 goals are usually not operational and include vague theological and
 social objectives such as promoting personal salvation, building family
 unity, encouraging self-sufficiency, etc. As Ward suggests, "the ideal
 ideology is emotionally inspiring and practically tautologous. In this
 form it need never interfere with attitudes to compliance toward
 commands." [Ward, p. 121]

 Authority to make means-related decisions is only partially delegated
 to lower levels of the hierarchy. Some specific behavioral instructions
 are issued directly to the church membership from the central leader?
 ship in Salt Lake City (store a year's supply of food, hold a family
 night once a week, plant a garden, etc.). Central directives more com?
 monly take the form of administrative rules to stake, ward and mis?
 sion leaders covering specific classes of decisions. This administrative
 form of decentralization is to be distinguished from manipulative
 decentralization, where decision makers are free to choose among all
 feasible alternatives, but the center controls consequences (rewards
 and penalties) associated with particular choices. Salt Lake also issues
 directives in the form of programs which either alter the existing struc?
 ture of responsibility or change the emphasis or content of organiza?
 tional goals.

 Implicit church goals do not appear to be significantly different
 than any other economic system: stability, growth, and equity. Sta?
 bility is measured in conformance to various rules of theological ortho?
 doxy. Growth is measured in terms of total membership, expansion
 of certain church-provided services, and construction of chapels and
 temples. Equity goals are implicit in the ways the burden of providing
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 THE MORMAN CHURCH  85

 church activities is distributed. Like other economic systems, as well,
 there may be some degree of incompatibility or tradeoff among the
 various goals.

 Although it is outside the scope of this paper to survey the evolu?
 tion of Mormon theology [e.g., McMurrin], there appears to be several

 major adaptations of orthodoxy (stability) to the demands of organi?
 zational growth. The most familiar example to non-Mormons is the
 abandonment of polygamy in 1890 in response to heavy legal sanc?
 tions placed on the church by the federal government. Less familiar,
 but no less far reaching was the abandonment in the early 1900's of
 the doctrine of the Gathering. This doctrine was the motivating force
 behind the great migration of Mormon converts from all over North
 America and western Europe to Utah and other western states in the
 19th century. As capacity to absorb great influxes of immigrants de?
 clined, it was found expedient to begin establishing permanent indige?
 nous Mormon congregations in all countries where Mormon mis?
 sionaries were permitted to work.9 This adaptation to circumstances
 undoubtedly contributed to the church's very high rate of membership
 growth in the postwar period.10
 The financial structure of the church also illustrates doctrinal

 adaptation to changing circumstances because of incompatibility among
 stability, growth, and equity goals. The replacement of the doctrine
 of communal ownership (the "law of consecration") by the doctrine
 of tithing in 1838 was openly acknowledged to be a concession to the
 saints' inability to practice the "higher law." Abandonment of later
 experiments with communal and communitarian arrangements under
 Brigham Young was rationalized in a similar fashion.

 There does not appear to be any consistent equity criterion employed
 in determining the incidence of income redistribution (including the
 value of donated time). Unfortunately, the church's confidentiality

 9 In a letter from the First Presidency dated October 18, 1921, it was stated:
 "The teaching of the gathering has definitely had great meaning in our history

 but we must realize that times and conditions change and that therefore the appli?
 cation of the principles and teachings must change. For years now it has been
 evident that the emigration of Saints to Utah and the surrounding area is not ad?
 vantageous. . . . The Church cannot now be responsible for disillusionment suf?
 fered here which there would have to be if the missionaries were encouraging emi?
 gration."

 10 Church Membership Growth 1925 1935 1945 1955 1965 1975
 World Total (1,000's) 614 746 979 1,357 2,396 3,572
 % Increase - 21.5 31.2 38.6 76.6 49.1

 Source. Deseret News, pp. 207, 208.
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 86  REVIEW OF SOCIAL ECONOMY

 policies prohibit any attempt to estimate the net distributional inci?
 dence of the system. All members in good standing must contribute
 a tithe of 10% of their income to the central church organization,
 which is clearly a proportional tax.11 These revenues are used, among
 other things, partly to offset expenses of local congregations. The
 unsubsidized portion of local expenditures is generally apportioned
 by local leaders among the membership according to ability or willing?
 ness to pay. Local financing probably therefore tends to be progres?
 sive in nature.

 Additionally, the church is actively engaged in redistributing in?
 come from higher to lower income members through the formal wel?
 fare program and through informal charitable and cooperative activi?
 ties. Although it was established in the 1930's, the welfare program
 clearly reflects the collectivism of 19th century Mormonism. The
 program is administered separately from tithing and local ward budget
 revenues. Most of the resources used in this program come from
 donated labor on church farms and other enterprises. The resulting
 food, clothing, and other commodities are distributed to the needy
 through a system of bishop's storehouses. In more remote areas assist?
 ance consists primarily of cash subsidies to indigent members.
 The welfare program might be perceived as a progressive mecha?

 nism to offset the proportionality of tithing. In fact, however, it serves
 as a form of insurance against the risk of temporary income loss. We
 will return to the possibilities for "purchasing" private consumption
 goods like insurance in the discussion of incentives below.

 INFORMATION FLOWS

 It is the duty of the Lord's clerk, whom he has appointed,
 to keep a history, and a general church record of all things
 that transpire in Zion, and of all those who consecrate
 properties, and receive inheritances legally from the bishop;
 and also their manner of life, their faith, and works; and also
 of the apostates who apostasize after receiving their inheri?
 tances.

 ? Doctrine and Covenants 85:1, 2

 u Although members are encouraged to pay 10% of gross incomes, there is some
 disagreement about what kinds of income are subject to the tithe. For the most
 part, this question is left to the conscience of the individual member. Since the law
 of the tithe was instituted at a time when nearly all members were employed in
 subsistence agriculture, it would be interesting to analyze how yearly increase was
 tithed then compared to a tithe on total wages and salaries today.
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 THE MORMAN CHURCH 87

 Market systems possess the virtue of economizing on information
 exchange through the use of prices which reflect the opportunity costs
 of various choices. Decentralized market systems operate on the pre?
 sumption that the most desirable group goal is to maximize the market
 value of output under consumer sovereignty. Theoretical market so?
 cialism permits the substitution of other centrally-determined goals
 while maintaining the informational efficiency of a price system.12
 Where markets are rejected on ideological grounds, or where they are
 infeasible because of the publicness of the output, then some other

 means of disseminating information to decision-makers must be de?
 vised.

 In a market system price information flows horizontally (among
 agents at the same level in a hierarchy or among individuals who are
 not related hierarchically). In a hierarchical nonmarket organization
 like the Mormon Church, almost all information flows vertically (be?
 tween levels of the hierarchy). Information regarding goal-related
 decisions and administrative rules flows fairly efficiently from Salt
 Lake down to local leadership via leadership conferences and policy
 letters. Performance information is communicated upward in the
 form of detailed monthly reports on many aspects of ward activity.

 This information is presumably processed at the center and used to
 determine technological and organizational constraints and to for?
 mulate future goals and administrative rules.

 The pattern of information flow is thus quite similar to that of a
 centrally planned economy. Non-operational ideological goals are
 transformed into local operational goals as information is exchanged
 between various levels of the hierarchy. This information reduces the
 uncertainty of the central planners regarding the nature of constraints
 facing the organization, reduces the uncertainty of local managers re?
 garding organizational priorities, and reduces the uncertainty of in?
 dividual agents regarding approved behavior.

 The local bishop is the organizational analogue of the enterprise
 manager. His ability to satisfy targeted goals by means of his dele?
 gated authority to make certain means-related decisions is subject
 to considerable uncertainty regarding the preferences and resources
 of his ward members. This uncertainty is reduced partly through in

 12 See Lange. Several countries in eastern Europe have moved in the direction
 of a "visible hand" system, wedding planning to a freer price mechanism. See, for
 example, Balassa.
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 88 REVIEW OF SOCIAL ECONOMY

 dividual interviews and personal observation; partly through the home
 teaching program;13 and partly through oral and written reports pro?
 vided by each sub-organization in the ward.

 All bishops must support themselves through employment apart
 from their church responsibilities, which means that their time is
 severely constrained. Although the information available to the bishop
 is probably of fairly high quality, his ability to process and evaluate
 the quantity of information generated is limited. The administrative
 burden is controlled by limiting the size of wards, dividing them as
 they become too large. Unfortunately, the minimum size of a ward
 is determined by its ability to staff the various auxiliary organizations
 and programs, which have proliferated in recent decades.14
 The decision-making and administration problem at the ward level

 may be a major cause of the church's failure to achieve certain espoused
 goals. Salt Lake has responded by attempting to delegate more of the
 bishop's responsibility to auxiliary leaders in recent years. Neverthe?
 less, the inability of the bishopric and other leaders to balance success?
 fully the administrative demands of the organization with the demands
 of members for pastoral counseling and other personal benefits has
 undoubtedly contributed to the persistently high rate of disaffection
 (in excess of 50%) among baptized members.

 THE INCENTIVE STRUCTURE

 I have looked upon the community of Latter-day Saints in
 vision and beheld them organized as one great family of
 heaven, each person performing his several duties in his line
 of industry, working for the good of the whole more than for
 individual aggrandizement; and in this I have beheld the most
 beautiful order that the mind of man can contemplate, and
 the grandest results for the upbuilding of the kingdom of God
 and the spread of righteousness upon the earth. . . . Why can
 we not so live in this world?

 ? Brigham Young, 1852

 The historical idealism which inspired early Mormon collectivist

 13 In principle every family in the ward is visited each month by members who
 ascertain needs and help coordinate assistance.

 14 Although there seem to be no hard and fast rules, division is considered when
 ward membership exceeds about 500, depending on proportion of active members
 and availability of male leadership. It is not unusual for a ward to have between
 600 and 700 members, however.
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 experiments has given way to a more pragmatic assessment of human
 nature. Since coercion is proscribed by systemic values, conformance
 to church standards is promoted by explicit appeal to self-interest
 (dietary restrictions promote better health; strong families produce
 happier family members). The ultimate appeal to self-interest, of
 course, is that of personal salvation. The strength of salvation as an
 incentive obviously varies according to the religious conviction of
 the individual. Social approval and personal satisfaction associated
 with promotion in the hierarchy provide more immediate and tangible
 rewards for approved behavior than religious conviction alone. At
 another level, goal-promoting behavior is rewarded by the provision
 of private consumption commodities: recreation, child care, relocation
 assistance, employment opportunities through other members, insur?
 ance against income loss, etc.

 Religious conversion seems to imply a basic change in the convert's
 attitudes and preferences. Economists have never found taste changes
 a very satisfying explanation of human behavior, however. Holding
 tastes constant, economic theory attempts to predict changes in be?
 havior by examining the effects of changing constraints?costs, avail?
 ability of information, technology, etc.15

 Consistent with this methodology we may explain the growth in
 Mormon Church membership at least partly as a manifestation of
 changes in the social environment. Increased urbanization and mo?
 bility in the postwar period has disrupted the security of extended
 family relationships and stable communities. Government seems to
 have been unable to satisfy the resulting increased demand for social
 services and protection against risk. The church has been successful
 in the postwar period in promoting awareness of its success in creat?
 ing community feeling among its members, its production of certain
 collective services, and its protection of members against impersonal
 social and economic forces. The church does not emphasize to non

 members the high costs in terms of donated money and time of sup?
 porting its activities, however. The apparent anomaly of high mem?
 bership growth rates combined with low rates of convert retention
 can therefore be explained in part by the asymmetry of information
 available to non-members and members regarding the relative bene?
 fits and costs of church membership.

 15 See Stigler and Becker for an extremely cogent exposition of this principle and
 application to several problems, including addiction, custom and tradition, adver?
 tising, and fashion.
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 It seems evident, then, that strong religious conviction is not a
 necessary prerequisite to membership and participation in the church.
 If the value of private secular benefits exceeds the value of material
 resources and time expended, then there are net gains to be obtained
 from participation apart from any salvation benefits imputed to in?
 volvement. The relatively small proportion of temple recommend
 holders, even among the less than one-half of the church membership
 which is active, may be a measure of the relative importance of salva?
 tion benefits in explaining participation.

 Salvation is nevertheless an important explicit goal of the central
 leadership. Since salvation is not a measurable output, this goal must
 be translated into a set of observable activities for planning purposes.
 Various statistics on church attendance, financial contributions, par?
 ticipation rates in church programs, and convert baptisms provide im?
 portant indicators for evaluating organizational performance. Some
 of these performance indicators do not contribute to the production
 of private secular benefits, but do increase the total cost of church
 activity.
 The bishop must therefore attempt to allocate resources (consistent

 with administrative rules) to provide incentives to ward members to
 supply the appropriate mix of donated time and resources to achieve
 targeted indicators.16 The primary means at his disposal are religious
 instruction and selective allocation of costs and secular benefits. Re?

 ligious instruction subsidizes information on the salvation benefits of
 promoting church goals. Selective allocation of the costs and secular
 benefits associated with ward activities makes it possible to place
 heavier burdens on those with stronger religious convictions.
 We are assuming, of course, that the bishop himself is appropriately

 motivated either because his preferences are identical to those of the
 central planners or because he sets a sufficiently high value on per?
 sonal salvation or promotion. Conflicts may arise in the bishop's de?
 cision calculus when his own perception of the needs of his congre?
 gation diverge from his perception of the current priorities assigned
 by Salt Lake or regional levels of the hierarchy. Other conflicts may
 arise from physically infeasible or internally inconsistent targets and
 failure of information flows to establish congruent perception of goals
 and appropriate means at all levels.

 18 Targets may be assigned to the bishop explicitly by some higher level of the
 hierarchy, or may be inferred implicitly from discussions with immediate superiors
 and references by leaders to examples of "successful" wards.
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 There may also arise inconsistencies in the church because of the
 hierarchical nature of the system itself. There is a tendency for lower
 level decision-makers to stress shorter term performance criteria be?
 cause of the high rate of turnover in the lower levels. As agents are
 promoted, opportunities for further advancement are reduced and
 average tenure in office lengthens because of the pyramidal shape of
 the organization. The result of this process is that general authorities
 are appointed for life, some of them serving for as long as sixty-five
 years. The central leadership of the church has therefore become a
 gerontocracy, with its associated virtue of long-range perspective and
 defect of strong conservatism.

 Although some conflicts may persist simply because information
 flows are inadequate for communicating the problem to the appro?
 priate decision-maker, obvious inconsistencies are usually resolved
 on the basis of authority rather than consensus. Nevertheless, a mini?
 mum degree of consensus is necessary in a noncoercive system in order
 for decisions to be effective. The need to stress obedience to instruc?

 tions in an organization of this type is obvious.

 ORGANIZATIONAL CONVERGENCE

 Scholars in comparative economics have noted an apparent tendency
 of market economies and centrally planned economies to become more
 similar over time. [E.g. Tinbergen] Supporters of this hypothesis ar?
 gue that decentralized systems have tended to become more centralized
 and centralized systems have tended to become more decentralized.
 The increased use of markets in planned economies has been attributed
 to the increasing costs of planning in ever more complex and techno?
 logically sophisticated systems. Decentralization has the virtue of
 saving on the information costs of coordinating economic decision

 making, but the defect (from the planner's point of view) of reduc?
 ing the influence of the center on decision-making in the system.

 As church membership has grown, it has become increasingly costly
 to coordinate church activity in traditional ways. Recent innovations
 such as electronic data processing, reducing the integrated structure
 of the church by creating regional administrative levels between Salt
 Lake and local levels, and adaptations of church organization and
 practice to the variety of environments in which it increasingly must
 function outside of North America are all responses to the increased
 costs of managing the church by central command. The convergence
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 92  REVIEW OF SOCIAL ECONOMY

 hypothesis suggests that the church will continue to be under pressure
 to decentralize certain aspects of decision-making.
 One can only speculate as to the future implications of such a pro?

 cess. Certainly some of the distinctiveness of the Mormon Church
 compared to other religious and secular organizations is likely to
 erode. It could be argued, that the loss of uniqueness itself has been
 characteristic of the church as it evolved from a persecuted, deviant
 sect to a well-established and accepted fixture of western society. We
 have noted how certain practices and doctrines which inhibited the
 process of growth and assimilation were gradually eliminated.17

 One unavoidable consequence of decentralization is loss of central
 authority. Although modern communications have facilitated media
 contact between the leadership in Salt Lake City and the rank and
 file membership, members rarely have personal contact with the gen?
 eral authorities of the church as they once did through stake and mis?
 sionary conferences. The increased emphasis on turning to local and
 regional authorities for clarification of church policy and doctrine
 must ultimately weaken central control. There already exist noticable
 regional and international differences in church standards and prac?
 tices which are likely to increase in the future.18

 CONCLUSION

 We cannot talk about spiritual things without connecting
 them with temporal things, neither can we talk about temporal
 things without connecting spiritual things with them. . . . We,
 as Latter-day Saints, really expect, look for and will not be
 satisfied with anything short of being governed and controlled
 by the word of the Lord in all our acts, both spiritual and
 temporal.

 ? Brigham Young, 1864

 Economic systems may fail to achieve their espoused goals because
 decision-makers do not acquire necessary information, because goals

 17 The most recent development in this pattern of assimilation occurred after
 this article was written. In June 1978, the president of the church announced ter?

 mination of the policy apparently instituted by Brigham Young in 1849 of denying
 blacks admission to the priesthood. This would appear to be the last major barrier
 to the church's full acceptance as a legitimate social institution.

 18 The most obvious examples have to do with acceptable dress standards, length
 of hair, beards, and so on. Some stakes and wards require men to wear white
 shirts, ties, and coats when performing certain functions, while others do not.
 Other differences take more subtle forms.
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 are infeasible or inconsistent, or because the incentive structure is
 inadequate for promoting desired behavior. While the Mormon
 Church has been successful in achieving high rates of membership
 growth, it has been necessary to modify its aspirations in other areas
 in response to intrinsic conflicts among goals, changing environmen?
 tal circumstances, and the increasing importance of secular values as

 Mormons have become integrated into an increasingly urban society.
 The administrative burden imposed by the organization on local
 leadership and the high costs of membership have contributed to a
 fairly high rate of disaffection among the membership.
 This paper has drawn parallels between the coordination problems

 encountered by the church and those found in centrally planned econ?
 omies. Like other central command systems, the church is subject to
 pressures to decentralize as planning costs rise. We may therefore ex?
 pect the church to continue to follow past trends and for its distinc?
 tive nineteenth century communitarian legacies to continue to decline
 in importance.
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