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Impact of Gap Time for Missionary Service on Utah Women’s College Outcomes

Throughout the United States, recent high school graduates
and college students delay or take breaks in their higher edu-
cation for a variety of reasons. These reasons include employ-
ment (e.g., to save money for college), personal illness or car-
ing for loved ones, military service, religious missionary ser-
vice, or experiential learning outside the classroom. Taking a
break from college also happens in Utah, as evidenced by the
30.9% of Utah freshmen students who do not reenroll for their
second fall semester.!

The disruptions associated with the COVID-19 pandemic
only increased the phenomenon of non-linear progression
through higher education in the US, and Utah was no excep-
tion. Enrollment at higher education institutions in Utah fell
1.9% between Fall 2020 and Fall 2021.2 Anecdotes about
freshmen students delaying enrollment or older students tak-
ing a break during the pandemic also abounded.?

One common and increasingly popular reason for delaying or
taking time away from school is a gap year, which the Gap
Year Association defines as “a semester or year of experien-
tial learning, typically taken after high school and prior to ca-
reer or post-secondary education, in order to deepen one’s
practical, professional, and personal awareness.”* Under that
definition, gap time is purposeful and structured; it can in-
clude service and experience in new places and cultures. Re-
ligious missionary service would then fit the definition of
structured gap time, something that many Utah students par-
ticipate in because of membership in Utah’s dominant reli-
gion: The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.

With many students throughout the US and Utah experienc-
ing interruptions in their post-secondary education, it is valu-
able to understand the consequences, both positive and nega-
tive. Structured and unstructured gap time look very different
for students and tend toward different outcomes. On the one
hand, structured gap time gives young adults opportunities to
build skills and identify strengths and preferences. On the
other hand, unstructured gap time is typically unplanned and
linked to obstacles such as health or financial problems. Since
past research has shown that unstructured gap time leads to
generally negative outcomes,? this brief focuses on the bene-
fits and drawbacks of structured gap time.

Although women participate in structured gap time less often
than men,® this may be shifting for Utah women due to
changes in missionary service guidelines and decisions made
during the COVID-19 pandemic. The potential benefits
women receive by participating in structured gap experiences

may help reduce gender differences in fields of study and ca-
reer tracks. Alternatively, gap time may weaken ties to col-
lege, making it harder to progress in educational goals. This
brief highlights findings from a study examining the impact
of missionary service gap time on a sample of Utah students,
with particular attention to the unique benefits and drawbacks
for women.

Study Background

Our study used administrative student data from Brigham
Young University (BYU), located in Provo, Utah. BYU is
uniquely situated to provide insight into gap time in Utah. It
is a private university sponsored by The Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints and a high proportion of enrolled
students choose to serve missions. In October 2012, the
Church made a change to its missionary policy that allowed
women to leave on missions at age 19 instead of age 21. Sub-
sequently, an upsurge of female students chose to serve a mis-
sion. For the purposes of this study, we used administrative
data from students who enrolled within the five-year period
before this change and tracked their data through 2020 to see
how many graduated within eight years.

The data included demographic information and variables
about academic timing, academic choices, and academic per-
formance. Demographic information was used to compare
BYU female students to other Utah and US female students.
Then, using a larger analytic sample of BYU female students,
we evaluated the impact of taking gap time for missionary
service (or not) on choice of major, GPA, and graduation
rates. The results are organized into three sections: 1) sample
characteristics, 2) benefits of missionary gap time, and 3)
drawbacks of missionary gap time. Findings are discussed in
the context of Utah and national research and trends. We con-
clude by providing action and policy recommendations. Note:
additional findings from this study were published as a peer-
reviewed journal article in Education Finance & Policy.®

Sample Characteristics

The study sample consisted of female students who enrolled
at BYU before the mission policy change, between Fall 2007
and Fall 2012. We excluded women from the sample who
were over the age of 26 (the average age of BYU students
during this period was 21.6) or were transfer students, as these
groups have unique higher education experiences. The final
sample size for our study was 17,402 women, 29.1% of which
took gap time to serve a full-time mission.
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Although the context of a private, religious institution such as
BYU differs in some ways from other colleges and universi-
ties, we found that the descriptive characteristics of female
BYU students were generally comparable to female students
at other universities. We located Utah and overall US data
about female students who enrolled 2011-2012 at bachelor’s
degree-granting public and non-profit private institutions. Ta-
ble 1 presents descriptive statistics comparing data from Utah
and US students to data from BYU students who also enrolled
during that time.

Table 1: Demographic and Academic Outcomes for Fe-
male Students Initially Enrolled 2011-2012°

Demographics

Enrollment Age (average) 19.1 18.6 18.5
International (%) 0.9 i 1.4
Non-White (%) 23.0 13.0* 13.8
Academic Performance

ACT (average) 22.9 23.3 27.4
College GPA (average) 3.0 3.1 33
Attrition & Graduation Rates

Two-Year Attrition (%) 34 16.4* 8.0
Three-Year Attrition (%) 5.8 16.5* 10.0
Four-Year Attrition (%) 9.8 20.9* 12.0
Six-Year Graduation (%) 78.6 64.5 74.0
Gap time (%) 24.9 49.1 40.0
Sample Size 1,112,446 10,803 = 3,295

*Interpret with caution, large standard error
iReporting standards not met

The BYU subsample had higher ACT scores and fewer non-
White students than other US universities. BYU’s attrition
rates—meaning the cumulative percentage of students who
leave permanently after each year of schooling—were more
like those of other US universities and lower than the rates in
other Utah universities. The proportion of students graduating
within 6 years was higher for BYU than other Utah universi-
ties and similar to US universities. Most notably, Utah
(49.1%), not just BYU (40.0%), had a higher percent of fe-
male students who participated in gap time compared to US
universities (24.9%), a statistic that reiterates the importance
of understanding the effect of gap time on Utah women.

Benefits of Missionary Gap Time

Gap time offers certain benefits and can change the course of
a person’s life in positive ways. If this were not true, we
would not see so many women choosing to participate in gap
time experiences. Nonetheless, it is important to articulate
and understand areas of benefit, which can be categorized as
educational, professional, and personal.

Educational

In terms of educational benefits, research suggests some im-
portant benefits for women. First, in our study we found that

many women change their majors after taking gap time for
missionary service, and these majors often have more men
and higher earning potential. Specifically, women who took
gap time were 33.0% more likely to switch into a major with
higher earning potential than women who did not take gap
time.!® Presumably, missionary gap time can help women
learn about their preferences and abilities. Missionary service
may also increase confidence for women, which is significant
since past research has shown that women typically express
lower confidence in their abilities than men.!" Women also
build new skills and determination through living in new
places. With these new perspectives, a woman may feel em-
powered to choose a college major that is a better fit for her
or one that opens new opportunities in the future.

Second, we found that gap time for missionary service seems
to be particularly useful for women who struggle academi-
cally.!? Missionary service is a way for these women to de-
velop strengths that are not reflected in test scores or grades
alone. As a result, missionary gap time seems to help women
with less than perfect academic backgrounds (e.g., lower
ACT scores) get accepted into competitive academic pro-
grams, such as business schools. We found that among
women with ACT scores in the lowest third, those who took
gap time for missionary service were 19.0% more likely to be
accepted into a competitive or limited enrollment program. '3

Third, gap time for missionary service can help women be
successful in school once the gap time concludes and women
return to college. On average in our study, women who served
missions earned GPAs that were 0.1 points higher than those
who did not.'* Although this statistically significant differ-
ence is small, other researchers have also found that struc-
tured gap time that involves travel relates to better academic
outcomes for women after they return to college.'> Other stu-
dents returning to college after missionary gap time received
higher grades and took more credits when they returned,
likely due to increased maturity and work ethic.!® Overall,
there are important academic benefits of missionary gap time
for women.

Professional

Gap time for missionary service offers valuable professional
benefits to women following college, although less is known
about this. What is known suggests that missionary gap time
affects women’s professional opportunities through both tan-
gible and intangible channels. Our research highlights a clear
tangible benefit in terms of women often moving into majors
with higher earning potential following missionary service. !’
This may better prepare women to secure financial stability
later in life. A less tangible benefit of missionary gap time
may also be that a woman can signal to future employers that
she has the ability to work well with people unlike herself and
take on new or undefined tasks. In competitive job markets,
these experiences may set someone apart and give them an
edge over peers.'® Whether through tangible or intangible

Authors: Maggie Marchant (Assistant Librarian, Harold B. Lee Library, Brigham Young University) & Dr. Jocelyn S. Wikle (Assistant
Professor, School of Family Life, Brigham Young University). For questions and information: uwlp@usu.edu or www.utwomen.org


http://utwomen.org/

channels, gap time has clear benefits for a woman’s future
earnings and long-term career trajectory.

Personal

Women appear to benefit personally from gap time for mis-
sionary service as well. When asked about missionary service
experiences, women consistently reported that these experi-
ences were personally valuable. Other researchers suggest
that missionary gap time enlarges a woman’s view of the
world, leading to increased racial and cultural acceptance.'®
Some students build language skills, which is particularly ap-
plicable in Utah with the number of women who serve reli-
gious missions in foreign languages.?’ Upon returning from
missionary service, women observe that benefits of the expe-
rience included developing interpersonal relationship skills,
courage, confidence, personal awareness, maturity, independ-
ence, and an increased ability to overcome challenges.?!

Drawbacks of Missionary Gap Time

Women who take time away from higher education for struc-
tured gap experiences receive personal and professional
growth and development, but the time away from school does
not come without costs. The financial costs may be the most
obvious. Individuals often pay to participate in missionary
service and do not make money during the experience. Re-
search about other gap time experiences found that 60% of
gap time participants made no money during the experience,
while 66% spent more than $5,000.22 There is also an oppor-
tunity cost associated with gap time because participants de-
lay completing education, entering the workforce, and other
endeavors. Many women find that these costs are worth the
benefits of broader cultural awareness, confidence, independ-
ence, and new relationships that are harder to obtain in a tra-
ditional classroom.??

There are also clear drawbacks that occur after completing
gap time experiences. With time away from school, there is
an increased risk that students will simply not return to col-
lege after completing a gap experience.?* However, our re-
search on female students at BY U suggests this may be a min-
imal concern in Utah. We found that 96.0% of women who
took gap time for missions for the Church of Jesus Christ re-
turned to college after time away from the university.?> Re-
turning to school following gap time increases the chances of
academic success,?® which in turn influences employment op-
portunities and future income.

While returning to college following missionary service is
important, it is not enough to guarantee graduation or higher
pay. Nor is it the end of the impacts of gap time on women’s
higher education experience. Missionary service naturally de-
lays graduation, which can also delay women beginning their
careers. As illustrated in Figure 1, the graduation rate for
women at BYU who took gap time to serve a religious mis-
sion lagged behind the non-gap time graduation rate by about
1.5-2 years.?’” The length of a mission for women is 1.5 years,
so this suggests that some women completed college at the
normal rate after gap time, while others were delayed by

about a semester. This may be due to the timing of the mis-
sion, where some students return mid-semester and therefore
must wait several months before re-enrolling.

Figure 1: Proportion of BYU Women Students Gradu-
ated by Time Since Starting College
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Taking gap time for missionary service also decreased the
chances of graduating from college at all. We found that
women who took gap time for missions were 10.0% less
likely to graduate in 8 years than their peers who did not serve
missions, after adjusting for personal characteristics.?® We
found that women who returned from missionary service ini-
tially remain enrolled, but about four years after college en-
rollment, these women began to leave higher education with-
out graduating.?® This is a significant difference in both sta-
tistical and practical terms.

Action & Policy Recommendations

Although missionary gap time can result in both positive and
negative outcomes for women, there are actions that female
students, their families, and university personnel can take to
minimize the drawbacks and capitalize on the gains of gap
experiences. We provide the following suggestions as a start-
ing point for discussions about ways to help women progress
and complete their degrees while taking advantage of gap
time benefits such as increased confidence, soft skills, and in-
terest in more lucrative fields. The recommendations should
benefit students who take gap time for missionary service or
for other reasons.

First, young adult women interested in gap experiences
should consider and weigh the potential costs and benefits
that may come educationally, professionally, and personally.
Parents and family members can encourage and assist in
thoughtful decision-making around gap time participation. In
this way, gap time experiences are like other major life
choices that college-aged adults face; the choices are best
made after obtaining relevant information and comparing
pros and cons. Universities should provide easily accessible
information that details how gap time affects their academic
programs and outcomes. For instance, Southern Utah Univer-

sity provided a decision-making guide about the pros and
cons of gap time during the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Second, before women start gap time experiences, and cer-
tainly as they complete gap time, they can make firm commit-
ments to return to school. Students can plan ahead by looking
at university deferment and return policies (see examples of
Westminster College’s Deferred Enrollment and Gap Year
webpage and Utah Valley University’s Leave of Absence
webpage). When students are absent long enough that they
need to apply for readmission, universities can ensure this
process is clearly explained and offer support.

Third, family and university advisors can augment personal
commitments by encouraging students to return and support-
ing them in the process. Advisors can play an intentional role
in mitigating any barriers students may face upon returning,
such as reintegrating with university life, refreshing academic
skills, learning about university policy changes, and register-
ing for classes. Extracurricular student groups may also help
returning students find similar peers and feel more belonging
on campus.

Although women may readjust to university life quickly, sub-
sequent factors may affect their college experience and grad-
uation rates, such as being older than other students, having
health challenges, having a lack of support, getting married,
and having children.?® Given the increased likelihood that
women who take gap time for missionary service may not
graduate, university personnel need to support students be-
yond the initial semester or year after returning. We suggest
that university advisors keep in contact with women who take
gap time throughout the rest of their educational experience.

Additionally, as women who took gap time near internship
opportunities and graduation, they would benefit from guid-
ance on how to frame those experiences to their advantage on
resumes and in program or job applications. For example, the
BYU Careers and Experiential Learning team provides infor-
mation and guidance for how religious mission experiences
and skill building can be applied in future jobs.

Fourth, another way to support students returning from gap
time is by providing scholarships and grants. A report from
the Utah System of Higher Education (USHE) found that stu-
dents who take gap time, referred to as “stopout” in their re-
port, are more concerned about finances and more sensitive
to the cost of higher education.’! Utah universities and other
scholarship-granting entities should explore implementing
more funding opportunities for returning gap time students
(e.g., Utah State University’s completion scholarship).

! Utah System of Higher Education. (n.d.). USHE results. https://ushe.
edu/data/
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Fifth, students who take gap time may benefit from flexible
academic options. One benefit of missionary gap time is that
the gained experience can help women succeed in competi-
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traditional metrics such as test scores. However, competitive
programs often have yearly application deadlines. If a student
misses the deadline due to gap time, it may further delay her
academic progress to wait another year. To address this po-
tential barrier, university programs should consider having a
rolling application system or multiple deadlines throughout
the year. The USHE report also found that the majority of stu-
dents who experience gap time value customization in pro-
gressing through their degree. Flexible options—such as
online courses—could help returning women complete a de-
gree. For example, the University of Utah’s program, Return
to the U, provides online, satellite, and short-term options. At
BYU, returning students can choose to complete a Bachelor
of General Studies, which can be done entirely from home.

Conclusion

Structured gap time experiences for full-time missionary ser-
vice are increasingly common for women attending Utah col-
leges and universities. This brief describes both costs and
benefits of gap time experiences. We suggest that women
carefully evaluate their motivations, circumstances, and goals
as they navigate the tension between those costs and benefits
and make decisions about whether to take gap time for mis-
sionary service or other reasons. A clear message of past re-
search is that costs and benefits differ from person to person.
While understanding common patterns is helpful, blanket
statements miss important nuances of each person’s situation.
Each woman will have unique insight into how gap time may
be beneficial as well as personalized strategies that can mini-
mize any downsides.

Gap time experiences at a pivotal stage in life are exciting to
consider for all college students. They have the potential to
change a person’s life trajectory and boost their understand-
ing of themselves and the world. Our study findings and rec-
ommendations will help individuals, families, and institutions
of higher education understand the impact of gap experiences
and offer appropriate support to Utah students as they face
decisions about interrupting college and embarking on gap
time experiences.
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