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In his influential book Bowling Alone, political scientist Robert Putnam points to
Americans’ declining levels of civic engagement. Older, more engaged Americans, he
argues, are being replaced by younger people who are less aware and civically engaged.
Sociologist Robert Wuthnow sees it differently. It isn’t that civic engagement is
declining, but it is changing. Rather than being members of groups that meet on regular
schedules, Americans—including younger Americans—are forming “loose connections”
with one another through which they participate in American civic life in more flexible
ways that better meet the economic and political realities of their lives.1
Emerging adults play important roles in these debates. Scholars see them both as
people who are not participating in civic life and those who are engaged in flexible new
ways. Politicians on both the left and the right urge them to take more active roles in
serving their communities and participating in public life. With President Obama’s
recent reauthorization and expansion of national service programs, emerging adults are
at the center of widespread policy discussion about the ways in which service may bind
us “to each other and to our community in a way nothing else can.”2
We focus on the experiences of emerging adults here, laying out how people ages
18 to 29 volunteer and participate in the civic life of their communities. We define
volunteering as formal public work that takes place primarily through organizations
rather than informal assistance people provide for neighbors and friends.3 Volunteering
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is one form of civic engagement through which young adults work with others, usually
without pay, especially through religious organizations, children’s educational, sports,
or recreational organizations, and social and community service organizations that
contribute to the public good. Like Robert Wuthnow, we find that emerging adults—
especially white women from higher socioeconomic backgrounds who went to college—
are involved in American civic life in a range of meaningful ways. We also find that
young adults see their involvement in civic life differently than older Americans do,
describing participation as a choice rather than a duty or obligation.
We first consider which emerging adults volunteer and participate in community
service in this report and what factors lead them to do so. We then examine how they
participate by describing the organizations through which they engage. We pay
particular attention to the role religion plays in these processes, both as a factor that
leads some young adults to be civically engaged and as a set of organizations through
which people volunteer. We conclude with brief recommendations for civic and religious
leaders.

Are Emerging Adults Engaged?
High school students generally have high rates of volunteering and civic participation
that dip in their early 20s and begin to rise during their late 20s.5 These patterns are
likely related to the mobility, transition, and focus on self-development that are
increasingly common for emerging adults. Table 1 shows that 44% of young adults
volunteered with nonreligious organizations and 38% with religious organizations,
Table 1: Percentage of Americans who

according to 2008 Gallup

volunteered in the past 12 months by type of

Poll data. Emerging adults

organization

volunteered less frequently
Nonreligious
Organizations

Religious
Organizations

Ages 18–29

44

38

Ages 30–49

60

44

Ages 50–64

49

42

Ages 65+

35

42

Source: Gallup (2008).4

and for fewer hours than
older adults, but still in large
numbers—these percentages
represent an estimated 21.5
million young adult
volunteers.
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What about High School Seniors?
Many young adults are exposed to volunteer and community service opportunities in
high school. A nationally representative study showed that 43% of high school seniors
volunteer occasionally and 22% volunteer on a monthly basis or more.6 This
involvement may lay the groundwork for individuals’ civic participation in the next
decade of their life. One study suggests that volunteering in high school, but not college,
has a direct effect on whether or not individuals volunteer as adults. It is in high school
that individuals are exposed to socially active young adults and develop a sense of social
solidarity and the ability to connect and bond with others through volunteering.7
Volunteering among high school students has been encouraged by programs that
make service hours a requirement for graduation. Studies suggest that these programs
have lasting effects, as youth who participate in community service during high school
are more likely to volunteer later in life. Even when this service is a school requirement,
those who participate are more involved in civic life in the future. When volunteering is
not required, studies suggest that high school seniors who are involved in school-based
extracurricular activities and who work part time are more likely to take advantage of
high school service opportunities than others.8 Young adults who see religion as an
important part of their lives are also more likely to volunteer. Early family socialization
is also important, as students from households where they see adult role models
volunteering are more likely to be civically engaged during high school.
Shifts for College-Age Adults (Ages 19–25)
After high school graduation, additional gaps emerge between young adults who do and
do not volunteer. Attending college is the single most important factor that leads some
young adults to volunteer. Emerging adults who attend college are much more likely to
be engaged, perhaps because they have a greater number of accessible opportunities. In
a longitudinal study of incoming freshmen conducted by the Higher Education Research
Institute at UCLA, the percentage of freshmen who report volunteering reached an alltime high (61%) in 2007. According to a study by the Center for Information and
Research on Civic Learning and Engagement (CIRCLE), just under 25% of emerging
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adults ages 19–25 with college experience volunteered in 2006, as compared to 8% of
young adults without college experience. The amount of time emerging adults spent
volunteering was relatively equal, at about 30 hours per year, regardless of education.
Like high school seniors, college-age volunteers are more likely to be female,
white, and from households with higher socioeconomic status, according to the National
Center for Education Statistics. Family and extracurricular involvement continue to play
influential roles. Emerging adults ages 18 and 21 are more likely to be involved in
volunteering if another member of their family volunteers or if they belong to an
organization that encourages social interaction, such as a school club or interest group.
A recent study by CIRCLE shows that emerging adults without college experience are
more likely to start volunteering through their relatives’ connections to an organization
and are most likely to volunteer with a religious group.
Some emerging adults make more intensive commitments to service while in
college. In a small qualitative study, college students who spent 10–20 hours a week
volunteering in social service roles reported that the example of others, like serviceoriented parents or role models, was influential, as were their own experiences of
hardship or strong religious faith. Most described a “triggering event” that catalyzed
their commitment to service. For three quarters of these students, this event was a
single academic experience that shaped their worldview, such as a university course,
Bible study, independent reading, or participation in freshmen orientation.9
Substantial evidence also suggests that religious practices and beliefs influence
whether high-school-age and college-age emerging adults volunteer. As Robert Putnam
argues with David Campbell in their forthcoming book, American Grace: How Religion
Is Reshaping Our Civic and Political Lives, religious individuals are much more likely to
work on community projects, belong to voluntary associations, attend public meetings,
vote in local elections, attend protest demonstrations and political rallies, and donate
time and money to religious and secular causes. This is because they belong to social
networks or “moral communities” that encourage these types of behavior. These
findings have important implications for emerging adults, who, according to Putnam
and Campbell, are increasingly secular and much less likely than older adults to attend
religious services or claim religious affiliation.
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In his newest book, Souls in Transition: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of
American Teenagers, sociologist Christian Smith finds that emerging adults ages 18–23
who are involved in some type of religious practice are more likely to volunteer for
community service or offer informal help to individuals in need than those who are
disengaged from religion entirely. Similarly, in the National Youth Survey, 15- to 25year-olds who attended religious services regularly reported more civic and political
activity, including volunteering.10
Young adults who are religious may volunteer either because of their beliefs and
values or because their religious organizations provide easily accessible opportunities.
They often have close friends who volunteer and are part of strong social networks that
encourage community service. Religious practices seem particularly influential for
emerging adults who don’t attend college, according to a recent CIRCLE report.
Individuals who did not go to college but who attend religious services at least once a
month are more than twice as likely to volunteer as are their peers. For these young
adults, religious congregations and family are the most important pathways to service
and community engagement.
When asked about volunteering, many emerging adults talk about helping others
as a personal and individual choice rather than as a responsibility. Only a minority of
college-age adults ages 18–23 believe they have a responsibility to help others,
according to sociologist Christian Smith. A few young adults emphasize the importance
of mutual responsibility, making moral arguments for helping others and drawing on
theological notions of loving your neighbor. Others offer a more instrumental
perspective of “generalized reciprocity” in which helping someone in need is part of a
cycle of giving and receiving assistance through which everyone is eventually helped.
Later Trends (Ages 26–29)
Volunteering among emerging adults in their late 20s remains higher among those who
attended college. Though volunteering begins to rise when emerging adults reach their
late 20s, it does not return to high school levels of participation.11 Those who
participated in student government, community service, or political activism during
high school or college are still more likely to join community organizations later in life.
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Women and individuals from households with high socioeconomic status also remain
more likely to volunteer, as do emerging adults who volunteered during high school—
consistent with earlier patterns.
People are involved in religious, environmental, civic, community, and youth
work out of their desire to help others. Emerging adults are less likely than older adults
to describe their motivations in terms of active or positive obligations related to
citizenship. Instead, they see making a contribution to the collective good or being
civically and politically involved as a choice, not a duty. In other words, fewer young
adults say that good citizenship requires participation and action such as voting, paying
attention to government decisions and political events, or contacting legislative officials
about issues that matter to them. Some, though not most, embrace a passive view of
citizenship that frames involvement as an individual decision and need more persuasion
than older adults to get involved.12

How and Where Are Emerging Adults Engaged?
Young adults volunteer through a wide range of organizations that connect them to
others who share common concerns. These organizations provide the institutional
means to address problems at the local and national levels, encouraging and facilitating
community service and engagement. They also provide opportunities to work
collaboratively for the benefit of others, develop and exercise public voice, and learn
how to problem-solve with people from different backgrounds. The most systematic
classification of voluntary groups is based on the work of Lester Salamon and Helmut
Anheier, who divide the nonprofit sector into the following 12 fields of activity: culture,
education, health, social services, environment, development, civic and advocacy,
philanthropy, international, religious, business and professional, and unions. Groups in
these areas range from local congregations to branches of national organizations to
direct membership in national organizations themselves.
Through this range of organizations, emerging adults perform multiple types of
volunteer work. Some of this work is change-directed or social-cause service, in which
volunteers work directly with people or causes in need. Volunteers in these
organizations tend to be involved in projects such as raising awareness to end racism or
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campaigning for a particular political candidate. Other volunteer work is more service
oriented, such as tutoring, mentoring, coaching, administrative work, or general manual
labor. The few studies that compare individuals involved in different types of volunteer
activities suggest patterns. Young volunteers who participate in change-directed efforts
show greater awareness of social issues. They are more likely to volunteer later in life
and express a greater interest in becoming politically involved in the future—outcomes
that may result from the same factors that led them to volunteer with change-directed
efforts in the first place.13
Overall, a higher percentage of emerging adults report volunteering for a
nonreligious rather than religious organization (Table 1). When asked more specifically
about the types of organizations through which they engage in either change-directed or
service-directed activities, young adults are most likely to say they volunteer with groups
connected to religious, educational, or social-service efforts. According to a study by
CIRCLE, emerging adults in 2006 and 2007 were most likely to volunteer in religious
organizations; children’s educational, sports, or recreational organizations; and socialand community-service organizations. Within these organizational contexts, emerging
adults are overall more likely to tutor or teach. In addition to tutoring and teaching,
those who attend college are more likely to mentor, while those who did not attend
college were more likely to perform general labor and supply transportation for people.
In addition to those who volunteer with local organizations, some emerging
adults commit one to two years after high school or college to serving full time in a
domestic volunteer corps in exchange for a small living stipend. They participate in a
growing number of national service opportunities through AmeriCorps or Teach for
America. Others join religiously based programs such as the Jesuit Volunteer Corps,
Mennonite Voluntary Service, and Lutheran Volunteer Corps. National service
programs are often framed explicitly as fostering citizenship, while religiously based
volunteer corps frame their mission theologically, emphasizing social justice,
spirituality, or solidarity with the poor. These programs challenge emerging adults to
dedicate at least a year to serving a wider community, while introducing them to
formative models of community engagement and social change.
Recent research by the Corporation for National and Community Service
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compares individuals who participated in AmeriCorps programs to a comparison group
of individuals who applied but did not participate. The researchers identified significant
differences in civic behavior between the groups. Eight years after participating in
AmeriCorps, members were more likely to express commitment to their communities,
be aware of community social issues, and express confidence in their ability to work
with local governments or lead a successful community-based movement. They also
scored higher than their peers on various measures of overall life satisfaction related to
work/career, physical health, religion/spirituality, and leisure activities.14
None of the religiously based volunteer corps compare to AmeriCorps in size or
scope. A small study of the Jesuit Volunteer Corps (JVC), the largest lay Catholic
organization in the United States, suggests that after a year in JVC, volunteers have been
socialized into the program’s view of social justice and concern for the poor. Sociologist
Paul Perl finds that volunteers are less likely to see self-help as the solution to poverty,
are more likely to be concerned with systemic or structural causes of economic
inequality, and show less support for restrictions on welfare. Participants do not seem to
change the extent to which their political opinions are shaped by religious belief or
practice, despite the program’s emphasis on faith-based social justice. Volunteers are
also significantly more likely to see themselves working in a job related to social service
after their JVC year. Perl concludes that interactions with co-workers and neighbors
who live in poverty, more than interactions with other volunteers, lead participants’
political and religious attitudes to shift.15

Implications for Civic and Religious Leaders
Pathways to volunteering and community service for emerging adults, like the activities
they engage in, are many and varied. Although often in transition, many emerging
adults find ways to volunteer, if not regularly, episodically. Thus, civic and religious
leaders who wish to encourage young adults to participate in volunteer work and
community service should continue to develop flexible opportunities that enable young
adults to volunteer. The majority of emerging adults who volunteer say they were asked
by someone to do so. Those who discuss their volunteering experience with others are
twice as likely to volunteer regularly. With this in mind, civic and religious leaders might
consider developing online and face-to-face partnerships between local, national, and
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global organizations that do service work, with the goal of encouraging emerging adults
to think about how their engagement connects to larger social and political problems.
Leaders might also provide and support forums through which emerging adults can
discuss controversial political and social issues that relate to their own service and
community-engagement experiences.
We know that emerging adults who volunteer are most likely to be white, female,
have high socioeconomic status, and pursue postsecondary education. We also know
that these individuals are more likely to be asked to volunteer. Civic and religious
leaders should continue to target programs to this demographic, but should also
consider how to include more young men, people of color, and economically
disadvantaged youth in their work. Many emerging adults won’t get involved unless they
are invited directly. In addition, special efforts are needed to engage emerging adults
without college experience. Because those who do not attend college have fewer formal
opportunities to get involved in their communities, families, high schools, religious
congregations, and other social institutions are especially important in engaging this
underserved population. Civic and religious leaders should make youth who don’t attend
college a greater priority in their outreach efforts. They need to reach beyond college
campuses to engage this population and confront growing inequalities in civic
participation and community engagement.
1
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