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Engaging Youth in Lifelong Service is
based on analysis from INDEPEN-
DENT SECTOR’s Giving and Volunteer-
ing in the United States 2001 national
survey. The survey was a telephone
survey of 4,216 adult Americans 21
years of age or older conducted in
the months of May through July of
2001 by Westat, Inc., for INDEPEN-
DENT SECTOR. The interviews asked
about individual volunteering habits
in the 12 months prior to the survey
and about household giving during
the year 2000. For the purposes of
this report, volunteering is dated
2000. Other key findings from this
survey are available at www.Inde-
pendentSector.org.

Methodology
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The United States was built on an ethic of service—service to

our fellow citizens and service to our country. From the birth

of American democracy, volunteers established a revolutionary

form of governance, and volunteers have been at the heart of

every social movement since. While the United States is certainly

not the only country that values volunteering and philanthropy,

social scientists and historians have often observed that its 

voluntary spirit is particularly vibrant.

This tradition of service begins early in life. Parents, educators,

and policymakers increasingly recognize the importance of

involving youth in community service through the charitable 

Engaging Youth in 
Lifelong Service



sector. Whether it’s called civic
engagement, social capital, service
learning, or simply giving and vol-
unteering, there are many programs
geared toward increasing the involve-
ment of youth in community service,
thus planting the seeds of service in
people when they are young.

How does this ethic of service
pass from generation to generation?
Are all Americans naturally gener-
ous with their time and money, or
do certain life experiences help one
acquire this value? What are the
lifelong charitable patterns of adults
who began their service at a young
age? Does youth involvement make
a difference?

The answer is clear. Americans
who began giving and volunteering
as youth are more giving of their
time and money as adults. This pat-
tern holds regardless of income or
age group. Youth involvement does
make a difference—a measurable
difference—that persists throughout
a lifetime.

Youth Volunteering Leads 
to Adult Service
INDEPENDENT SECTOR’s Giving and
Volunteering in the United States
biennial survey series asks adults
not only about their current behav-
ior but also about the charitable
experiences they had when they
were younger. Forty-four percent of
adults said they volunteered in the
past year, and two-thirds of these
volunteers began contributing their
time when they were young. Adults
who began volunteering as youth
are twice as likely to volunteer as

adults as those who did not volunteer
when they were younger (Figure 1).

High School Volunteering on the Rise
Within every age group, people
who started volunteering as youth
are more likely to volunteer as
adults. The difference is especially
significant for young adults, where
the rate of volunteering for those
who first participated as youth is
almost double that of those who
did not (Figure 2). The experience
of youth volunteering forms a life-
long involvement in volunteering. 

By estimating when respondents
were in high school, when they
would have been most likely to
experience programs encouraging
youth to volunteer, the possible
impact of these programs can be
seen. Figure 3 shows an increasing
trend of youth participation in vol-
unteer activities over the past 50
years. The first major jump in par-
ticipation rates occurs in the early
1960s during the Great Society 
programs of President Lyndon
Johnson’s administration.

While there was a significant
jump in the early 1960s, rates of
youth volunteering dropped off
during the Vietnam War and the
late 1970s. Even with this decline,
the propensity of youth to volun-
teer stayed at a higher level than
prior to the Great Society era.

During the past two decades,
there has again been a significant
jump in the participation of youth
in volunteer activities. In fact, the
1990s show the highest volunteer-
ing rates among American high 

Engaging Youth in Lifelong Service
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Figure 1 Percentage of Adult Volunteers by Youth Involvement

Volunteered as a youth

Did not volunteer as a youth 33.2%

66.8%

Figure 2 Adult Volunteering by Youth Involvement and Age

21-25 years

26-30 years

31-35 years

36-40 years

41-45 years

46-50 years

51-55 years

56-60 years

61-65 years

66 years & Up

Volunteered as a youth   Did not volunteer as a youth

22.2%
39.7%

25.3%
46.6%

35.7%
52.5%

39.2%
61.0%

41.2%
56.3%

41.1%
54.9%

33.0%
54.4%

37.0%
55.5%

30.3%
49.2%

28.7%
52.1%



school students in the five decades
examined. INDEPENDENT SECTOR

attributes this increase to the growing
emphasis on service in school,
including volunteer activities of honor
societies, service-learning courses,
and community service require-
ments for high school graduation.
These rates of youth involvement as
reported by adults are very similar
to teen volunteer rates documented
by INDEPENDENT SECTOR in its sur-
vey of teenagers in 1992 and 1996.

Youth Volunteers Make Generous Donors
But volunteering isn’t the only way
that adults who started serving early
in life continue to give. Youth service
also influences both the propensity
to contribute and the amount given
annually. In Figure 4, a clear pat-
tern is evident—youth volunteers
are slightly, but consistently, more
likely to be contributors than others
in the same income level.

The impact of youth volunteer-
ing that leads to the slight increase
in giving rates is much more dra-
matic when examined in terms of
how much adults give (Figure 5). 
In every income category, those
who volunteered as youth give more
than those who did not, and this
impact increases with income. As
the financial resources of a household
increase, those involved in youth
volunteering give considerably more.

The lifelong impact of youth
volunteering is seen in both adult
volunteering and adult giving. 
The impact crosses age and income,
forming a lifelong pattern of
involvement. The pattern is clear
and compelling: Youth service leads
to greater involvement as an adult.
The work of volunteer coordinators,
teachers, and other youth leaders
has an impact on the behaviors of
teenagers far beyond their teenage
years. It develops in them a pattern
of civic engagement and involve-
ment that persists.

Engaging Youth in Lifelong Service
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Figure 3 Youth Volunteering by High School Year*
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Figure 4 Household Givers by Youth Volunteer Status and Income
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1972-1976 1977-1981 1982-1986 1987-1991 1992-1996
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Figure 5 Household Givers* by Youth Involvement and Income Categories

Up to $24,999

$25,000 - $49,999

$50,000 - $74,999

$75,000 - $99,999

$100,000 and Up

* Contributing Households Only   Volunteered as a youth   Did not volunteer as a youth

$515
$658

$892
$1,124

$1,498
$1,923

$1,704
$2,320

$2,835
$4,556



12

Other Forms of Youth Participation
Predict Charitable Habits of Adults
If volunteering when one is younger
affects levels of giving and volun-
teering as an adult, do other forms
of youth engagement—such as rais-
ing money, participating in student
government, belonging to a youth
group, or being active in a religious
organization—affect charitable
behavior? The answer is yes. Being
involved in any one of these five
activities, including volunteering,
relates to higher levels of giving and
volunteering as an adult. In fact,
the more ways people are involved
in their communities when they are
younger, the more involved they are
as adults.

This pattern is clearly demon-
strated in Figures 6 and 7. Those
with high levels of participation
volunteer at more than twice the
rate of those who were not involved

when they were younger. This dif-
ference is even more pronounced
for levels of giving. A person who
was engaged in all five activities as a
young person contributes almost
three times as much annually to
charitable causes as an individual
who was not engaged.

The level of youth engagement is
a powerful predictor of several adult
behaviors: the propensity to volun-
teer, the propensity to give, and the
amount one gives.

Engagement Across Generations
Young people generally do not vol-
unteer without some form of adult
involvement and supervision.
Whether parents, teachers, religious
leaders, or mentors, these adults can
be seen as role models, providing
support, encouragement, and
enthusiasm in addition to supervi-
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sion. Can the lifelong impact of
these role models be measured?

The survey results demonstrate
that those who did not volunteer
when they were young and did not
have a parent who volunteered were
less likely to volunteer as an adult
than those who had either of these
experiences (Figure 8). Those who
volunteered as youth and whose

parents volunteered became the
most generous adults in terms of
giving time—nearly 60 percent of
them volunteered in the past year.
This pattern suggests that role mod-
els, whether a parent or someone
else who engages youth in volun-
teering, significantly increase the
future participation rates of these
youth when they become adults.

Engaging Youth in Lifelong Service
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Figure 6 Percentage of Adults Who Volunteer by Degree of Youth Involvement

None

One Area

Two Areas

Three Areas

Four Areas

Five Areas

Note The five areas of youth involvement tracked by the survey were: volunteering, raising money, participating in
student government, belonging to a youth group, or being active in a religious organization.
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52.9%
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Figure 7 Average Household Contribution by Degree of Youth Involvement
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One Area
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Note The five areas of youth involvement tracked by the survey were: volunteering, raising money, participating in
student government, belonging to a youth group, or being active in a religious organization.
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People involved with their par-
ents as youth are more likely to
become engaged as adults, but what
happens when they, in turn,
become parents? Does this pattern
repeat across generations? Are those
who saw their parents volunteering
more likely to be engaged as adults
with their own families? The
answer, again, is yes—almost 70
percent of adults who now volun-
teer with their families started vol-
unteering themselves as youth with
their parents (Figure 9). Those who
volunteered as youth, who had par-
ents who volunteered, and who are
now part of a couple with children,
also give more than other families
who did not share these experiences
(Figure 10). As these traditions are
handed from parent to child, a
multi-generational circle is being
created. Youth volunteers grow up
to become the parents of a family
that volunteers, becoming the role
models for today’s young volunteers
and the sustainers of tomorrow’s
adult volunteering. In this way, the
spirit of engagement passes from
generation to generation.

This phenomenon of cross-gen-
erational engagement extends into
the area of household giving. Those
who volunteered as youth, who had
parents who volunteered as youth,

and who now are part of a couple
with children in the household, give
more than other couples with chil-
dren. Their annual household con-
tribution is far greater than those in
the other groups—nearly three
times as much as those who did not
have parent volunteers as role models.

Conclusion
These results show the very impor-
tant role that youth and family 
service programs play in sustaining
America’s voluntary spirit. The rela-
tionship between youth participation
and adult involvement is plain to see.

The research presented in this
report can arm youth leaders, reli-
gious leaders, educators, and policy-
makers with the data they need to
shape programs that enable and
inspire young Americans to accept
the call to service. Fundraisers, vol-
unteer coordinators, and other non-
profit executives will recognize the
importance of developing programs
that engage youth and families
today to lay the groundwork for
future generations of adult philan-
thropists and volunteers. Seeds of
helping planted in youth today will
grow into a lifelong journey of
involvement and engagement.

www.INDEPENDENTSECTOR.org Engaging Youth in Lifelong Service



Engaging Youth in Lifelong Service

15Engaging Youth in Lifelong Service INDEPENDENTSECTOR

Figure 8 Adult Volunteering Rate by Parental and 
Youth Volunteering Experiences

Neither Parents Nor Youth Volunteered

Parents Did Not Volunteer, But Youth Did

Parents Volunteered, But Youth Did Not

Both Parents and Youth Volunteered

43.1%

44.1%

58.5%

30.7%

* Couples with Children Only

Figure 9 Percentage of Adults Who Volunteer With Family

Neither Parents Nor Youth Volunteered

Parents Did Not Volunteer, But Youth Did

Parents Volunteered, But Youth Did Not

Both Parents and Youth Volunteered

55.4%

56.6%

66.5%

41.6%

* Couples with Children Only

Figure 10 Giving Across Generations*

Neither Parents Nor Youth Volunteered

Parents Did Not Volunteer, But Youth Did

Parents Volunteered, But Youth Did Not

Both Parents and Youth Volunteered

$2,087

$2,108

$2,895

$1,576

* Couples with Children Only
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The clear message of INDEPENDENT SECTOR’s research is that

the future of individual nonprofit organizations, the volunteer

sector, and society as a whole depends on young people finding

meaningful opportunities to serve. If adults who volunteered as

children contribute more of their time and money to charitable

organizations than those who did not have service experience

in childhood, then plainly an investment in today’s youth 

volunteers is an investment in the future. 

The research findings trigger a number of practical ques-

tions for nonprofit organizations, not only for those devoted to

youth issues but also for those serving other causes: 

Building Programs to 
Nurture Lifelong Service
Practical Implications for Nonprofit Organizations
Silvia Golombek, Ph.D.
Vice President of Programs, Youth Service America



What are appropriate volunteer
assignments for youth? Which pro-
grams successfully engage kids, and
how? What are the barriers to youth
involvement, and how can we over-
come them? What are the safety
and liability concerns, and how
should we handle them? 

This research celebrates the
benefits of involving young people
in service to the community, but it
also addresses the accompanying
challenges and concerns for nonprofit
organizations. In addition to practi-
cal tips and strategies on how to
develop a youth volunteer program,
we have included examples of pro-
grams and initiatives that are
already successfully incorporating
young people as regular volunteers.
The resources section at the end of
this publication includes organiza-
tions that offer additional advice on
youth volunteering and related issues. 

The Benefits of Involving Youth
Young volunteers bring with them a
new perspective and a high level of
energy, often a view or approach
that adults have not considered or
have forgotten. Young people are
quick learners, less hesitant about
trying something new, and willing
to take risks. Nonprofit organiza-
tions benefit immediately from
incorporating young people’s energy
and enthusiasm into their pro-
grams; they also ensure a strong
future by training their next genera-
tion of leaders and staff. 

Local communities and society
as a whole benefit by involving
youth in service. When young peo-
ple learn about the root causes of
hunger, homelessness, and other
social problems, they are motivated
to go beyond alleviating present
suffering to become engaged in
finding and contributing to future
solutions. By becoming involved in
service, young people gain the sense
that they are not powerless and that
their contributions can make a real
difference. Young people learn that
they can improve individual lives,
including their own; shape organiza-
tional programs; and change policies
at the local, state, and national levels. 

Thinking Differently About Youth Roles
What tasks can young people be
responsible for, and what is an
appropriate age to begin volunteer-
ing? One way to address these issues
is for an organization’s staff to ask
two questions before starting any
project: 

What skills are needed to do this
particular task or service?

Could this task be accomplished,
or this service be delivered by a
young person?

Focusing on the skills needed
rather than the age of the potential
volunteer is a critical first step
toward changing an organization’s
mindset about who can get a job
done. When a project manager asks

Building Program
s to Nurture Lifelong Service
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these questions at the beginning of
the decision-making process, count-
less opportunities for youth involve-
ment typically appear. 

The survey findings are very
compelling in terms of the invest-
ment young volunteers represent for
nonprofit organizations. With that
in mind, it is critical for agencies to
think outside conventional bound-
aries and open up multiple oppor-
tunities and roles for young people.
If students participate in fundraisers
in their own schools, organizations
can use their help and skills for
their own fundraising efforts. Young
people are very effective in recruiting
their peers for events and can work
on outreach activities for nonprofits.
They are photographers, reporters,
project planners, peer advisors, and
decision-makers. Organizations
willing to include young volunteers
in substantive ways can identify and
match their own staffing needs with
the skills and interests that young
people already display on a daily
basis at home, at school, and in
their own groups. 

When is a volunteer too young?
Can a middle or elementary school-
age student volunteer? If the skills
required for a volunteer assignment
include professional training, it is
clear that an adult with that capac-
ity should be responsible. But with
a shift in attitudes for staff and a
willingness to “let go” of the idea of
traditional adult responsibilities, it
can be seen that children are capa-
ble of a wide variety of tasks. For

example, a library story hour is usu-
ally conducted by adult librarians or
volunteers. However, a 10-year-old
with appropriate reading skills and
a good voice is very capable of read-
ing stories to preschoolers, who will
relate to and see a role model in an
older child. Even younger chil-
dren—five-and six-year-olds—are
quite ready to entertain seniors in a
retirement community through
singing, creating artwork, and play-
ing together. If the volunteer assign-
ments require greeting people,
answering a telephone, reading and
filling out forms, filing documents
alphabetically, or adding numbers
with a calculator, there is no reason
why such projects could not be
completed by a student who already
knows how to speak clearly, read,
write, copy, alphabetize, and add. 

In other words, it is not the vol-
unteer involvement itself that needs
to be questioned, but that the tasks
assigned to young volunteers be
age-and skill-appropriate. Young
volunteers need specific instructions
and guidance, an example of how
to fulfill the task, and periodic
checking; that is, similar guidance
and monitoring as required of adult
volunteers. The two programs high-
lighted here offer examples of activ-
ities where youth do not
traditionally find a role. The skills
youth learn in these programs train
them to become critical community
resources and can also open doors
for jobs in the future.

www.INDEPENDENTSECTOR.org Engaging Youth in Lifelong Service
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American Red Cross

The American Red Cross offers age-
appropriate trainings and resources to
teach young people how to prevent and
respond to emergencies. The organiza-
tion also offers volunteer opportunities
for different age groups through its
local chapters. Young children are
involved in any number of projects:
assembling boxes of school supplies for
children affected by disaster, helping
home-bound elderly neighbors prevent
and prepare for emergencies, creating
greeting cards and art projects for
patients in veterans hospitals, and
greeting donors and offering refresh-
ments during blood drives. Teens are
offered more advanced Red Cross train-
ing that allows them to educate others:
teaching younger children to swim,
educating the public about HIV/AIDS
prevention, and conducting first aid
and CPR classes. Through the Red
Cross, teens can also be trained as 
disaster response volunteers. 
www.redcross.org
www.redcross.org/services/youth

The Food Project

The Food Project’s summer program in
Lincoln, Massachusetts, brings together
60 14-to 16-year-olds from diverse eco-
nomic and ethnic backgrounds to work
on urban and rural sustainable agricul-
ture projects. In crews of 10 youth and
2 older teens, advised by adult staff,
participants grow produce during the
summer that they donate to shelters
and soup kitchens or sell at very low
prices at farmers markets. Framed
within a service-learning approach, the
program combines work with training
sessions and activities that link each
week’s project with a specific theme
such as community or responsibility.
Every Wednesday, youth meet at various
shelters and soup kitchens in the
Boston area to prepare and serve lunch,
which often includes the vegetables
they grew themselves.

Once a week, youth and adults eval-
uate each other’s attitudes and perfor-
mance, pointing out achievements and
areas for change. At the organizational
level, teens serve on the Food Project’s
board of directors and participate in
program discussions and decisions
along with adult staff. As a full-time
summer internship, teens receive a
modest weekly stipend and transporta-
tion vouchers.
www.thefoodproject.org

Building Program
s to Nurture Lifelong Service
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Fresh Youth Initiatives

The Fresh Youth Initiatives in New York
provides opportunities for youth in the
Washington Heights section of Manhat-
tan to engage in community service 
projects and develop leadership skills.
The central program, Community Youth
in Action, has the long-term goal of
developing a generation of committed
community leaders who will continue 
to contribute to the neighborhood’s
improvement. In the short term, Wash-
ington Heights and other neighborhoods
in New York City reap direct benefits
from young people volunteering. Projects
include planting fruits and vegetables at
a local garden and donating the produce
to a food pantry, eliminating graffiti and
painting mailboxes in the neighborhood
in collaboration with the U.S. Postal 
Service, park clean-ups, and food prepa-
ration for the homeless around the city.
Youth are involved at every level of the
organization: as project designers and
service providers their engagement gives
them ownership of the community
improvement project; as youth council
members, they help adult board members
know what works and what does not at
the program level. 
www.freshyouth.org

Headline needed

Youth or Teen Courts involve volunteers
between the ages of 8 and 18 in judging
and sentencing peers for first-time
crimes, traffic infractions, or school rule
violations. They are not formal courts,
but local community programs where
young people—depending on each 
program’s structure—serve as judge,
prosecutor, defense attorney, juror, and
other established court roles. A 2002
Urban Institute study of teen courts,
“The Impact of Teen Courts on Young
Offenders,” indicates that peer pressure
is a positive strategy to help young
offenders understand that their behavior
has harmed others. The study also points
to somewhat lower rates of recidivism in
the youth courts—a strong argument for
encouraging youth to help other youth.
The American Bar Association is a strong
supporter of youth volunteers in teen
courts. In the introduction to its how-to
publication, “Youth Courts: Young People
Delivering Justice,” the ABA states: “The
ideal of justice can only be achieved
when people both understand and trust
our justice system. Through youth court,
the nation’s young people have a chance
to contribute directly to the workings of
that justice system, and at the same
time develop a foundation for their trust
in that system.” 



Youth Supporting Youth
For youth-serving programs, incor-
porating youth as volunteers
benefits the entire organization.
Young people know the population
served better than anyone else—
their experiences, their needs, their
pressures—and youth volunteers
can help shape the organization’s
messages and services more appro-
priately. Having young people
advise on how to approach their
peers, for example, may prevent
paternalistic models and attitudes
that limit the program’s impact.
Youth receiving services from their
peers or older youth may see them
as role models, or find their argu-
ments more persuasive than if deliv-
ered by adults. For the young
volunteers, active participation in
the organization’s operations enables
them to learn valuable job skills.
Volunteers and staff who have expe-
rience and appropriate skills are the
lifeline of every organization’s sur-
vival; the involvement of these vol-
unteers at a younger age increases
the probability that they will con-
tinue to support such organizations
in the future. 

The two cases highlighted in this
section are among the many that
incorporate youth in delivering ser-
vices and making institutional and
programmatic decisions that will
affect other young people. Their
involvement increases the likelihood
that programs will be effective,
because they have input from
young people themselves or because
they use peer pressure as a positive
program tool. Another consideration

is to recruit young people who are
seldom asked to volunteer, such as
youth with disabilities or young
people from disadvantaged commu-
nities. They may benefit the most
from a service experience but also
have the least access to such oppor-
tunities. These youth are more fre-
quently associated with the role of
service recipients rather than givers
of care. However, they know their
communities’ and peers’ needs and
how best to relate to them—a criti-
cal asset for any organization. 

The Youth-Adult Relationship
Youth volunteer programs all
require some type of adult supervi-
sion—in some programs adults play
the role of champion, mentor, and
supporter; in others youth work
alongside adults as peers. In the
teen court example above, the ABA
notes that “adults and youth work
as colleagues to achieve the goals of
restoring justice to the victims, the
respondents, and the community.”
Youth as Resources, with its strong
youth-adult partnership compo-
nent, is an example of a program in
which youth receive the guidance,
supervision, and encouragement of
adults, along with the opportunity
to participate and contribute to the
community. In developing strong
relationships with their youth part-
ners, adults learn to leave behind
traditional attitudes and perceptions
of youth as needing to be cared for,
in exchange for a vision of young
people as able and willing agents of
community change.

Building Program
s to Nurture Lifelong Service

21Engaging Youth in Lifelong Service INDEPENDENTSECTOR



22

Encouraging Family Volunteering
Of special note is the report’s
finding regarding the “cycle of ser-
vice” resulting from both youth and
parents volunteering. Although the
survey participants were not ques-
tioned about whether they volun-
teered in a family group, opening
up opportunities for families to vol-
unteer together will surely have a
positive impact on the intergenera-
tional spirit of community engage-
ment. If parents can avoid the
temptation to impose their own
ideas of service on their children,
and accept that their children may
have different ways of doing things,
then volunteering can be an effec-
tive strategy for them to transmit
specific behaviors and values to
their children through hands-on
experience. In family volunteering,
parents and children are faced with
the need (and the opportunity) to
re-learn their roles and operate as a
team. Volunteering together offers
ways for family members to see
each other in a new light, all mak-
ing a contribution for the well-
being of others. Although job and
school responsibilities can make it
difficult for parents and children to
get together when nonprofits need
their services, the scheduling chal-
lenges for family volunteering are
by no means insurmountable. The
two examples cited below demon-
strate that corporations are recog-
nizing the importance of
encouraging their employees to vol-
unteer with their families, and that

nonprofits are finding new and
sometimes innovative ways for
them to do so. (See also the case 
of KaBOOM! on page 33 where 
playground sponsors bring their
own children to participate in 
playground construction projects).

Building a Service Ethic
Families, religious institutions, and
schools are the primary agents of
socialization—they transmit a soci-
ety’s core values and norms to the
young. In the United States, these
institutions teach the young about
striving for individual achievement,
learning to work with others as a
team, showing respect for national
symbols, and the importance of car-
ing, compassion, fairness, and
doing good for others. 

These values are taught through
classroom lessons, family discus-
sions, religious observance, and also
through practical experiences. With
reading, math, languages, sports,
and other skills, there is a direct
relationship between practice and
improvement. Surely the same
holds true with children practicing
service to others and becoming civi-
cally engaged—they are learning
how to become active and responsi-
ble citizens. Evidence shows that
experiential learning—learning by
doing—is conducive to better reten-
tion of skills. This makes the service-
learning approach particularly
promising since it integrates service
into the educational curriculum in

www.INDEPENDENTSECTOR.org Engaging Youth in Lifelong Service
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Youth as Resources

Youth as Resources, a program created
by the National Crime Prevention Council
in 1987, recognizes youth as valuable
community resources and engages them
as partners with adults in bringing
about positive community change. Young
people between the ages of 5 and 21, in
partnership with adult volunteers in
schools, youth organizations, and com-
munity foundations where a YAR program
has been established, address commu-
nity needs such as health, housing, 
education, environment, crime, and any
other issue identified by the youth them-
selves. Funds for the projects are 
provided through grants awarded by a
board of youth and adults. Through
involvement in YAR, young people gain
confidence, leadership skills, and new
insights about themselves, others, and
the value of contributing to their com-
munities. Adults—both those working
with young people and those touched by
their volunteer service—understand that
youth are capable and caring citizens
with important contributions to make.
And communities benefit from new 
services and improvements delivered 
by people of all ages.
www.yar.org

State Farm’s Employee 
Volunteer Program

State Farm’s Employee Volunteer 
Program strongly encourages employees
to volunteer with their families. The Bowl
for Kids’ Sake fundraiser for Big Brothers
Big Sisters encourages families to 
participate as a team, collecting pledges
and participating in a bowling competi-
tion to benefit social programs. Other
company-wide projects such as National
Youth Service Day, Make a Difference
Day, the Christmas Giving Tree, and the
Bear Necessities school supply drive, are
initiatives where parents and children
volunteer together. Children participate
in a Sort-A-Rama where they organize
donated school supplies according to
age and fill backpacks to give to other
children, and they particularly enjoy
helping their parents buy Christmas
gifts for children in need. 

Building Program
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Greater DC Cares

Greater DC Cares’ Family Cares program
is designed to provide flexible opportuni-
ties for all families to spend quality time
together while helping to meet critical
community needs. Projects include a wide
range of activities, from spending time
with elderly residents, to watering crops
at a farm for the benefit of a Capital Area
Food Bank program, to planting trees in
neighborhood parks and helping clean up
a petting zoo. The Family Cares experi-
ence offers an opportunity for parents to
teach their children the value of commu-
nity service. According to DC Cares,
benefits to family volunteering include: 

Adults and children share the same
goal and a common purpose.

Children have opportunities to share
their time and talents with the community.

Children learn self-confidence and
acquire new skills.

Family members encounter people
from different cultural and economic
backgrounds.

Family members see each other in a
new light and with a fresh perspective.

Family members become better at
communicating and more supportive of
one another.

Volunteer experiences carry over into
other parts of their lives, such as dinner
table discussions, and strengthen the
family as a unit.

Adults and children learn to put their
own problems in perspective.
www.dc-cares.org

Cheltenham Elementary School

Led by their teacher, Lalaena Gonzalez,
the entire second-grade class (85 stu-
dents) of Cheltenham Elementary School
in Denver, Colorado, created a weeklong
community clean-up project in April
2002. Ms. Gonzalez developed a the-
matic unit based on required state edu-
cational standards. Seeking to meet the
second grade standard of “neighbor-
hood,” she aimed to help her students
gain pride and ownership of their com-
munity on every level—from family, to
class, to neighborhood, to the world. She
sees that aim as particularly challenging
and important since the school is the
second poorest in Colorado. Students
cleaned the inside and outside of the
school, learned about recycling (another
second grade standard), and posted
charts and graphs on the amount and
variety of garbage they collected. They
started with their classrooms, and pro-
jected the amount of garbage that would
be collected in the whole school using
mathematical models. Students studied
environmental advertisements and then
created their own campaign to help keep
neighborhoods clean. During the week of
the clean-up, students charted the num-
ber of bags collected, discussed how the
discarded items affect the environment,
and kept a community journal in which
they reflected on their experience. Ms.
Gonzalez plans to establish this as an
annual school-wide project.
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Amateur Radio Club of
William Blount High School

In the wake of the attacks of September
11, 2001, a group of William Blount High
School students in Maryville, Tennessee,
asked what they could do locally should
disaster strike their own community.
Steve Carpenter, English teacher and
licensed amateur radio operator, helped
a group of students to form the Amateur
Radio Club. Knowing ham radio’s long
and distinguished service record, Mr.
Carpenter saw an opportunity to teach
important academic skills while providing
students with the opportunity to serve.
Club members established two objectives:
the club would be public service-oriented
and educational in nature. For National
Youth Service Day 2002, members of the
Amateur Radio Club traveled to neigh-
boring Mary Blount Elementary School to
provide auxiliary communications for a
school-wide walk-a-thon and fundraiser
event. With club members stationed
around the campus, student radio opera-
tors provided an easy way for staff 
members and event volunteers to get
accurate messages across several hun-
dred yards. In the event of an emergency
in the community, students are now
trained and ready to provide critical
communications services. 

United Way of the Coastal Empire 

The United Way of the Coastal Empire in
Savanna, Georgia, created its own youth
advisory council “because it was impor-
tant to have youth input when many
funded programs serve young people,
and because they are the volunteers and
donors of the future.” Now that the youth
council has been in operation for several
years, students are bringing in other
youth and schools are nominating new
members to represent them. Youth are
involved in the allocation process; they
also participate in agency site visits and
budget reviews. The United Way of the
Coastal Empire is working toward having
a youth representative as a voting member
of the board of directors for the next
board cycle.
www.uwce.org
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a seamless relationship between
acquired competencies and their
application for the public good.

This important information
indicates the need for another para-
digm shift: that excelling in service
and civic engagement activities is as
important for students as their
sports and academic achievements.
In the two examples included in
this section, students are learning
and practicing specific values and
skills that address community
needs. Although many schools
already include service-learning as
part of the curriculum, not all stu-
dents participate. The findings of
the report imply that service and
volunteering must become an inte-
gral part of every young person’s
education if schools are to achieve
their mission of forming active, car-
ing, and responsible citizens.

Youth in Philanthropy
Believing that philanthropists are
created, not born, foundations and
fundraising organizations have also
recognized the benefits of engaging
volunteers when they are young and
encouraging them to learn firsthand
the challenges and rewards of grant-
making. Foundations and other
funders play a powerful role in
shaping the future of communities,
and it is in their interest to cultivate
the next generation of donors to
support that community development

Youth in Policymaking
If democratic communities are
those where all segments of the
population are trusted, respected,
and expected to make a contribu-
tion, then youth should also be
involved in the democratic process.
Involvement in policymaking
extends the impact of youth service
because it allows young people to
have an influence at higher institu-
tional levels, increasing the poten-
tial for long-term solutions to social
problems. The survey findings
clearly indicate that offering youth
opportunities for participation in
the present increases the likelihood
that they will remain active in the
future and that they will instill
those same values toward collective
responsibility in their own children.

The implications of these
findings are particularly important
for governments. Although young
people give their time to social
causes, there are indications that
they feel distanced from and disap-
pointed with political institutions.
Opening up opportunities for
young people to participate in gov-
ernment may perhaps dispel nega-
tive notions about policymaking
institutions, while instilling a long-
term willingness to continue their
engagement in the political process.
A number of local governments
have experimented with special
youth commissions; the Boston
Mayor’s Youth Council and the San
Francisco Youth Commission are
examples of youth engagement that
are being institutionalized and
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Michigan Community Foundations’
Youth Project (MCFYP)

The Michigan Community Foundations’
Youth Project (MCFYP), founded by the
Council of Michigan Foundations and
funded by the W.K. Kellogg Foundation, is
an initiative aimed at involving youth in
philanthropy and providing every citizen
with access to a community foundation.
MCFYP was founded on the notion that
the value of giving one’s time and money
is not automatically transmitted through
the generations, and that adults are not
always aware that young people can be
strong philanthropic assets. 

The initiative has achieved its goals
through establishing new community
foundations, strengthening existing
ones, and involving young people in sub-
stantive leadership roles in philanthropy.
Since MCFYP was founded in 1988, the
number of community foundations has
increased from 34 to 65, and where
there were no Youth Advisory Committees
there are now 86. More than 1,500 high
school students are annually involved in
overseeing these 86 endowed youth
funds and making grants ranging from
$5,000 to $100,000 depending on the
size of their youth endowment. 

Some important outcomes from 
this project can be found in renewed
attitudes that adults have toward youth:
they see youth can be trusted to suc-
cessfully raise and approve funds for
youth projects; they see them as effective
community foundation board members;
and they see that with the appropriate
training and opportunities, all students
can be effective philanthropists. Among
the very positive outcomes for youth, one
that is especially relevant to this report,
is that Youth Advisory Committee mem-
bers tend to stay involved with nonprofits
and charitable organizations after their
term of service has ended.
www.mcfyp.org
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Michigan Women’s Foundation’s
Young Women for Change 

The Michigan Women’s Foundation began
the Young Women for Change” program
in 1995. The committee members range
in age from 14 to 18 years, representing
ninth through twelfth grades. Those
selected to serve on the committee are
drawn from rural, urban, and suburban
schools and represent a range of socioe-
conomic and racial groups. YWFC is
organized to maximize the girls’ experi-
ences in gender-focused philanthropy
and grantmaking and to provide leader-
ship development and team building
training in a diverse setting. Committee
members typically serve a two-year term,
and then select new members to suc-
ceed themselves. The young women
implement the entire grantmaking
process, from writing and releasing the
Request for Proposals, to conducting site
visits, to selecting the final grant recipi-
ents. Each committee grants a minimum
of $20,000 annually to nonprofit groups
serving the needs of young women and
girls in their geographic area. In order to
accomplish this, they meet at least once
a month during the school year.
YWFC grants funds to programs 

specifically serving young women and
girls and addresses gender correlation to
poverty, low self-esteem, health and
healthcare, access to jobs, domestic vio-
lence, and sexual assault. The program’s
focus on gender issues not only
increases the amount of funding that
reaches young women and girls, it also
increases awareness of these problems
in its young women participants. YWFC
is designed to address the needs of girls
and young women through its program
structure, committee activities, and
grantmaking. In addition, YWFC teaches
philanthropy as a habit and a lifelong
tool for social change. 
www.miwf.org 
www.miwf.org/miwf/ywfc/ywfc.htm 



incorporated directly into the gov-
ernment’s structure.

Youth involvement at the policy
level can also be achieved by young
individuals creating their own orga-
nizations to influence public policy.
Adult support for young people’s
ideas is a critical step toward building
future civic involvement. The case
of Kidz Voice-LA, initiated by two
middle-school students and sup-
ported by adult allies with influence
at the policymaking level, is a good
example of a youth-led organization
whose members are likely to con-
tinue to be actively engaged in the
civic process in the future.

Barriers to Youth Service
Despite the many benefits, there
still remain some barriers to youth
service that must be overcome if
programs are to be successful. The
first one is the organizational
“mindset” preparation needed for
adults and youth so that working
together is a productive and enjoy-
able experience for both groups.
Some issues to address in the prepa-
ration stage include: 

Advice to adults about “dos and
don’ts” on how to work with youth, and
for youth on how to work with adults;

An open discussion about stereo-
types that adults and youth have of
each other;

Exercises to practice “shared power”;
Appropriate training for various

age groups;
Clear definition of roles and respon-

sibilities for both adults and youth;

Decision-making processes 
that include youth in meaningful
ways; and

Attention to logistics such as the
availability of transportation, suitable
scheduling, and snacks for young
volunteers who come after school.

Adult staff not used to working
with youth as peers will need to
consider some adjustments in
behavior—avoiding judgmental
attitudes, being flexible, providing
feedback, and delegating responsi-
bilities. Perhaps the major adjust-
ment needed is for adult staff and
volunteers to be willing to take
risks—accepting that the form will
be filled out with a child’s hand-
writing, that the task will not have
been completed exactly as an adult
would have done, and that children
may have viable suggestions on
changing the current systems and
accepted ways of doing things. All
of the cases offered as examples
throughout the text share the same
advice: Adults need to be ready to
listen to young people’s perspectives,
be patient, and take advantage of
their energy and new ideas. Involv-
ing young volunteers is a long-term
investment, both for the youth and
for the nonprofit organization. 

Another potential barrier is
related to adapting assignments to
young people’s school schedules, 
as well as their homework commit-
ments, family responsibilities, 
medical appointments, and special
transportation needs if they are not 
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Boston Mayor’s Youth Council

The Boston Mayor’s Youth Council was
established in the spring of 1994 to pro-
vide young people with an active role in
addressing youth issues. Throughout the
year, members of the council survey local
youth organizations to gain their input
on issues that concern youth, such as
legislation lowering the age limit of state
IDs from 18 to 16, summer jobs,
teen/police communication, and public
transportation access. The MYC has the
support of adult volunteers who mentor
council members and guide them with
their tasks and research. The youth also
have access to city agency staff who
connect them to different resources rele-
vant to the topic they are working on.
The Youth Council meets periodically
with the mayor and other city officials to
present young people’s perspectives.
Scheduling meetings in which adults
and youth need to be present can be
challenging, but adults are moving many
of their 8:00 a.m. meetings to 3:30 p.m.
to accommodate teen school schedules.

By being involved in the planning of
youth services, young people can help to
create programs that will better meet the
needs of their generation. In addition,
teens who have been part of the planning
are the best people to promote the
resources to their peers. In Boston the
Youth Council helped to design a Youthline
“peer listening line” to connect teens to
resources, and the data was the basis
for a website designed for youth by youth.
www.bostonyouthzone.com
www.bostonyouthzone.com/resources/myc

San Francisco Youth Commission

The San Francisco Youth Commission is
a chartered city commission made up
entirely of young people between the
ages of 12 and 23. The commission’s 17
members represent the diversity of San
Francisco and serve as youth voices in
City Hall. The commission advises city
leaders on the needs and ideas of young
people and ensures that city policies and
decisions accurately reflect the priorities
of San Francisco’s youth. Through legis-
lation, public hearings, community
events, and meetings with elected lead-
ers, the commission works to engage
youth in the political process and to
bridge the gap between youth and the
government that serves them. Any young
city resident is eligible to become a
member and recruitment takes place
year-round at schools and community-
based organizations. During an orientation
retreat, commissioners receive training
covering city government issues, history
of youth movements, organizing, public
speaking, writing legislation, and other
related topics.
www.ci.sf.ca.us/youth_commission
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of driving age. These scheduling
difficulties, however, are not very
different from those of adult volun-
teers who also have work-and fam-
ily-related duties and sometimes
transportation difficulties. As men-
tioned in the example of the Boston
Mayor’s Youth Council, many of
the city’s boards changed meeting
times from 8:00 a.m. to 3:30 p.m.
to accommodate the school sched-
ules of their youth representatives. 

Addressing Liabilities 
and Legal Concerns
Liability risks and child labor laws
may often be raised as obstacles to
the inclusion of young people as
volunteers. While these issues
clearly need to be addressed, for the
most part they are similar to con-
cerns raised about adult volunteer
programs. Nonprofit organizations
should check with their insurance
carriers to ensure that liability and
accident coverage extends to
younger volunteers. If the children
are referred through a school ser-
vice-learning program, some insur-
ance coverage may be provided by
the school district. Of course, lead-
ers will want to educate young vol-
unteers about risk management
practices and safety procedures—
just as they do with adult volunteers. 

Kidz Voice-LA

In 1998, over 150 youth were shot in the
city of Los Angeles, 53 of them fatally.
Aware of the danger caused by ammuni-
tion being sold in their city, twin brothers
Theo and Niko Milonopoulos—then 11
years old—co-founded Kidz Voice-LA, a
nonprofit organization by kids, for kids,
to provide youth with a voice in public
policy and to lobby for gun control legis-
lation. Through petitions, attendance at
anti-gun violence marches, public
speeches, and testimonies, Kidz Voice-LA
has helped change the city’s gun policy.
With support from city, county, and state
legislators; gun control organizations;
student councils; at-risk youth groups;
and parent-teacher organizations, Kidz
Voice-LA coordinated a gun meltdown
rally with the Los Angeles Police Depart-
ment. In April 2001, they successfully
lobbied the Los Angeles City Council to
pass a partial ban on ammunition sales.
On National Youth Service Day 2002, Kidz
Voice-LA led a “Get Out the Vote” cam-
paign and distributed 300 bilingual voter
registration forms in preparation for the
city’s June elections. 
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Even though the Fair Labor
Standards Act does not generally
apply to volunteers, nonprofits will
want to stay on the safe side of fed-
eral child labor laws. The Depart-
ment of Labor deems some
occupations too hazardous for chil-
dren under 14, and some too haz-
ardous for minors under 18. Since
very few nonprofits would wish to
assign even adult volunteers to haz-
ardous activities, these prohibitions
are unlikely to present a problem.
And in fact, the Department of
Labor regulations on work experi-
ence and career exploration pro-
grams offered through state
departments of education provide
some exceptions to the hazardous
work rules for children as young as
14. It is also a good idea to check
with the state Department of Labor
as some states have additional
restrictions on children’s work activ-
ities than those imposed under fed-
eral law. KaBOOM! is one example
of a program involving children in
safe and age-appropriate activities
while also giving them the opportu-
nity to contribute to the project in
creative and substantive ways.

Conclusion
This report demonstrates that
through their volunteering, youth
are involved in every aspect of com-
munity life—they help other chil-
dren, they form strong partnerships
with adults, they help strengthen
family bonds, they support those in
need, and their efforts also con-

tribute to vibrant civic and philan-
thropic initiatives. The most impor-
tant implication of the report’s
findings is that it is critical to civil
society’s continued strength that
organizations cultivate lifelong vol-
unteers and donors by providing
meaningful opportunities for
involvement while they are young.
There are challenges to this effort,
but for every obstacle and question
raised, there are resources, options,
and stirring examples of programs
that are making the inclusion of
young volunteers work.

How can we make a start? Adults
can strive to be open-minded to
young people’s ideas; they can recog-
nize that taking risks is a necessary
step toward developing high-quality
programs that truly represent the
youth perspective. Organizations
can work toward changing tradi-
tional volunteer and governance
structures and adjusting their sched-
ules to incorporate youth. Busi-
nesses can make an important
investment in their community’s
well-being by expanding employee
volunteer initiatives to include fami-
lies. Nonprofit organizations can
educate youth about the nonprofit
sector’s role in society and encourage
young people’s involvement in
addressing community needs. 

The impact of engaging young
people in meaningful service to oth-
ers is evident: The service opportu-
nities we offer children and youth
today are the foundation of the vol-
unteer and philanthropic sector in
the future.
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KaBOOM!

KaBOOM! is a national nonprofit organi-
zation, headquartered in Washington
D.C., that promotes community partner-
ships among neighbors and organiza-
tions to join together to build safe and
accessible playgrounds around the coun-
try. A playground-building project is con-
sidered a construction site and therefore
only volunteers 18 and older are allowed
to participate in the building itself.
Younger children and youth, however, do
have substantive roles before and during
the project.

Two to three months before a play-
ground is built, a KaBOOM! project 
manager and the community chair for
the project facilitate a “Design Day”
especially for children in the neighbor-
hood where the playground will be 
constructed. On large sheets of paper
each child draws his or her “dream”
playground with their name and age. 
The project manager collects the draw-
ings and identifies common requirements
for the future playground. Sometimes,
the children even present the drawings
to each other, leading to giggles and
discussions about what makes a good
playground. Involving the future users in 

the planning stage benefits the children
because the playground includes the 
features they wished for; the community
benefits because it invests in a playground
whose components have been selected
by those who will put the equipment to
good use. 

During the construction of the play-
ground, children aged eight and older
can be in charge of distributing food for
the volunteers and developing games
and activities for younger children. 
Since most playground “builds” take
place on Saturdays, non-community 
volunteers working on the project, such
as sponsors, bring their own children as
well. At the end of the project, children
are in charge of the ribbon-cutting 
ceremony marking the completion of the
new playground. After every playground
construction, the children’s drawings 
are bound and presented to the projects’
sponsors as a thank-you gift.
www.kaboom.org
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