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following is a summary of the two new reports written by J. 
foster-Bey, James B. hyman and peter Levine

In order to support efforts to reach groups that are under-
represented in volunteer and service programs, we present two 
new background papers that examine rates of voluntary ser-
vice and other forms of civic engagement among various sub-
groups of americans. These papers were commissioned by the 
Corporation for national and Community service.  The papers are: 
CIrCLe working paper #62 “do race, ethnicity, Citizenship and 
socio-economic status determine Civic-engagement” and CIrCLe 
working paper #63 “Civic engagement and the disadvantaged: 
Challenges, opportunities and recommendations” and can be 
downloaded from the CIrCLe web site at http://www.civicyouth.
org/?p=326.

as shown In These papers, voLun-
TeerIng and oTher forms of CIvIC 
engagemenT BenefIT Those who 
parTICIpaTe as weLL as Those whom 
They serve.  we shouLd Therefore 
Be ConCerned when any groups of 
amerICans may noT Be aCCessIng 
These BenefITs. 

as shown in these papers, volunteering and other forms of civic 
engagement benefit those who participate as well as those whom 
they serve.  we should therefore be concerned when any groups 
of americans may not be accessing these benefits.  But we should 
be particularly concerned where any group whom we believe to 
be disadvantaged by reason of income, education, class, race or 
gender are underrepresented in these programs.  These are the 
groups whom we believe stand to gain the greatest individual and 
community benefits from their engagement and service.

The papers we have prepared draw upon and summarize cur-
rent empirical evidence.  By examining recent data and reviewing 
the literature, we provide explanations for why volunteering rates 
may differ. we explore two hypotheses:

hypothesis #1: when activities such as volunteering in for-
mal organizations, participation in national service projects and 
membership in civic organizations are used to measure “civic 
participation,” there are substantial differences in measures of civic 
engagement between disadvantaged and non-disadvantaged 
individuals.

hypothesis #2: But there is little difference in civic engagement 
between disadvantaged and non-disadvantaged people when 
other civic activities such as “working on community problems” 
and “social protest” are examined. 

Interestingly, there is no conflict between these hypotheses and 
therefore both could be true.  If true, the first hypothesis could 
suggest that disadvantaged persons may be less interested in vol-
unteering and similar forms of civic participation.  This implies that 
there may be a need for greater education and outreach.  That is, 
we may need to show disadvantaged americans why these more 
formal modes of civic engagement create value for them and their 
communities.  But it might also mean that disadvantaged persons 
may have fewer opportunities or face more barriers to participat-
ing in volunteer programs and similar forms of civic participation.  
This suggests an additional need to examine possible barriers to 
participation and to pursue strategies aimed at removing these 
barriers. 

The second hypothesis, if true, suggests that funders, policy-
makers and program managers should expand their thinking 
about what constitutes legitimate civic participation and begin 
exploring more creative approaches to support and recognize 
these alternative forms of civic participation. 

The two papers provide empirical data to inform discussion of 
these issues. The first paper, by J. foster-Bey, uses the single most 
reliable and current dataset to estimate rates of volunteering and 
civic engagement by race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status 
(defined in terms of family income and educational background). 
foster-Bey’s source is the Current population survey (Cps) annual 
volunteering supplement for 2005-7. The Cps volunteering 
supplement was sponsored by the Corporation for national and 
Community service. sixty-thousand households were surveyed: a 
very large and high-quality sample, compared to any other survey 
of voluntary participation in america. The Cps asks about several 
forms of civic engagement, not only volunteering but also attend-
ing community meetings and working on community problems. 
There are questions, too, about the venue of volunteering and 
whether and how volunteers were recruited. The Cps offers rich 
information about respondents’ backgrounds. 

foster-Bey uses this dataset to show that race and ethnicity and 
socioeconomic status are each predictors of voluntary participa-
tion. whites and people of higher socioeconomic status are more 
likely to say that they “volunteer” and are somewhat more likely to 
say they engage in the other civic activities measured in the Cps.
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megan greenwell, “applicants flock to Teacher Corps for needy 
areas,”  washington post, december 06, 2008

“student voting efforts appauled” by Jeannie m. nuss The Boston 
globe 12/3/2008

“Be the Change Inaugural Ball” will Celebrate Community service” by 
suzanne perry The Chronicle of philanthropy 11/26/2008

“at Least 52% of young americans voted This year, new data show” 
by sara hebel The Chronicle of higher education 11/24/2008

“obama’s millennial marketers: young voters helped sell obama To 
The nation -- and now he hopes To hold on To Them” mary gilbert The 
national Journal 11/21/2008

“The 2012 Landscape” by Carrie dann msnBC 11/20/2008

“Blacks,  youths Turn out; vote record holds” by  valerie richardson 
The washington Times 11/6/2008 

“young voters have some Clout, and They used It.” ap martha Irvine, 
november 4, 2008

“obama plans to use young voters” by sara murray The wall street 
Journal 8/28/2008

“getting out the vote, Keeping up with the youth” by Brookes Barnes 
The new york Times 8/13/2008

“voter rolls Trend younger” by associated press The washington post 
8/13/2008

C I r C L e  I n  T h e  n e w s

fosTer-Bey uses ThIs daTaseT To 
show ThaT raCe and eThnICITy and 
soCIoeConomIC sTaTus are eaCh 
predICTors of voLunTary parTICIpa-
TIon. 

But for all of its strengths, the Cps does not measure many 
activities that have also been defined in the literature as “civic 
engagement.” These activities—voluntary contributions of 
money and/or time—include voting, protesting, contacting the 
news media, participating in religious congregations, and work-
ing for political candidates, among others.  The Cps volunteering 
supplement has two other limitations: it began recently and it 
does not ask questions about volunteers’ motives or opinions.

Therefore, a second paper by James B. hyman and peter 
Levine draws on a wide variety of surveys and published stud-
ies to set a broader context. Their paper summarizes historical 
trends since the 1970s and provides hypotheses about why 
we may see different rates of participation in various specific 
forms of civic engagement by race, ethnicity, gender, age, and 
socioeconomic status. This paper concludes with recommenda-
tions for the Corporation to consider as it refines its strategy for 
inclusion.


