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Citizens Working for Change
A SURV EY CO M M I S S I O N E D by the Pew Pa rtnership fo r

Civic Change dispels the popular myth that Am e ri ca n s

a re isolated in their homes and offices—shunning civic

a ctivities and unwilling to get invo l ve d. Ac co rding to a

poll of 1,830 Am e ri ca n s, people have a pro found sense 

of co n n e ct i v i ty to their communities and their neigh-

bo r s, a re vo l u nte e ring in re co rd numbe r s, a re helping

n e i g h bors to solve pro b l e m s, and are optimistic 

a bout the future.

While Am e ri ca’s venue for civic engagement has

c h a n g e d, its co m m i t m e nt is alive and we l l . Ci t i zens of 

all ra ce s, b a c kg ro u n d s, and ages are poised and re a dy 

to find solutions to co m m u n i ty pro b l e m s. The po l l ,

co n d u cted by the Campaign St u dy Gro u p, i d e ntifies 

b a rriers to gre ater civic activism and outlines what the

public sees as the biggest problems facing our co m m u-

nities and whom it re g a rds as problem solve r s. He re’s 

h ow Am e ri cans feel about their co m m u n i t i e s,

p ro s pe cts for the future, and the wo rk ahead.
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How Do Americans Feel 
About Where They Live?
CITIZENSHIP BEGINS AND FLO U R I S H E S w h e re we live and wo rk . De s p i te 

misgivings about national initiat i ve s, c i t i zens feel po s i t i ve about their loca l

communities and ex p ress a strong feeling of optimism for the future.

■ Seve nty - s even pe rce nt of Am e ri cans feel ve ry or fairly co n n e cted to their

co m m u n i t i e s. This co n n e ctedness increases with age. In the age group 

1 8 - 2 9 , 66% feel co n n e cted as co m p a red to 85% of those aged 65 and ove r.

■ Among those who feel most co n n e cted to their co m m u n i t i e s, s i xty pe rce nt

s ay that they re g u l a rly at tend religious serv i ce s.

■ Seve nty - four pe rce nt of Am e ri cans view the quality of life in their co m m u-

n i ty as exce l l e nt or good. Howeve r, w h i tes are tw i ce as likely as Af ri ca n -

Am e ri cans to view their co m m u n i ty as offe ring an exce l l e nt quality of life.

■ Si xty - fi ve pe rce nt of citizens say they are optimistic that their co m m u n i ty’s

best years as a place to live are ahead. While more of those with higher

i n comes (78%) feel optimistic, even a majori ty of those with the lowe s t

i n comes (56%) feel optimistic.

Seventy-seven 
percent of Americans 

feel very or fairly
connected to their 

communities.
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“How co n n e cted 
do you feel to the 

co m m u n i ty in 
which you live ? ”

IN PERC E N T



A re Citizens Engaged
in Their Communities?
THIS GENERA L LY STRONG SENSE of co m-

m u n i ty tra n s l ates dire ctly into act i ve

co m m u n i ty invo l ve m e nt. While the

p recise nat u re of this invo l ve m e nt 

t a kes many fo rm s, it is clear that

Am e ri cans are co n n e cted to each

other and to their communities in

s i g n i fi ca nt ways.

■ Seve nty - e i g ht pe rce nt of citizens donate d

m o n ey to local chari t i e s, religious institutions, and nonprofit 

o rg a n i z ations during the past ye a r.

■ A similar number (77%) helped a neighbor with a problem during the 

past twe l ve mont h s. Am e ri cans of all income levels and ages re po rte d

reaching out to a neighbo r.
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He l ped Out a Ne i g h bo r
R E S P O N D E N TS BY AG E, IN PERC E N T

Age Age Age Age
18-29 30-44 45-64 65+

■ Ne a rly six out of ten adults

(59%) talked over a co m m u n i-

ty problem with friends or 

co - wo rkers in the past mont h .

■ Mo re than half (54%) or 

111 million Am e ri cans vo l u n-

te e red in the past ye a r — a

re co rd numbe r. Among those

in the 18-29 year old bra c ke t,

50% say they vo l u nte e red in

the past ye a r. This is a similar

rate (49%) for those aged 65

and ove r. Almost 60% of

those aged 30-44 vo l u n-

te e red in the past ye a r.

“Have you helped out
a neighbor with a 

p roblem during 
the past ye a r ? ”

ALL RESPONDENTS

Am e ri cans are 
co n n e cted to each
other and to their

communities in
significant ways.



■ For those who did not volunteer, almost two-thirds 

of the respondents indicated that they could

not find time to do so. Forty-one percent said

they wanted to get involved in their

community but didn’t know how or

who to call.

Co m p a red with the level of vo l u n-

te e ri n g, the finding that only one-

t h i rd of Am e ri cans say they have

been act i ve in some ty pe of co m m u n i ty

g roup or club during the last year is dis-

turbing but not alarming given other measure s.

This is part i c u l a rly acute among those aged 18 to 29 whose part i c i p ation in

co m m u n i ty groups only reached 26%. Yet almost 40% of re s po n d e nts say

t h ey have at tended some ty pe of co m m u n i ty or neighbo rh ood meeting

over the past ye a r. Af ri ca n - Am e ri cans are somew h at more likely than

w h i tes or Hispanics to re po rt this ty pe of act i v i ty.

More than half (54%) 
or 111 million 

Americans volunteered 
in the past year.
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22%

“Have you donate d
m o n ey to local chari t i e s,
religious institutions,o r
n o n p rofit organizations 

in the past ye a r ? ”
ALL RESPONDENTS
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■ Ne a rly 40% of wo rking adults

(54 million Am e ri cans) say they

h ave gotten together with 

co - wo rkers to sponsor a food -

d ri ve, wa l k - a - t h o n , or other ty pe

of co m m u n i ty act i v i ty in the

past 12 mont h s.

■ A majori ty of Am e ri cans still

be l i eve that voting mat te r s.

Fi fty - s even pe rce nt say that 

voting affe cts how decisions 

a re made. Si xty-one pe rce nt 

of those aged 30 to 44 say that

voting has some impact co m-

p a red with less than 50% of

those 65 and older.

Do n a ted to Co m m u n i ty
Org a n i z a t i o n s
R E S P O N D E N TS BY AG E, IN PERC E N T



A d d ressing the 
Real Issues
DESPITE THE PRO M I S E of co m m u n i ty invo l ve m e nt and the booming eco n o my,

Am e ri cans still have serious co n ce rn s. Too many people are being left be h i n d

or shut out of the serv i ces and help they need. When asked to rank the most

s e rious problems in their co m m u n i ty, c i t i zens re s ponded with human rat h e r

than infra s t ru ct u re co n ce rn s. The problem that raised the most co n ce rn

among Am e ri cans of all ages and income levels was the lack of living-wa g e

j o b s. The lack of affo rdable health ca re and the ava i l a b i l i ty and use of illegal

d rugs also raised high levels of co n ce rn .

■ Forty-two percent of all respondents indicated that the lack of jobs 

providing a living wage was the most significant problem facing their

community. Non-whites were significantly more likely than whites 

to rate living-wage jobs as a major problem.
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“How serious are 
these issues in 

your co m m u n i ty ? ”

R E S P O N D E N TS WERE ASKED TO

RANK THE 19 ISSUES ON A FIVE-

POINT SCA L E, WHERE 1 INDICAT E D

T H AT THE ISSUE IS NOT A PRO B L E M

AT ALL AND 5 INDICATED T H AT T H E

ISSUE POSES A V E RY SERIOUS

P ROBLEM FOR THEIR CO M M U N I TY.

AN AV E RAGE SCORE FOR ALL

R E S P O N D E N TS WAS CA LC U LAT E D.



■ Th i rty-nine pe rce nt rated the lack of affo rdable health ca re as a 

s e rious or ve ry serious problem for their co m m u n i ty.

■ Th i rty - e i g ht pe rce nt see illegal drugs as a serious or ve ry serious 

p roblem in their co m m u n i ty.

Fi ve other issues weighed heavily on citize n s’m i n d s, with almost a third 

of all Am e ri cans rating them as serious or ve ry seri o u s. These include 

p roblems co n ce rning too many unsupe rvised children and te e n a g e r s,

not enough affo rdable ca re for the elderl y, a decline in moral va l u e s, n o t

enough affo rdable housing, and teenage pre g n a n c i e s.
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“How impo rtant is it to your 
co m m u n i ty that there are

not enough jobs that 
p ay a living wa g e ? ”

IN PERC E N T

The problem that
raised the most 

concern among all
Americans was the lack 

of living-wage jobs.



How Can the Future 
Change for the Better?
WHILE PROOF ABOUNDS t h at Am e ri cans are act i vely engaged in their co m-

m u n i t i e s, the pe rception persists that public apat hy limits our ability to solve

c ri t i cal pro b l e m s. Seve nty pe rce nt of re s po n d e nts said that people do not get

i nvo l ved enough in their co m m u n i t i e s. Th at is co u nte red by 41% who said

t h at they would get invo l ved if they kn ew how and where they we re needed.

When asked to identify problem solvers in their communities, Americans

confidently stated that local police departments, religious institutions, non-

profit organizations, and friends and neighbors are the top problem solvers

in their communities.

■ Fi fty - e i g ht pe rce nt of those surveyed rated local po l i ce depart m e nts as 

c rucial or impo rt a nt to problem solving. While whites are more likely than

n o n - w h i tes to view the po l i ce as playing a strong role in the solution of

l ocal pro b l e m s, even among non-whites the po l i ce ra n ked ext remely high

co m p a red with other institutions.

■ Fi fty-six pe rce nt say that local churc h e s, s y n a g og u e s, and mosques are

i m po rt a nt or crucial to finding solutions. Af ri ca n - Am e ri cans (38%) are

m o re likely than whites (29%) to rank religious institutions as crucial to

l ocal problem solving. The co n fi d e n ce ex p ressed by Af ri ca n - Am e ri cans 

in religious institutions was the highest sco re gra nted by that group 

to any of the fifteen institutions measure d.

■ No n p rofit org a n i z ations such as the Sa l vation Army, Ha b i t at for Humanity,

and Goodwill Industries also re ce i ved strong vo tes of co n fi d e n ce. Fi fty -

t h ree pe rce nt say that they are crucial or ve ry impo rt a nt to the solution 

of co m m u n i ty pro b l e m s.

■ Mo re than fifty pe rce nt of the re s po n d e nts say that friends and neighbo r s

a re problem solvers in the co m m u n i ty. This held true across ra ce and

i n come levels and it was even more ev i d e nt among those aged 65 and

o l d e r, w h e re (62%) agreed with this state m e nt.

Americans confidently stated
that local police departments,

religious institutions,
nonprofit agencies, and friends

and neighbors are the top 
problem solvers in 
their communities.



■ Other problem solvers that re ce i ved high marks as being crucial or ve ry

i m po rt a nt we re pare nt - teacher org a n i z ations (47%), l ocal gove rn m e nt

officials (43%), l ocal fo u n d ations and Un i ted Ways (39%), n e i g h bo rh ood

o rg a n i z ations (39%), and school bo a rds (38%).

■ One of the last entities (ra n ked 14th out of fifteen) that the public

ex pe cts to help with local problems is the fe d e ral gove rn m e nt. Mo re

than one-third say that the fe d e ral gove rn m e nt plays little or no role 

in local problem solving.

■ Fi fty - e i g ht pe rce nt of Am e ri cans be l i eve that co m m u n i ty problems are too

big for individuals to solve alone.

■ Almost ninety pe rce nt of citizens say that wo rking with others to solve

p roblems takes more time but gets be t ter results in the long ru n .
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“Do you agree or disagre e
that wo r king in groups to 

s o lve problems takes 
m o re time, but works 

in the long ru n ? ”
IN PERC E N T

More than fifty percent 
of the respondents say

that friends and neighbors 
are problem solvers in 

the community.



O b s e rv a t i o n s
A M E R I CANS ARE NEITHER selfish nor apathetic by nat u re. To the

co nt ra ry, this survey shows that a large number of citizens are

a ct i vely engaged with others in their communities in effo rts that

t h ey feel make a diffe re n ce. While the number of Am e ri ca n s

i nvo l ved in civic org a n i z ations has declined, f rom an estimated 

two - t h i rds of the po p u l ation in 1975

to one-third in 2000, civic engage-

m e nt is about more than joining

o rg a n i z at i o n s. It must also be meas-

u red by the exte nt to which pe o p l e

will help out their neighbo r s, co n n e ct

with others through faith and wo rk ,

and vo l u nte e r.

Religious and nonprofit org a n i z a-

tions are both a source and a co n d u i t

for problem solving and co m m u n i ty

co n n e cte d n e s s. With more than half

i n d i cating that religious and nonpro f i t

o rg a n i z ations are crucial or ve ry

i m po rt a nt to problem solving, the ev i d e n ce is co m pelling fo r

m atching local problems to local org a n i z at i o n s.

Fi n a l l y, among the age gro u p s, those aged 30 to 64 seem to be

m o re optimistic and more engaged than either their younger or

older co u nte rp a rt s. While older Am e ri cans feel more co n n e cted to

their co m m u n i t i e s, t h ey are also the most pessimistic ove rall abo u t

the pro s pe cts for the future. The youngest in the survey (18-29)

reveal the detachment so often fe at u red in the media, with only

one out of ten invo l ved in po l i t i cal act i v i t i e s. But there are also

h o peful signs that some young people are finding ways to co n n e ct

with other citizens through wo rk and vo l u nte e ri n g. Ve ry hopeful is

t h at almost ninety pe rce nt of Am e ri cans of all ages have not give n

up and be l i eve that wo rking together is the best way to solve co m-

m u n i ty pro b l e m s.

For a co py of the full re po rt, Re a dy, Wi l l i n g, and Ab l e,

please visit our we b s i te at www. pew - p a rt n e r s h i p. o rg
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