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i n  t h i s  i s s u eTHe internet’s role in making engaged 
citizens

Contrary to popular belief, new research finds that youth who pursue interests on the 

Internet are more likely to be civically and politically engaged.1 Drawing on a panel sur-

vey of the online practices and the civic and political engagement of youth (ages 16–21), 

this new study, partially funded by CIRCLE, addresses broad and timely questions about 

the ways in which the Internet and digital media are impacting democratic and political 

engagement, particularly among youth.

The study’s findings run counter to two commonly held assumptions: first, that the 

Internet makes exposure to divergent political viewpoints unlikely, the so-called “echo 

chamber” effect; and second, that the Internet promotes shallow activism among youth, 

so-called “slacktivism.”

Young People Engaging Online,  also Engaging in the  
Real-World

This new research suggests that interacting online does not cause young people to drop 

out of their real-world communities. Young people in the study who became heavily 

involved in online communities tended to increase their offline volunteering, charity, and 

work with neighbors. According to Joseph Kahne, author of the study, education professor 

at Mills College and CIRCLE Advisory Board member, “Research demonstrates that many 

youth are disengaged from traditional forms of civic and political life but are very engaged 

with new media. Our study findings strongly suggest that there are ways to build on their 

engagement with digital media to foster engagement in civic life.”

Young people in the study who became heavily 
involved in online communities tended to  
increase their offline volunteering, charity, 
and work with neighbors.

No Echo Chamber

For more than a decade, many authors and observers have worried that people go 

online to have their own political and ideological views confirmed, causing society to 

become more polarized. However, the new study finds that young people who see any 

political opinions online tend to see diverse opinions. (A larger concern is the substantial 
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The Research Roundup column highlights recent 

research findings commissioned or generated by 

CIRCLE. Also included is an update on new CIRCLE 

products such as Fact Sheets, Research Articles, 

Research Abstracts, Bibliographies, and Datasets. 
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proportion, 34%, who don’t see political opinions at all when they 

are online.) 

Research suggests media literacy can be 
taught

It is difficult to use the Internet and other new media effectively 

and responsibly, and therefore we need to know whether such 

skills can be taught. The new study examined how often students 

were required by schools to use the Internet to get information or 

different perspectives on political or social issues, how often they 

were given assignments to create something to put on the web, 

and also whether they had learned to assess the trustworthiness of 

online information.

The study suggests that studying 
digital media in these ways 
dramatically increased the odds  
that students would be exposed  
to diverse perspectives online and 
would engage online with civic and 
political issues.

The study suggests that studying digital media in these ways dra-

matically increased the odds that students would be exposed to 

diverse perspectives online and would engage online with civic and 

political issues. The study showed that young people are not all “digi-

tal natives,” and that digital media literacy education substantially 

increases their exposure to diverse perspectives and boosts the like-

lihood of their engaging online with civic and political issues. These 

results have significant implications for school and after-school pro-

grams as well as for parents. Many young people will benefit if they 

learn how to tap into the full potential of digital media. 

The results of this new study are consistent with research previously 

conducted by CIRCLE. For example, CIRCLE has found that young 

people who use new forms of electronic media for civic purposes 

tend to volunteer at higher rates than those who do not.

Continued on Page 3
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This is true for youth without college experience as well as youth 

with college experience. As shown below, non-college youth 

who use various types of media are 10 percent to almost 40 

percent more likely to volunteer than their counterparts who do 

not use new media.

To read more go to: 

http://www.civicyouth.org/the-internets-role-in-making-

engaged-citizens/  «

Endnotes

1    According to the report, “Interest-driven participation items asked how participants 
a) used the Internet to organize social or recreational events (games, concerts, dances, 
competitions), b) used the Internet to organize an online group, discussion or Web site, 
c) went online to participate in a special interest community, such as a fan site or a site 
where you talk with others about a hobby, sports, or special interest, d) gave someone 
you don’t know feedback for something they wrote or put online, and e) was a leader in 
an online community” (11). 

Continued from Page 2

Graph 1: Percent Increase in Volunteering Associated with Media Use

Source: Emily Hoban Kirby, Karlo Barrios Marcelo, and Kei Kawashima-Ginsberg, “Volunteering and College Experience,” CIRCLE Fact 
Sheet, August 2009, using data from the National Conference on Citizenship’s America’s Civic Health Index survey, 2008.
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After peaking at 33% in 2005, the volunteering rate of 16- to 

18-year-olds has been on a decline over the past four years 

(2006-2009), according to CIRCLE’s latest fact sheet, “Youth 

Volunteering in the States: 2002 to 2009.” Sixteen-to 18-year-

olds, traditionally the most active age group in regards to vol-

unteering, now volunteer (as of 2009) at a rate similar to those 

age 25 and above (28%), while 19- to 24-year-olds continue 

to participate at the lowest rate of the three groups (19%). 

While the decline is not precipitous, CIRCLE’s data indicates a 

troubling trend: not only is the national volunteering rate of 

those ages 16 to 18 below the 2005 peak of 33%, but the rates 

since 2005 have been consistently lower than those from 2002 

to 2005. Several states have tried to address lower volunteer 

rates among young people, with the implementation of com-

munity service and service-learning activities; despite these 

efforts, lower rates may be indicative of declining volunteering 

opportunities for youth. 

Graph 1: National Volunteering Rate by Age Group

Source: Census Current Population Survey (CPS) September Supplement, 2002-2009

Youth Volunteering Rates Vary by Age and 
State:  19-  to 24-year-olds Participate at 
Lowest Rate

CIRCLE’s analysis of youth volunteering rates from 2002 to 

2009 shows that participation varies by age group. Teenagers 

between 16 and 18 have typically led young people in vol-

unteering rates, followed by those age 25 and over. However, 

the gap between these two groups has narrowed since 2002: 

28% of people in each group reported volunteering in 2009. 

Conversely, 19- to 24-year-olds typically volunteer at the lowest 

level of the three groups: 18 to 20 percent of youth age 19 to 

24 volunteered between 2002 and 2009, with a current rate of 

19%. 

Several states have tried to  
address lower volunteer rates 
among young people, with the 
implementation of community  
service and service-learning 
activities.

Volunteer rates vary not only among age groups, but also 

among states. For example, in 2009 there was a 25-point gap 

between 19- to 24-year-olds in Utah (36%) and in Mississippi 

(9%) who reported volunteering. The states’ civic cultures, 

the number of universities and nonprofits, and differences in 

states’ general civic infrastructure may account for the variance, 

though research is needed to confirm these hypotheses. 

Table 1: Lowest Volunteer Rates among 19-to 24-year-olds, 2009

Lowest Ranking State Volunteer Rate

1 Mississippi 9%

2 Louisiana 10%

3 New York 11%

4 Nevada 12%

5 Massachusetts 13%

5 West Virginia 13%

Source: Census Current Population Survey (CPS) September Supplement, 2009

Table 2: Highest Volunteer Rates among 19-to 24-year-olds, 2009

Top Ranking State Volunteer Rate

1 Utah 36%

2 Wisconsin 33%

3 Maine 32%

4 District of Columbia 29%

5 Iowa 27%

5 South Dakota 27%

5 Washington 27%

Source: Census Current Population Survey (CPS) September Supplement, 2009

 

New CIRCLE Fact Sheet Shows Youth Volunteering rates on a decline 
after 2005 peak 

Continued on Page 5
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Boston,  Twin Cities,  and Seattle 
Volunteering Patterns Mimic National 
Trends 

CIRCLE’s latest research shows that volunteering rates vary 

not only among states and age groups over time, but also 

by locality. To understand these differences, the volunteering 

patterns in Boston, the Twin Cities region, and the Seattle 

metropolitan areas were closely analyzed. Boston was chosen 

because of its high concentration of colleges, universities 

and non-profit organizations, whereas the Twin Cities region 

(Minneapolis-St. Paul) was selected because of its high level 

of overall civic engagement. Seattle was also included, due 

to its strong youth volunteering base. All three areas indeed 

have rates of volunteering well above the national averages, 

but the analysis shows that national trends still apply in these 

locales as well. 

Even in locations with robust 
service-related infrastructure, 
strong civic cultures, and high 
rates of volunteerism, the gap 
between 19- to 24-year-olds and 
both their younger (ages 16 to 
18) and older (age 25 and over) 
counterparts can be seen. 

Even in locations with robust service-related infrastructure, 

strong civic cultures, and high rates of volunteerism, the gap 

between 19- to 24-year-olds and both their younger (ages 

16 to 18) and older (age 25 and over) counterparts can be 

seen. CIRCLE’s research points to the transience of this age 

group (noted in Boston’s sizeable student population) and 

the decreased likelihood that they will be asked to volunteer 

(noted in Seattle). Specifically, the data shows that 6.1% of 

19- to 24-year-olds in Boston volunteer on a consistent basis, 

compared to 13.2% of their younger counterparts (those ages 

16 to 18) and 12.3% of their older counterparts. According to 

the data in Seattle, 15.9% of those age 25 and above report 

being asked to volunteer. Conversely, only 11.9% of youth 

ages 19 to 24 report being asked to serve. 

In the Twin Cities area, which has a strong civic culture and 

numerous opportunities to serve, 19- to 24-year-olds still vol-

unteer at the lowest rates among all age groups. 

A Move toward the Integration of 
Volunteering into K-12  Curricula,  but 
Results Not Yet Clear 

As of 2008, 68% of schools offer community service oppor-

tunities, up from 64% in 1999. In fact, Maryland and the 

District of Columbia mandate that all students volunteer or 

participate in service-learning in order to graduate. Despite 

the enactment of this policy in 1992, Maryland’s average vol-

unteer rate has been lower in the past four years (2006-2009) 

than in the previous four years (2002-2005) by a difference of 

ten percentage points. Although community service oppor-

tunities are now available in more schools than they were a 

decade ago, service-learning opportunities are down nearly 

ten points over the same time period (32% in 1999 to 24% 

in 2008). 

An additional factor that complicates the assessment of initia-

tives to incorporate service into K-12 curricula is that imple-

mentation varies among states and even districts. States may 

apply their standards differently, and counties and districts 

within these states sometimes have their own specific policies 

and implementation procedures. Currently, sample sizes at 

the district level are too small to draw meaningful and statisti-

cally significant conclusions. 

CIRCLE and others will be looking closely at the outcomes of 

such initiatives to assess their impact on youth service and 

civic engagement in general.

This fact sheet on volunteering can be found at

http://www.civicyouth.org/ featured-youth-volunteering-in-

the-states-2002-to-2009/ «

Continued from Page 4
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On January 24, 2011, the National Conference on Citizenship,  

The Florida Joint Center for Citizenship, and the Center for 

Democracy and Citizenship at Augsburg College in Minneapolis 

released a major new report entitled Tale of Two Cities: Civic 

Heath in Miami and Minneapolis-St. Paul. CIRCLE contributed to 

the research, and CIRCLE staff members Kei Kawashima-Ginsberg 

and Peter Levine were co-authors. The full report is available 

from the National Conference on Citizenship at www.ncoc.net/

TwoCitiesCHI.

Data show starkly different civic  
cultures in Miami and Minneapolis

Miami is the least civically engaged major city in the country and 

Minneapolis-St. Paul is the most engaged, according to measures 

included in the annual Census Current Population Survey (CPS). 

The CPS provides data on volunteering, voting, membership 

in voluntary groups and associations, exchanging favors with 

neighbors, use of the news media, discussion of current events, 

and everyday forms of sociability, such as entertaining friends. 

Miami and Minneapolis-St. Paul have markedly different demo-

graphics, but those differences do not explain the civic engage-

ment gap. In both communities (as elsewhere in the United 

States), people with more education and income tend to engage 

more in civic affairs. But individuals in Minneapolis-St. Paul who 

are in the lowest income group are more likely to volunteer, 

attend public meetings, work with neighbors, participate in poli-

tics outside of elections, and participate in associations than are 

people in the wealthiest tier in Miami. An individual with a high 

school education in Minneapolis-St. Paul is about as likely to be 

engaged as an individual with a college education in Miami.

The report argues that the civic gap between Minneapolis-St.

Paul and Miami reflects divergent attitudes toward citizenship 

and public work that permeate these metropolitan areas’ institu-

tions (public, nonprofit, and private) and that cause them to use 

different strategies and practices on a daily basis. 

The report argues that the civic culture of Minneapolis-St.Paul 

is oriented toward enlisting diverse people—paid employees as 

well as volunteers—in a common project of shaping the area’s 

future without abandoning their own cultural backgrounds and 

values. Those norms are less evident in the Miami area, which 

appears to be more balkanized and less reliant on citizens to cre-

ate a common future. 

“Over the next generation, America  
will look more like Miami than  
Minneapolis, and the challenge  
of empowerment in the face of  
change and diversity that Miami 
faces today will be echoed in  
communities across the nation,”  
said former Senator Bob Graham  
(D-FL). “The lessons learned here  
will have important implications  
for the future .”

Creating cultural shifts toward 
engagement

The CPS does not measure everything. It is not designed to tell 

us about the content of civic experiences: what people do when 

they volunteer or join groups. Nor does it reveal their values, 

motivations, and goals. Finally, it measures only unpaid, volun-

tary acts, from voting to volunteering. People can also be active 

citizens as part of their paid work. For example, the Minneapolis 

Police Department has won awards for community policing, an 

example of civic engagement that is woven into professional 

practices. In the report, Harry Boyte, co-director of the Center for 

Democracy and Citizenship, provides a historical and interpre-

tive portrait of civic culture in the Twin Cities that should inspire 

similar strategies everywhere.

“It is important to understand [the] underlying factors that con-

tribute to the vitality of a civic culture of engagement,” said Bob 

Graham, former U. S. Senator, Florida Governor, and life-long 

Miami resident. “While Miami’s unique demographics do not 

fully explain its low level of civic engagement, the combination 

of rapid growth and extraordinary diversity define a social, eco-

nomic, and political context within which citizens and commu-

nity leaders must find a way to create a culture of engagement. 

Over the next generation, America will look more like Miami than 

Minneapolis, and the challenge of empowerment in the face of 

change and diversity that Miami faces today will be echoed in 

communities across the nation. The lessons learned here will 

have important implications for the future.”  «

The importance of civic culture: comparing miami and minneapolis-
st.Paul

The following two articles highlight reports on the civic health 
of several states and two cities. These reports were a joint 
effort between the National Conference on Citizenship, local 
nonprofit organizations, and CIRCLE. 
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The last issue of Around the CIRCLE summarized reports on the civic 

health of Missouri, Arizona, North Carolina, Virginia, Ohio, California 

and the Greater Seattle metropolitan area. Since then, reports on the 

civic health of Pennsylvania, Maryland, New York, Oklahoma, Illinois, 

and the Chicagoland region have been released.1

These reports, produced by the National Conference on Citizenship 

(NCoC), seek to highlight the strengths and weaknesses of states’ 

civic health. CIRCLE contributed to the analysis for the state-specific 

data. This article summarizes the major findings of the latest state 

reports.

Young People Stay Connected to News and 
Family via Technology 

Research shows a relationship between access to the news and 

civic engagement: those who follow the news are more likely to 

engage in a variety of civic activities. According to many of the 

state reports, young people follow the news at lower rates than 

their adult counterparts.2 Despite lower levels of attentiveness to 

the news, young people in many states are using technology to 

obtain the news. In Maryland, for instance, Millennials are the most 

likely to access current events through the Internet (30.8% versus 

22.8% for Generation X, 22.0% for Boomers, and 15.0% for the 

Silent Generation). Providing more opportunities or incentives for 

Millennials to follow the news via the Internet is a potential pathway 

to getting young people engaged in civic life.

Having close ties with family,  
friends, and neighbors is believed  
to be a foundation of good civic  
health, and in fact, research finds 
a strong relationship between 
connecting with others and several 
forms of civic participation.

Having close ties with family, friends, and neighbors is believed to be 

a foundation of good civic health, and in fact, research finds a strong 

relationship between connecting with others and several forms 

of civic participation. Nationally, young Americans are less likely 

to have face-to-face contact with family and neighbors than older 

adults but instead are more likely to keep in close touch with family 

and friends using the Internet. Similarly, in New York, Millennials 

were the age group most likely to report using an electronic tool to 

communicate with family and friends (62% versus 46% for adults 

aged 35-54, and 32% for over 55). 

Youth in New York and Pennsylvania 
Volunteer at Lower Rates than their Adult 
Counterparts

Nationally, young people are volunteering at lower levels than their 

adults counterparts. Many states also found this pattern. In New York, 

age was found to be a predictor of volunteering. Fourteen percent of 

16-to 24-year-olds in New York were volunteers, compared to almost 

a quarter of 44-to 55-year-olds. Similarly, Millennial Pennsylvanians 

were the least likely along with those born in 1930 or before, to get 

involved in their neighborhoods. (The Millenials’ rate was 4.6%.) 

Even so, Millennials show promise; volunteering rates are slightly 

higher for Millennials now than they were for Boomers when they 

were the same age.3 The Internet and technology could provide ven-

ues for young people to hear about opportunities and get involved.4

Civic Education Programs Seek to Provide 
Opportunities to Participate

Several state reports highlighted the need for stronger civics educa-

tion programs in schools. The Illinois Civic Health Index, for example, 

recommended a holistic civic education approach, which includeds 

community-based learning, a family structure with models of civic 

participation, and a government institution that nurtures civic 

engagement. Maryland has broken new ground, as the first and 

only state to require service-learning as a condition for high school 

graduation. On the other hand, the Oklahoma report showed that 

slightly less than a third (29%) of students in the state were involved 

in community service, service-learning, and civic engagement 

activities. 

Youth Voter Turnout Up in 2008 ,  but 
Generational Gaps still  Persist

Nationally, youth voter turnout increased between 2000 and 2008. 

However, young people still vote at lower rates than their adult 

counterparts, and this gap is growing in some states. Pennsylvania, 

for instance, saw a decrease in youth voter turnout. 

Maryland, which ranks in the top third for voter turnout, found that 

new reports available on the civic health of pa, md, ny, ok, il, and 
chicago, show age gaps in civic engagement

Continued on Page 12
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CIRCLE focuses on the half of the youth population without col-

lege experience. For many youth in low-income communities, 

the criminal justice system has significant effects on everyday 

life. Because of a lack of data, it is difficult to understand the 

civic effects of interactions with the criminal justice system. This 

article, however, summarizes some existing published research.1

Interaction with the Criminal Justice 
System Negatively Impacts Civic Efficacy

In their analysis of youth in the National Longitudinal Study of 

Adolescent Health and the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing 

Study, Vesla M. Weaver and Amy E. Lerman find that increasing 

contact with the criminal justice system decreases the likelihood 

of civic and political participation later in life. “Even a minor 

encounter with the police that did not result in arrest is associ-

ated with a reduced likelihood of turning out in an election.” 2 

(The Fragile Families dataset includes a measure of ineligibility 

to vote.)

“Even a minor encounter with  
the police that did not result  
in arrest is associated with a  
reduced likelihood of turning  
out in an election.”

In an analysis of Black Youth Project Survey data, Amir Fairdosi 

finds that “the act of being arrested has a negative and statis-

tically significant impact on almost all indicators of political 

efficacy” regardless of race and ethnicity.3 Christopher Uggen 

and Jeff Manza (2006) find a similar dynamic with respect to 

efficacy and trust in their analysis of longitudinal data from St. 

Paul, Minnesota. 4

Uggen and Manza also find that youth who were incarcerated 

are less likely (when compared to their peers who have been 

arrested but not convicted or not arrested at all) to trust the gov-

ernment or believe in their own ability to affect the government 

(“efficacy”).5 

Incarceration also has an indirect effect on a person’s civic pro-

pensities through long-term effects on wages and employment.6 

In contrast, according to literature on the “transition to adult-

hood,” work and the workplace expose young people to skills, 

resources, people, and opportunities that provide a gateway 

to civic life.7 Civic-related youth programs that provide work 

experiences can have a similar effect, such as Youth Corps8 and 

AmeriCorps. 9

Civic Participation Can potentially reduce 
recidivism

Christopher Uggen and Jennifer Janikula find that civic participa-

tion can be a preventive force against arrest and interaction with 

the criminal justice system. Their study examines the impact of 

volunteering on recidivism rates. The majority of volunteers in 

the study focus on what they call ‘secular-civic’ activities, or “activ-

ities [that] occur outside a religious, partisan, or private business 

setting.”10 The results show that “only three percent of the vol-

unteers were arrested in the four years following high school, 

compared to 11% of the non-volunteers.”11 An evaluation of the 

National Guard Youth ChallenNGe program, which has a com-

munity service component, finds that the study’s control group 

is more likely to be arrested, convicted or incarcerated.12 Other 

research finds similar results with juvenile offenders.13 YouthBuild 

is a program focused on building low-income youth’s job skills, 

educational credentials and community-focused leadership. An 

evaluation of the YouthBuild Youth Offender grants (conducted 

between 2004-2006) finds that 75% of participants at the time 

of data collection (April and December 2007) had “no further 

conviction or revocation of probation/parole.”14 Additionally, 

Mark Cohen and Alex Piquero analyzed a subset of this program 

data and also found that offending among YouthBuild graduates 

decreased and educational outcomes increased.15

Research has also focused on  
re-entry into civil society after  
incarceration as a particularly  
important time with respect to  
what Christopher Uggen and col-
leagues call “civic reintegration.”

Research has also focused on re-entry into civil society after 

incarceration as a particularly important time with respect to 

what Christopher Uggen and colleagues call “civic reintegration.”16 

Gordon Bazemore and Carsten Erbe provide a theoretical 

background on this model.17 	

Do interactions with the criminal justice system have civic 
effects? 

Continued on Page 9
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n "In political game, They're the farm team," 
by Jennifer myers, lowell sun, 2/7/2011

n "Why miami civic health is lowest in nation - and 
the twin cities is tops," by doug dobson, westside 
gazette, 2/2/2011

n "volunteering spirit catches fire," 
by linda matchan, boston globe, 2/1/2011

n "mentoring program turns cameras on its young 
clients," the new york times, 
by jane l. levere, 1/21/2011 

n “Gov. christie’s first year: in person or online, 
christie’s persona is ‘one of the people’,” 
by jason method, mycentraljersey.com, 1/1/2011

n “If we require driver’s ed for teens, then why 
not voter’s ed?,” by Alexander heffner, christian 
science monitor, 12/27/2010

n “DREAM’s on the rise now, and nothing can kill it,” 
by jessica ritter, oregon live, 12/21/2010

n “Report shows that oklahomans have some good 
traits,” tulsa beacon, 12/9/2010

n “the kids are alright,” by Katie rohman, niles (mi) 
daily star, 12/8/2010

n “public service fosters a stronger community,” 
by caitlin huey-burns, chicago tribune, 11/25/2010

c i r c l e  i n  t h e  n e w s
These research studies provide helpful information for under-

standing the factors that influence the civic engagement of 

young people who have had interactions with the criminal 

justice system. In particular, it suggests that civic stratifica-

tion - systems that provide more or less opportunities - are at 

work in young peoples’ ‘transition to adulthood.’ «

Endnotes

1    Note that in the criminal justice field, “juveniles” are generally defined as people 
under eighteen years of age. CIRCLE, however, studies “youth,” defined as people 
between the age of roughly 16 to 30. We are interested in the civic development of 
young people who have interacted with the justice system, because they are often 
believed to be marginalized.
2    Vesla M. Weaver & Amy E. Lerman.,“Political Consequences of the Carceral State, “ 
American Political Science Review, 2010, volume 104 (4), 817-833.
3     Amir Fairdosi (n.d.). “Arrested Development,” retrieved from http://www.blackyo-
uthproject.com/wp-content/uploads/2009/06/Arrested-Development-FINAL.pdf
4     Christopher Uggen & Jeff Manza, Locked Out: Felon Disenfranchisement and Ameri-
can Democracy. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006).
5      ibid
6      Richard B. Freeman, “Crime and the Employment of Disadvantaged Youths,” 
National Bureau of Economic Research Working Paper Series: Working Paper No. 3875, 
1991. Retrieved from http://www.nber.org.proxy-um.researchport.umd.edu/papers/
w3875; Becky Pettit & Bruce Western, “Incarceration and Social Inequality,” Daedalus, 
(2010),139 (3), 8-19; Robert J. Sampson & John H. Laub, Crime in the Making: Pathways 
and Turning Points Through Life. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1993).
7      Andrea Finlay, Constance Flanagan & Laura Wray-Lake, “Civic Engagement Pat-
terns and Transitions Over Eight Years: The AmeriCorps National Study,” Manuscript 
submitted for publication, 2011.
8     JoAnn Jastrzab, John Blomquist, Julie Masker & Larry Orr, “Youth Corps: Promis-
ing Strategies for Young People and Their Communities,” 1997. Retrieved from http://
www.abtassoc.com/reports/Youth-Corps.pdf
9     Andrea Finlay, Laura Wray-Lake & Constance Flanagan, “Civic Engagement During 
the Transition to Adulthood: Developmental Opportunities and Social Policies at a 
Critical Juncture. In L. Sherrod, J. Torney-Purta, & C. Flanagan, Handbook of Research on 
Civic Engagement in Youth, (Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons, 2010).
10    Christopher Uggen & Jennifer Janikula, “Volunteerism and Arrest in the Transition 
to Adulthood,” Social Forces, 1999, 78 (1), 331-362.
11     Ibid
12     Dan Bloom, Alissa Gardenhire-Crooks & Conrad Mandsager, “Reengaging High 
School Dropouts: Early Results of the National Guard Youth ChalleNGe Program Evalu-
ation,” 2009. Retrieved from http://www.mdrc.org/publications/512/overview.html
13     Jeffrey A. Butts & Howard Snyder, “Restitution and Juvenile Recidivism,” Wash-
ington, DC: U.S. Department of Justice, Office of Justice Programs, Office of Juvenile 
Justice and Delinquency Prevention, 1992.
14     Wally Abrazaldo, et al., “Evaluation of the YouthBuild Youth Offender Grants,” 
2009, retrieved from http://wdr.doleta.gov/research/FullText_Documents/Evalua-
tion%20of%20the%20YouthBuild%20Youth%20Offender%20Grants%20%2D%20
Final%20Report%2Epdf
15     Mark A. Cohen & Alex R. Piquero, “An Outcome Evaluation of the YouthBuild USA 
Offender Project,” Youth Violence and Juvenile Justice, 2010, 8, 373-385.
16    Christopher Uggen, Jeff Manza & Angela Behrens, “‘Less Than the Average 
Citizen’: Stigma, Role Transition and the Civic Reintegration of Convicted Felons,” In 
S. Maruna & R. Immarigeon (Eds.), After Crime and Punishment, (Portland, OR: Willan 
Publishing, 2004), 258-290; Christopher Uggen, “Barriers to Democratic Participation. 
The Urban Institute: Prisoner Reentry and the Institutions of Civil Society: Bridges 
and Barriers to Successful Reintegration,” 2002, retrieved from http://www.urban.org/
publications/410801.html
17      Gordon Bazemore & Carsten Erbe. “Operationalizing the Community Variable in 
Offender Reintegration: Theory and Practice for Developing Intervention Social Capi-
tal,” Youth Violence and Juvenile Justice, 2003, 1, 246-275. 
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From Research to Practice, a column dedicated to 

recognizing successful “bridges” between researchers 

and practitioners, reports on research with practical 

implications for youth civic engagement. 

r e s e ar  c h  t o  p ra  c t i c e

State Civic health reports are uncovering inequality and 
pushing conversations About community involvement

This past fall, 17 states each released their own versions of a Civic 

Health Index (CHI) with the assistance and support of the National 

Conference on Citizenship (NCoC) and CIRCLE. For the majority of 

these states, theirs was the first report of its kind, assessing levels 

of civic involvement among all residents and various demographic 

groups. Each state’s CHI planning group is different, as are each 

state’s results, leading to a variety of applications of CHI data. But 

all of the reports are indeed pushing conversations about how to 

broaden participation in communities.

Missouri

Mike Stout, professor of Sociology at Missouri State University 

(MSU), has coordinated the group working on the Missouri Civic 

Health Index. The ultimate goal of the Missouri CHI, according to 

Stout, is to introduce into policy discourse how regular people 

are thinking and talking about policy issues. At the same time and 

through the development and dissemination of the Missouri CHI, 

Stout and his MSU colleagues are actively trying to reframe the role 

of sociology at MSU as a publicly- focused discipline. 

The ultimate goal of the Missouri  
CHI, according to Stout, is to  
introduce into policy discourse  
how regular people are thinking  
and talking about policy issues.

The central assumptions of the Missouri CHI, as Stout explains, are 

that “in order to do effective economic development you have to 

have a strong civil society,” and that the “civic sector” plays a large 

role in community development. As a result, the Missouri CHI will 

be distributed to policymakers and civic leaders to use when mak-

ing decisions so that they can “make better decisions on behalf 

of communities that they are representing.” Additionally, Stout 

thinks the Missouri CHI shows how “process matters, [and that] our 

process is broken.” 

According to Brian Fogle, President of the Community Foundation 

of the Ozarks, the Missouri CHI continues the important work of 

using research on social capital to help “us understand what’s 

going on in communities.” The MSU Sociology Department has 

been doing additional surveys of social capital that go into even 

greater detail about Missouri communities. Fogle believes that this 

research is having an impact, and states that “in many conversa-

tions I’m in these days people are talking about social capital.” In 

particular, he says, this research is helping to reveal the relation-

ships between specific communities in Missouri and government. 

While the Missouri CHI indicates that “less-educated Missourians 

are participants and leaders at higher rates than residents of other 

states,” there remains a large income gap in some forms of par-

ticipation. For example, “Missourians with family incomes above 

$75,000 are more than three times [as] likely to have attended 

a public meeting than those with family incomes lower than 

$35,000, and they are almost two times more likely to have attend-

ed a public meeting compared with those whose family incomes 

are between $50,000-74,999.”

North Carolina

The key findings of the North Carolina Civic Health Index show 

crucial gaps in participation and leadership that worry participating 

organizations. Two such findings are that young people in North 

Carolina “are the least civically engaged of any age group” in the 

state and that North Carolina’s civic organizations are “led by a 

small group of older, churchgoing, college-educated, mostly white 

residents.” The North Carolina CHI is a collaboration between five 

organizations that had not worked together before, representing 

diverse civic organizations within the state: Democracy North 

Carolina, North Carolina Campus Compact, North Carolina Center 

for Voter Education, North Carolina Civic Education Consortium 

and the Department of Public Policy at Western Carolina University. 

The breadth of the coalition will promote action on the key 

findings. 
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North Carolina Campus Compact and the North Carolina Civic 

Education Consortium asked college students to discuss what can be 

done to increase the participation of young people. The discussion 

occurred at North Carolina Campus Compact’s annual student con-

ference, which gathered almost 300 students from around the state. 

(North Carolina Campus Compact is a coalition of 46 higher educa-

tion institutions .) Students broke up into small groups at the event to 

discuss the North Carolina CHI research, what may contribute to low 

youth participation rates in North Carolina, and what they themselves 

can do individually and collectively to increase engagement. 

O’Brien explains that the North  
Carolina CHI shows that “people  
need prompting and constant  
education and support” and that 
“there’s clearly a need for out-of-
school work to build a pipeline of 
diverse leaders.”

To Kelley O’Brien, the North Carolina CHI shows how civic engage-

ment is not just about developing a “spectrum” of opportunities. 

O’Brien explains that the North Carolina CHI shows that “people need 

prompting and constant education and support” and that “there’s 

clearly a need for out-of-school work to build a pipeline of diverse 

leaders.” In her own work with the Civic Education Consortium, 

O’Brien says she wants to “think more about how we engage young 

people of all socio-economic levels in leadership opportunities.” 

These and other state civic health indices can be found at

http://ncoc.net/states. «

New on CivicYouth.org!

How have you used CIRCLE research?

Want to see how others have?

We’d love to know how you used some of our research and give others ideas. 

Go to: http://www.civicyouth.org/tools-for-practice/research-to-practice/ to learn more

Examples of How Others Use CIRCLE Research

1. House Resolution 181, now pending before the US House of Representatives, cites CIRCLE research in three clauses.

2. The State of Washington was inspired by CIRCLE’s research to:

•	 Develop a K-12 mock election and an accompanying curriculum book to encourage the formation of early voting 

habits.

•	 Invite teachers to the capitol for civic education training

•	 Organize college students at 65 campuses 

•	 Focus on civic education for minority students and low-income students in vocational programs

•	 Host an annual panel of legislators to discuss civility in politics with students

3. Rev. Lennox Yearwood, Jr. President of the Hip Hop Caucus, writes, “CIRCLE is a critical resource for groups like the  

Hip Hop Caucus and others who are trying to engage young people in the political process. Research directs our 

strategy for our work in the community, and the team at CIRCLE is always willing to provide us with the data and 

analysis that we need in order to have real impact and to reach the young people who are the least civically engaged.”
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Baby Boomers (born 1946-1964) were the most likely to have 

voted (74.4%), while Millennials (born after 1980) were the least 

likely to have voted (55.5%). In Chicagoland, Baby Boomers were 

the most likely to vote (68.3%), and Millennials were least likely to 

vote (49.9%). Both reports found rates comparable to, or higher 

than, the national averages. However, both reports identified the 

need to close the gap in voter turnout and many states noted 

that initiatives are being considered to increase youth voter turn-

out. The “Campus Vote” initiative, discussed in Oklahoma’s report, 

has been responsible for registering more than 18,000 voters on 

college campuses in the past seven years. 

For more information, or to read full reports go to http://ncoc.

net/states. «

Endnotes

1   The Texas Civic Health Report has not yet been released. Florida state partners have 
opted to do a series of civic health fact sheets, which will be released at different times.
2     2010 Civic Health Assessment: Executive Summary. Retrieved from the National Corpora-
tion on Citizenship website: http://www.ncoc.net/CHAExecutiveSummary2010
3      http://ncoc.net/index.php?tray=content&tid=top18&cid=225. This finding is not calcu-
lated via the Census Current Population Survey (CPS). 
4. Ibid
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