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INTRODUCTION

The glass is half full...

According to CIRCLE’s estimate, 50% of young people (ages 18-29) voted in the 2012 election. 
Young voters turned out in large enough numbers to decide the election.1 Not only do Millenni-
als vote in large numbers, their volunteering and community service rates are much higher than 
those of their parents in the 1970s and 1980s.2 They also lead the country in the civic use of 
social media. According to a Pew Study on Social Media and Political Engagement, 44% of 18-29 
year olds who use social networking sites use social media to “like” or promote political material, 
42% to post thoughts on issues, and 36% to encourage others to act.3

The glass is half empty...

Fifty percent of young people did not vote in 2012. Although the turnout rate was higher than it 
was in 1996 and 2000, it was right back to where it had been consistently from 1976-1992 (Fig. 1). 
Voting is very strongly correlated with socioeconomic status, and at no point since the 1970s 
have working-class young people voted in substantial numbers. Although volunteering has risen, 
and social media offer new opportunities for civic engagement, conventional group membership, 
attendance at meetings, working with neighbors, trusting other people, reading the news, union 
membership, and religious participation are all down for young people since the 1970s.4

(CIRCLE estimates) with a trend line in blue. (1972 excluded because it was an outlier.)

Too often, negative stereotypes and miscategorizations of young Americans dominate the public 
dialogue. Labeling young people as lazy, entitled, or apathetic are all too familiar refrains in the 
public sphere. Immediately after the November election, a statewide official in Illinois said of Mil-
lennials, “They don’t vote because very often they’re lazy, and they’re too busy playing with their 
little machines... They’re just too in tune with texting and not in tune with what’s going on around 
them.”5 

There is a common media narrative, as well, that depicts youth participation as unpredictable, at 
best, and flailing, at worst. Indeed, many would believe that youth turnout has fluctuated widely 
over the past decade -- reaching extraordinary and historic heights in 2008 and petering out in 
2012. In reality, the numbers tell a different story. These misconceptions and generalizations are 
not only erroneous but can be damaging. When political parties, civic associations, news organi-
zations, and other institutions assume that young adults do not engage, these institutions may 
avoid trying to recruit youth, which can lead to a cycle of disengagement.

50% 
of young people did not  
vote in the 2012 election.
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Fig. 1: Voter Turnout Among 18-29 Year-Olds, 1972-2012
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It is equally important to avoid complacency. In some respects, young people today are more 
engaged than they were in the late 1990s, but many Millennials remain alienated and disempow-
ered.6 Even if recent increases in the volunteering and voting rates offer reasons for cautious opti-
mism, there is no cause to celebrate when half of young Americans still do not vote in presidential 
elections—one of the lowest youth turnout rates in the world.

In many cases, their decision not to vote is also a sign of broader alienation or distrust. In focus 
groups the Harvard Institute of Politics (IOP) conducted in Detroit 2012, it was not uncommon to 
hear young people make comments like this: “If I vote, I have to vote for the lesser of two evils. 
And it’s not really like either one of them’s going to make a change, in my opinion. One might make 
it a little bit worse than the other one will.” In fact, in an IOP survey conducted leading up to the 
election, 43% of likely non-voters between the ages of 18-29 agreed (either strongly or somewhat) 
that it did not matter who was elected because Washington was broken; 31% agreed that it did 
not matter who was elected because none of the candidates represented their views; and 25% 
agreed that it did not matter who was elected because the parties are more or less the same. 
Each of these statements reflects a troubling lack of trust in the political system.7

The path forward begins by avoiding easy generalizations about young people and instead exam-
ining the nuance in their backgrounds, experiences, and how they engage in their communities 
and democracy. By understanding these differences, we can find ways to engage everyone.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The Millennial generation represents a critical civic asset for the nation, making up a significant 
portion of the population and representing a diverse range of backgrounds and experiences.

 ■  Forty-six million American citizens are in the 18-29 year-old age range. They make up 
21.3% of the eligible voter population.

 ■  Young people are more ethnically and racially diverse than the older population. Just 
59.2% of 18-29 year olds identify as non-Hispanic white, whereas 19.9% are Hispanic, 
13.5% are African-American, 5.1% are Asian, 0.7% are Native American, and 1.5% are 
multiracial/other.

 ■  More than half (58.3%) of 18-29 year olds have gone to college, but 41.7% have never 
entered college.

 ■  In the current challenging economic climate, 9.7% of Millennials are unemployed, and 
although 62.9% are currently working, 31.2% of the working Millennials work on a part-
time basis. 

The ways in which Millennials engage in their communities are just as diverse; and forms of par-
ticipation vary widely when looking at education, age, race and ethnicity, geography, and other 
measures. The findings of this report reinforce certain well-documented issues, such as the “civic 
gap” along lines of educational attainment. Regional differences in engagement are not particularly 
substantial. But overlooked differences emerge, such as the fact that people with low educational 
attainment are more likely to help their neighbors. A few key findings include:

EDUCATIONAL AT TAINMENT
 ■  Achieving more education strongly predicts the likelihood that a person becomes civically 
engaged. The civic gap between young people without high school diplomas and college 
graduates is quite large; and in some cases, a college graduate is four or five times as 
likely to engage in specific behaviors as someone without a high school diploma.

 ■  One important exception to this rule, however, is in social cohesion. Young people with-
out a college education are more likely to help their neighbors on a regular basis, even 
though they also show, on average, lower levels of trust in their neighbors.

43% 
of likely non-voters said it did 
not matter who was elected 
because Washington was 
broken.
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Age

 ■  Civic engagement generally increases as young people become older. Service, civic 
leadership and voice, local voting, and discussion of political and social topics increase 
gradually as age increases. While this principle largely holds true across the Millennial 
generation, there are some important exceptions:

 ■  Offline or face-to-face discussion of current events is more common among the older 
Millennials than the younger Millennials.

 ■  22-25 year olds, on average, have lower levels of social cohesion and volunteerism 
than their younger or older Millennial peers. The data are consistent with two hypoth-
eses. Those four years of life may represent a unique development stage during which 
it is relatively difficult to be civically engaged, or the young people who are currently 
22-25 years old may represent a cohort that is relatively disengaged because of their 
experiences so far, including the recent recession.

Marital Status

 ■  A combination of marriage and having children predicts high social cohesion for Millennials. 
The two factors separately boost social cohesion by moderate amounts.

 ■  For Millennials, being unmarried with children, however, may act as a significant barrier 
to civic leadership and voice, perhaps because the demands of single-parenthood interfere 
with being a leader.

Geography

 ■  Differences in geography do not predict civic engagement as strongly as education,  
ethnicity, or other demographic factors, but some significant differences related to  
geography do exist.

 Millennials are a diverse generation, with a strong civic foundation but critical opportunities for 
growth. Understanding the distinct ways in which young people engage in their communities is the 
first step to informing strategies that are responsive to these differences.

WHO ARE THE MILLENNIALS?
All generations are arbitrary constructs, and there is no single accepted definition of a “Millen-
nial.” For the purposes of this report, we focus on Americans who were 18 to 29 years old in time 
for the 2012 election. Voting is by no means the only manifestation of civic engagement, but the 
attention given to under-30 voters in the last presidential election makes that group an important 
category for analysis.

Forty-six million American citizens are in the 18-29 age range. They make up 21.3% of the eligible 
voter population.

Young people are more ethnically and racially diverse than the older population. Just 59.2% of the 
18-29 year olds identify as non-Hispanic white, whereas 19.9% are Hispanic, 13.5% are African-
American, 5.1% are Asian, 0.7% are Native American, and 1.5% are multiracial/other. Compared 
with Americans 30 and older, the proportion of young adults who are non-Hispanic whites is about 
10 percentage points lower, and the proportion who are Hispanics is about seven percentage 
points higher. 

22-25 year olds, on average, 
have lower levels of social 
cohesion and volunteerism 
than their younger or older 
Millennial peers.
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More than one quarter of the 18-29s (27.3%) can be considered to have immigrant backgrounds, 
meaning they or at least one of their parents was born outside of the United States. They are 
about as likely to be U.S. born with one or more foreign-born parents (14.0%) as foreign born 
themselves (13.2%).

More than half (58.3%) of the 18-29 year olds have gone to college, but 41.7% have never entered 
college. Of those who have not attended college, 13% have not finished high school, and 28.8% 
have obtained a high school diploma or equivalent but have not gone beyond that. For young 
adults, educational attainment is the best measure of socioeconomic status. Young people who 
attend college tend to come from middle-class or wealthy families and go on to obtain relatively 
high status and wealth.8 In contrast, current income is a poor measure of socioeconomic status 
for young adults and is not used in our analysis.

Less than 20% of 18-24s are married today, down from almost half in 1960. Among 25-29s, 
more than 40% are married today, but that is also down sharply from the 80% who were married 
in 1960.9 Despite the Afghan and Iraqi deployments, military experience is also rare. Just 1.6% of 
18-29 year-olds are military veterans,10 compared with 11.0% among those 30 and older. 

In the current challenging economic climate, 9.7% of Millennials are unemployed. Furthermore, 
although 62.9% are currently working, 31.2% of those Millennials work on a part-time basis. Over 
a quarter (27.4%) are currently out of the labor force, whether as full-time students or because of 
disability, incarceration, or full-time parenthood. Research also shows that unemployment among 
younger Americans (16 to 24 year olds) is twice as high as the national rate, and for Hispanic and 
African American youth, unemployment rates are even higher, up to nearly four times the national 
unemployment rate.11 

The largest portion of youth live in the South: 36.5%, followed by 24.2% in the West, 21.5% in the 
Midwest and 17.7% in the Northeast. Almost 40% live in suburban communities, 31.6% in urban 
neighborhoods, and 13.8% live in rural areas (14.8% live in areas that aren’t identifiable in those 
categories). Overall, this distribution is very similar to that of older people. But there are regional 
differences. Young people are highly concentrated in urban and suburban areas of the West and 
Northeast, while the Millennials in the South and Midwest are more evenly distributed between 
cities and rural areas (Fig. 2). 

The sum of percentages may not be exactly 100.0% due to rounding.

9.7% 
of Millennials are unemployed 
with 27.4% out of the 
workforce entirely.

Fig. 2: Distribution of 18-29 Year-Olds by Region and Urbanicity
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HOW DO WE MEASURE CIVIC ENGAGEMENT?
Citizens can engage in many ways to sustain and improve their communities and public institu-
tions. In 2006, NCoC (the National Conference on Citizenship) began America’s Civic Health Index 
by convening a working group of leading thinkers in the field to develop a set of indicators that 
capture the diverse ways in which individuals participate in their families, neighborhoods, com-
munities, and democracy. In 2009, through the Edward M. Kennedy Serve America Act, NCoC was 
authorized to expand this civic health assessment in partnership with the Corporation for National 
and Community Service and the US Census Bureau. Annual data are now collected through the 
Census Current Population Supplement (CPS) which measures forms of civic engagement includ-
ing volunteering, charitable giving, boycotting a product, discussing current issues online, seeing 
family and friends, and many more. 

In this report, there are four composite measures which incorporate several specific indicators 
to summarize the level of engagement in major domains. These composites do not capture every 
aspect of civic engagement, but they are more statistically reliable than single indicators and they 
are able to convey information about groups more concisely. The four composites, each com-
posed of between two and five specific indicators, are shown below:

1) SOCIAL COHESION 
 a)  The portion of neighbors whom one trusts
 b)  Frequency of talking to neighbors
 c)  Frequency of doing favors for or receiving from neighbors 
 d)  Frequency of seeing or hearing from family or friends 

2) CIVIC LEADERSHIP AND VOICE
 a)  Visiting a public official
 b)  Membership in at least one type of group
 c)  Taking a leadership role as officer or committee member
 d)  Voting in local elections
 e)  Boycotting products or “buycotting” (choosing to buy products for social or political reasons)

3) DISCUSSION AND EXPRESSION OF POLITICAL AND COMMUNITY ISSUES
 a) Frequency of using the Internet to express political and community opinions 
 b) Frequency of discussing politics with family and friends

4) ENGAGEMENT IN THE COMMUNITY 
 a)  Volunteering at all
 b)  Volunteering at least 50 hours a year
 c)  Working with neighbors to solve problems
 d)  Attending community meetings
 e)  Donating $25 or more, or equivalent

These composite indicators were based on conceptual categories and refined based on their sta-
tistical properties. All individual scores were then standardized, so that a positive score indicates 
that an individual engages in a domain of civic engagement more than the mean. The units are in 
standard deviations: zero means exactly at the middle (i.e., the 50th percentile), and +1 means a 
person is at the 84th percentile. 

The composite scores shown in graphs below are generally in the negative range for Millennials. 
That is because the composite standardized scores are based on all adults. Younger people are 
generally less engaged than older Americans. The value of these scores, however, is for compar-
ing different groups of Millennials, or Millennials with older adults, so one should focus on differ-
ences. Whenever a single indicator seems more informative, findings and figures are included 
based on single indicators.

22.4% 
of Millennials with college 
degrees say they always vote 
in local elections vs 5.6% 
of their peers without high 
school degrees.
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WHO ENGAGES AND HOW?

Educational Attainment

Achieving more education strongly predicts the likelihood that a person becomes civically engaged. 
This pattern is well known and, in fact, has been documented in “literally thousands” of scholarly 
studies going back to 1924.12 In the CPS, the gap between young people without high school  
diplomas and college graduates is always quite large, and in some cases, a college graduate is four 
or five times as likely to engage in specific behaviors as someone without a high school diploma.

For instance, 22.4% of Millennials with college degrees say they always vote in local elections, 
versus 5.6% of their age peers without high school degrees. And 10.2% of college graduates have 
contacted a public official in the past 12 months, while only 1.7% of their peers without high school 
degrees have done so. Young people with college degrees are also much more likely to be involved 
in civic activities. Fig. 3 shows the differences for contacting officials, leading voluntary groups, 
and boycotting or “buycottting” (purchasing products for political or social reasons).

These differences may indicate that education develops people’s civic skills and interests, but an 
alternative explanation is educational attainment defines social class, and civic engagement is a 
function of social advantage. Those two explanations are still debated in the scholarly literature.13 
Furthermore, the arrow between civic engagement and education might point in both directions, 
as some research demonstrates that increased civic engagement may lead to increased access 
to educational opportunities, better academic performance, and higher retention rates in higher 
education.14

One important exception to the general rule that education and civic engagement go hand-in-
hand is social cohesion (i.e., socializing with, helping, and trusting friends and family members). 
Young people without a college education are more likely to help their neighbors on a regular ba-
sis, even though they also show, on average, lower levels of trust in their neighbors (see Figs. 4-6 
on following page). This interesting and somewhat paradoxical pattern speaks volumes about the 
environment in which they live. In poor communities, the need to assist family and friends may be 
greater, but factors like poverty, segregation, and crime often lower trust. So it might follow that 
people help without being trusting.

10.2% 
of Millennials with college 
degrees contacted a public 
official within the past  
12 months vs. 1.7% of  
their peers without high 
school degrees.
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Fig. 3: Non-Electoral Civic Activities by Educational Attainment, 18-29 Year-Olds
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Youth with less education are connected to smaller networks. In fact, only 7.4% of youth with less 
than a high school education say they can trust all of their neighbors, and 20.5% of them do not 
trust any of their neighbors. On the other hand, young people with a college education may help or 
talk with neighbors less frequently but generally trust at least some of their neighbors. Only 8.4% 
of youth with college degrees say they can trust no one in their neighborhoods. 

Some of this might be connected to attachment to place. People without college educations may 
be more likely to stay in the communities where they grew up, meaning they may know their neigh-
bors well. Pursuing a college education often means living away from home and taking jobs far 
away from the family of origin. In fact, according to CIRCLE’s analysis of 2010 Current Population 
Survey, young people, on average, have spent shorter amounts of time in the community they live 
in compared to older people. Twenty-one percent of 18-29 year olds have lived in the same com-
munity for six months or less, and only 35.5% have lived in the same community for five years or 
longer. In contrast, just 6.4% of people 30 years or older have been in the same community for six 
months or less and 67.2% have spent more than five years in the same community. These factors 
may impact the degree to which people help neighbors on a regular basis. 

20.5% 
of 18-29 year olds without 
high school degrees trust 
none of their neighbors vs. 
14.5% of those without high 
school degrees who are 30 
and older.

The sum of percentages may not be exactly 100.0% due to rounding.
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Fig. 4: Trust in Neighbors, Exchange Favors with Neighbors by Educational Attainment
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Fig. 5: Helping Neighbors by Educational Attainment, 18-29 Year-Olds

Fig. 6: Trust Neighbors by Educational Attainment, 18-29 Year-Olds
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These gaps along lines of educational access are reinforced by research conducted by Harvard 
University’s Institute of Politics. IOP conducted a survey of young Americans regarding attitudes 
toward politics and public service in the spring of 2012. The survey of 18-29 year olds reflected a 
diverse range of educational backgrounds, based on current school enrollment. 

When comparing responses among those currently enrolled in a four-year college or university, 
relative to the full group, similar gaps arise across indicators of participation. Eighty-three percent 
of four-year college students reported having been registered to vote in the 2008 presidential 
election versus only 66% of the group as a whole. Similarly, 78% of four-year college students did 
vote, relative to just 65% of the group as a whole. Similar gaps surfaced for other forms of com-
munity involvement, with 53% of four-year college students having volunteered, relative to 34% 
across the full group.15

Not only does educational access strongly predict engagement in most cases, but Millennials be-
lieve education is a critical issue to be addressed. On August 24-26, 2012, Mobilize.org convened 
more than 60 Millennial students, nonprofit professionals, and social entrepreneurs to discuss 
the challenges preventing the Millennial generation from realizing their civic and electoral poten-
tial for the 2012 election and beyond. Participants met with community leaders, elected officials, 
and social entrepreneurs to capitalize on the energy surrounding the election to create lasting 
change in their communities. Mobilize.org Summit findings indicate that one of the most pressing 
issues facing Millennials is education and they believe new education standards are needed to 
compete on a global level and to invigorate the economy.

This insight into the critical role that education plays in cultivating the skills and behaviors neces-
sary for active engagement, as well as the understanding that Millennials believe education is a 
critical issue, can lead to strategies that yield multiple rewards. Through engagement programs 
focused on education, such as tutoring and mentoring or advocating for education reform, Millen-
nials can work on a topic of importance while also helping to break the cycle of disengagement in 
the long term by improving educational opportunities for the next generation.

“As a community college 
student, I know it’s crucial 
that we make education 
more accessible and that 
we empower students to 
take leadership roles and 
share their voice both 
inside and outside of the 
classroom.”

— Jose Ibarra 
Mobilize.org Target 2020  
Florida Summit

Photo Credit: Mobilize.org
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Mobilize.org has engaged Millennials on this issue by bringing together young leaders, activists, 
and community college students to discuss the challenges they face in completing their educa-
tion. In collaboration with civic leaders, administration officials, and faculty, they worked to tackle 
these issues and develop stronger networks for student support. Participants overwhelmingly felt 
they had the power to change their communities but were not as confident their community col-
leges would help get them to make that change. 

Peer Pairing, Mobilize.org Target 2020 North Carolina Peer Pairing is a student-led 
peer to peer support group for first year community college students. Student mentors 
are paired with new students to provide support, advice and encouragement; strategies 
for adapting to a new academic environment; coaching on effective study skills; inside 
track on college support services; tips related to college policies and an opportunity to 
foster positive friendships.

Age

Even when studying one specific generation, important distinctions emerge within the age group. 
Civic engagement generally increases as young people become older. Service, civic leadership 
and voice, local voting, and discussion of political and social topics increase gradually as age 
increases. While this principle largely holds true across the Millennial generation, there are some 
important exceptions:

 ■  Offline or face-to-face discussion of current events is more common among the older Mil-
lennials than the younger Millennials. However, there is no appreciable difference in the 
frequency of online discussion by age among Millennials.

 ■  The 22-25 year olds, on average, have lower levels of social cohesion than their younger 
or older Millennial peers. For example, the 22-24 group shows a slightly lower level of 
trust in neighbors than other age groups. 

 ■  Similarly, volunteering rate is lower for the 22-25 year olds (18.2%) than the younger 
(22.0%) and the older group (21.7%). 

18.2% 
of 22-25 year olds volunteer 
in their community compared 
with 22% of 18-21 year olds.
Photo credit: Harvard IOP

Photo Credit: Mobilize.org
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Multivariate analysis indicates that today’s 22-25 year olds may represent either a unique devel-
opment stage or a sub-generation that is relatively disengaged for a variety of potential reasons. 
For example, social cohesion is generally higher for people who have college experience than 
those without. But that pattern does not apply to the 22-25 year olds in the CPS sample. The 
22-25 year olds with college experience are actually less trusting of others in the neighborhood, 
see family and friends less frequently, and work with and talk with neighbors less often than their 
non-college peers. 

A cohort explanation presumes that people born around a certain time have an enduring char-
acter. A developmental explanation posits that people who are at a certain age when they are 
surveyed tend to answer in a particular way because of their stage in life. While concrete evidence 
is lacking to support either the cohort or developmental story, it is true that the 22-25 year olds 
in this study roughly coincide with the college-graduating classes of 2008, 2009, 2010, and 
2011, entering the workforce during the particularly bad economic years and with poor employ-
ment outlook. Although in 2011, 22-25 year olds with college experience are half as likely to be 
unemployed as the 22-25 year olds with no college experience, it is possible this middle cohort of 
Millennials are following a different development trajectory than the older cohort did.

On the other hand, it may be the 22-25 year olds simply show lower social cohesion because they 
are in the transient period of their lives. Many are still away at college (most graduate from college 
when older than 25), or in graduate school, while some may be just settling into a different stage 
of their lives, such as starting a new job, getting married, or starting a family. 

Older Millennials show different demographic characteristics from younger Millennials. For ex-
ample, the youngest Millennials are more likely to live in suburban areas than older groups, more 
likely to be native-born than older groups, far less likely to be married or have children but more 
likely to be unemployed than the older Millennial groups. Among the 18-21 year olds in the labor 
force, a very high proportion (20%) are unemployed, and of those who are employed, 59.9% are 
employed only part-time. Older Millennials, as we expected, are more likely to have gone to col-
lege than the youngest group: 47.6% of 18-21 year olds have gone to college, while 63.0% and 
64.2% of the 22-25 year olds and 26-29 year olds, respectively, have gone to college.

While more evidence is needed to explore these differences between the younger and older Mil-
lennials, it can be said that the state of the economy is a pressing issue for the Millennial genera-
tion regardless. Mobilize.org Summit findings reported that the economy was the biggest issue 
that elected officials need to address. That finding is consistent with polling by Harvard’s Institute 
of Politics, which found that the economy was the top issue for 61% of 18-29s, far above health-
care, chosen by 10%. CIRCLE’s polling during the 2012 elections season also found the economy 
to be the dominant issue.16

This challenge presents another critical opportunity to intervene, as research has shown that 
civic health and economic resilience are strongly interconnected.17 Participation in civic life not 
only cultivates the skills and networks to help young people secure employment, but stronger civ-
ic health on a community level helps build the trust, access to information, reciprocity, and civic 
infrastructure that enables communities to weather a crisis. Strategies that engage Millennials in 
addressing economic issues, as with education, can yield multiple rewards by creating pathways 
for individual engagement while strengthening communities on the whole. 

Strategies that engage 
Millennials in addressing 
economic issues, as with 
education, can yield multiple 
rewards by creating pathways 
for individual engagement 
while strengthening 
communities on the whole.
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The co.space, Mobilize.org Millenial Civic Engagement Summit The co.space project 
is a program where university students and experienced change-makers live together 
for two years. The purpose of the project is to grow and nurture future world-chang-
ers. Through the program, students are given opportunities to apply sustainability in-
novation and social entrepreneurship to local community projects and global intern-
ships. The co.space project believes that more and more young people are passionate 
about becoming global change-makers but are unsure of where to start. The co.space 
is designed to create an environment where the barriers to taking those first steps  
are removed. 

Marriage and Having Children

Getting married and having children are major life changes. The general pattern is that being mar-
ried and having children boosts civic engagement, whereas having children without being mar-
ried does not. There are many possible explanations for why being married and having children 
might boost engagement, including access to a new infrastructure of engagement, whether that’s 
through schools, sports and recreation, parent associations, and more. On the other hand, the 
demands of single parenthood might make engagement in some forms more difficult. It’s impor-
tant to look closely, however, at how these results vary depending on the form of engagement. 

A statistical model was employed that estimates the effect of marriage, having children, or a com-
bination of both, while accounting for age, educational attainment, and Hispanic origins, on the 
four civic engagement composites. Results for ages 18-29 and 30+ were also compared to see if 
there are differential effects for different ages.

For Millennials, the likelihood of serving in the community primarily through service and working 
with neighbors increases when they are married. Having children does not have notable effects. 
On the other hand, for the 30+ age group, either marriage or having children in the home boost 
civic involvement. Married Millennials are just as likely to serve in the community as unmarried 
30+ adults without children in the home.

A combination of marriage and children predicts high social cohesion for Millennials. The two 
factors separately boost social cohesion by moderate amounts. The same trends are seen in the 
30+ group. Married Millennials with children report higher social cohesion than the 30+ unmar-
ried adults without children.

Photo Credit: the co.space
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For Millennials, being unmarried with children may act as a significant barrier to civic leadership 
and voice, perhaps because the demands of single-parenthood interfere with being a leader. 
Being married is associated with higher levels of civic leadership and voice, and so is having no 
children. Being married with children boosts the level of participation by a moderate amount. (See 
Fig 7 on previous page.)

Parents for College, Mobilize.org Target 2020 Florida Parents for College works with 
students enrolled at Miami Dade College Hialeah Campus to attend class while leaving 
their kids in the daycare center. The program works to prevent parents from dropping 
out by assisting them with reliable childcare services and access to a support through 
a network of student parents.

Marriage and children have different effects on discussion of current events for Millennials and 
for older adults (see Fig. 8). Among Millennials, the group most likely to discuss current events 
is unmarried and without children, perhaps because they have the most time and opportunity. 
For the 30+ group, being married but without children in the home predicts the highest level of 
discussion. Looking at the results another way, having children in the home is a negative predictor 
for the 30+ group regardless of marital status, but for the Millennials, having a child is related to 
decreased discussion only if a parent is unmarried.

Photo Credit: Mobilize.org

Photo Credit: Mobilize.org

0.5

0.4

0.3

0.2

0.1

0.0

-0.1

-0.2

-0.3

-0.4

-0.5
Not Married, 

No Kids
Not Married,

Have Kids
Married,
No Kids

Married,
Have Kids

Fig. 8: Discussion of Current Events by Marital Status and Parenthood

  18-29 Year Olds     30+

0.00

-0.02

-0.30

-0.10
-0.13

0.06

-0.12

0.18



16   MILLENNIAL S C I V IC HEALTH INDE X 

Making Democracy Count, Mobilize.org Target 2020 Florida Making Democracy 
Count is a user-friendly web page that contains information for Miami Dade College  
Millennials on how to register to vote, access information on candidates, attend  
scheduled debates, as well as how to contact elected officials on a local, state and  
national level.  The platform also offers interactive political trivia and social media  
integration designed for a Millennial audience. 

Hispanic Background

Hispanic background appears strongly connected to lower rates of civic engagement in general. 
At the same time, it is often reported that Hispanic students are at the highest risk for not obtain-
ing high school diplomas for a variety of reasons. For example, the National Center for Education 
Statistics reports that in 2010 15.1% of Hispanic and 8.0% of African American students dropped 
out of high school, compared with 5.1% of Whites and 4.2% of Asians.18 To tease out the effects of 
education versus ethnicity, a regression model was conducted to estimate the effect of Hispanic 
background accounting for education, marriage, gender, employment, and presence of children. 

This model found that both Hispanic origin and educational attainment independently and sig-
nificantly predict engagement, after accounting for other demographic factors. One exception 
was social cohesion, which was negatively related to Hispanic origin but unrelated to educational 
attainment. 

It is worth thinking about what factors relate to having a Hispanic background and which of those 
factors may lower civic engagement among Hispanic youth. Is civic engagement reduced, for  
example, by the experience of immigration and moving to a new context, by language barriers, 
by the citizenship status of the individual or his or her parents, by cultural norms in Hispanic  
communities, by a lack of opportunities for engagement that are consistent with the young  
person’s culture or environment, or by ineffective recruitment and engagement by civic institutions? 
Further research is needed to elucidate this relationship. 

15.1% 
of Hispanic students dropped 
out of high school in 2010 
compared with 8% of  
African Americans and 5.1% 
of Whites.

Photo Credit: Mobilize.org
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Region

Millennials can be viewed as living in four regions (the North, South, Midwest, and West) and in 
urban, suburban, or rural communities -- producing a total of 12 geographical categories. Living 
in these different places does not predict civic engagement as strongly as education, ethnicity, 
or other demographic factors do, but we find some significant differences related to geography. 
These differences may be useful for organizations and leaders seeking to engage Millennials in 
different parts of the country. 

As an illustrative example, Fig. 9 shows that urban Millennials are generally more likely to dis-
cuss current events than rural or suburban young people. In fact, controlling for education, age, 
Hispanic background, marital status, presence of children, and female gender, urbanicity is a 
significant predictor of the frequency at which people discuss current events. But that difference 
is pronounced in the Midwest and South and absent in the West. Furthermore, there are very 
modest differences in the amount of discussion among urbanites across the country, but rural 
Northeasterners discuss current events much more than their rural counterparts in other regions.

Contrary to stereotypes about the sociable South, a Millennial’s region does not correlate with 
social cohesion once other factors are accounted for. However, rural residents are generally more 
likely to have high social cohesion than urban or suburban residents. This urban-suburban-rural 
trend is consistent across regions, but the difference between urban and rural areas is smallest 
in the Northeast. 

Young people in the western and midwestern states are more likely to participate in civic leader-
ship and voice activities than young people in the Northeast or South. Suburban youth are less 
likely to participate in these ways than urban or rural youth, when we control for other factors. 
Again, this national relationship conceals more complex regional patterns. Living in urban areas 
predicts higher levels of leadership and voice in the Midwest and South, while it predicts lower 
levels in the Northeast. Living in the suburbs appears to most negatively affect young people liv-
ing in the southern and midwestern states, and suburban living does not seem to have the same 
deleterious effect in the Northeast and West. 

“Urban areas like Detroit 
are filled with rising 
Millennial leaders and 
innovative thinkers. We 
are doing a disservice 
to our communities and 
our nation if we don’t 
better engage them in 
politics, civic dialogue and 
community challenges.”

— Jay Rayford, 
Mobilize.org Millennial  
Civic Engagement Summit
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After accounting for all other factors, young people in northeastern states are significantly less 
likely than their peers elsewhere to engage in service-related activities. Young people living in the 
western states are significantly more likely to engage in service than young people in the North-
east or South. At the same time, young people in urban areas are significantly less likely to engage 
in these activities than suburban or rural youth. Thus, as Fig. 10 shows, the urban Northeast is 
far behind the rural West in service. Note also that the South displays an unusual pattern in which 
rural youth are less likely to participate in service than urban and suburban youth. 

Charlotte Urban Farm Project, Mobilize.org Millennial Civic Engagement Summit  
Charlotte Urban Farm Project is an effort to create access to local food while meeting 
and engaging communities, individuals, and organizations where they are. The Project 
relies completely on recycled, borrowed as well as donated material and the farm sites 
act as a community space where citizens can initiate projects to meet their needs. 
Through the establishment of community-based CSA’s, the Urban Farm Project lays the 
groundwork for a much needed Charlotte-area food co-op system that is working to  
address food deserts.Photo Credit: Mobilize.org
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CONCLUSION
Millennials are a diverse generation, with a strong civic foundation but critical opportunities for 
growth. Understanding the multifaceted ways in which young people engage in their communities 
is the first step to informing strategies that are responsive to these differences. 

Numerous studies have shown the growing civic gap along lines of educational attainment and 
income, and these gaps are pronounced in the Millennial generation. Millennials report that edu-
cation is a critical issue to competing in a global economy. The economic crisis in which many 
Millennials have come of age has, in particular, created new barriers and challenges to cultivating 
strong engagement. Furthermore, as research from all partners on this study has reinforced, the 
economy is the most pressing issue that Millennials feel needs to be addressed.

This challenge is even more critical to the civic health of the nation as research has shown that 
civic health and economic resilience are strongly interconnected.19 Participation in civic life not 
only cultivates the skills and networks to help young people secure employment, but stronger civic 
health on a community level helps build the trust, access to information, reciprocity, and civic in-
frastructure that enables communities to weather a crisis. Creating pathways to engagement that 
speak to a diverse generation will prove critical to not only their individual trajectories but also the 
vitality of our communities in the years to come.

Initiatives like those described in this report engage and are responsive to youth voice and cul-
tivate youth ownership over building the communities in which they want to work and live. They 
also provide a powerful reminder that, contrary to some public misconceptions, young people are 
engaged in their communities in important ways. 

For some, youth turnout on November 6, 2012 came as a surprise. For others, it was simply an 
affirmation that Millennials are making their voices heard, and contributing their time and talents, 
on a daily basis in communities across the country. On Election Night, President Obama reminded 
the nation that, “The role of citizen in our democracy does not end with your vote. America’s never 
been about what can be done for us. It’s about what can be done by us together through the hard 
and frustrating but necessary work of self-government. That’s the principle we were founded on.” 
Millennials across the nation are heeding this and other calls to action, but more must be done to 
ensure all young people can realize their potential to do this work together.
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TECHNICAL NOTES :
Most of the findings presented above are based on analysis of the 
Census Current Population Survey (CPS) data, conducted by the Cen-
ter for Information and Research on Civic Learning and Engagement 
(CIRCLE). The data sources include CPS September Volunteering 
Supplement, 2011, the CPS November Voting/Registration Supple-
ment (2010), and the CPS Civic Engagement Supplement. The Cur-
rent Population Survey is a survey of approximately 50,000 house-
holds nationwide, used primarily to estimate monthly labor statistics. 
The CPS supplements are given in addition to the labor survey each 
month and cover a variety of topics including volunteering, civic and 
political engagement, and voting. The CPS supplements are the larg-
est data source for volunteering, civic engagement and voting avail-
able in the U.S. 

The composite scales for social cohesion, civic leadership and voice, 
discussion and expression of political and community issues, and 
engagement in the community were constructed using the items that 
were available in the CPS surveys, and validated by factor analysis. 
Each of the composite scales was found to have acceptable inter-
nal consistency, and to represent one construct. The analyses that 
included composite measures controlled for demographic factors 
such as gender, education and age using General Linear Modeling. 
For more details, please contact Kei Kawashima-Ginsberg, the Lead 
Researcher of CIRCLE, at kei.kawashima_ginsberg@tufts.edu.

All of the analyses were conducted for young people aged 18 to 29 
unless otherwise noted. Voting and registration statistics are based 
on eligible citizen population. 

Items in the Composites:

1) SOCIAL COHESION
 a)  The portion of neighbors whom one trusts
 b)  Frequency of talking to neighbors
 c)  Frequency of doing favors for or receiving from neighbors
 d)  Frequency of seeing or hearing from family or friends

2) CIVIC LEADERSHIP AND VOICE
 a)  Ever visit a public official
 b)  Membership in at least one type of group
 c)  Taking a leadership role as officer or committee member
 d)  Voting in local elections
 e)   Boycotting products or “buycotting” (choosing to buy  

products for social or political reasons)

3)  DISCUSSION AND EXPRESSION OF POLITICAL AND  
COMMUNITY ISSUES

 a)  Frequency of using the Internet to express political and  
community opinions 

 b)  Frequency of discussing politics with family and friends

4) ENGAGEMENT IN THE COMMUNITY
 a)  Volunteering at all
 b)  Volunteering at least 50 hours a year
 c)  Working with neighbors to solve problems
 d)  Attending community meetings
 e)  Donating $25 or more or equivalent
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CIVIC HEALTH INDEX

State and Local Partnerships

NCoC began America’s Civic Health Index in 2006 to measure the level of civic engagement and health of our democracy. In 2009, 
NCoC was incorporated into the Edward M. Kennedy Serve America Act, and directed to expand this civic health assessment in part-
nership with the Corporation for National and Community Service and the U.S. Census Bureau.

NCoC now works with partners in over 30 communities nationwide to use civic data to lead and inspire a public dialogue about the 
future of citizenship in America and to drive sustainable civic strategies.
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