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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The term “civic engagement” has become one of the more vague in 

public policy discussions. More than any other national organization, 

the Congressionally chartered National Conference on Citizenship 

(NCoC) has sought to bring clarity to this very important subject 

through survey research and promoting civic participation. Their 

annual “Civic Health Index” studies American civic engagement on 

activities ranging from voting to volunteering to many in between. 

For the last three years, NCoC has also focused on California for 

one of its state-level reports. To help define the term, this year’s 

report is divided into “political civic engagement” (voting and 

registering to vote, discussing politics with friends/neighbors) and 

“social civic engagement” (volunteering, having dinner with family, 

working on community problems).

As with so many things related to California, the 2010 California 

Civic Health Index illustrates both the challenges to and promises of 

building a healthy civic culture in the state. In both its political and 

social findings, the results outlined in this report demonstrate 

that although Californians confront many hurdles to participation, 

they are responding positively with several engagement trend 

lines moving upward.

The data discussed in this survey demonstrate that California 

has great room for improvement when it comes to the civic 

engagement of its residents.  But the data also suggest that there 

has been and will continue to be progress in this area.  At a time 

when the prognosis for traditional political processes in California 

looks particularly bleak, residents and community leaders have an 

opportunity to work together in new ways to find new processes 

to replace those that are failing. 

VOTING

Californians seem to be mirroring the national average in many 

areas of civic engagement. They turned out to vote at nearly the 

same percentage seen nationally (63.4% and 63.6%, respectively), 

and at the midterm elections (47.8% in California and nationally). 

Although Californians are keeping up with the national average 

on most areas of civic engagement under review, the percentages 

remain well below ideal. California ranked 42nd among all states 

in voter-registration rate. While California saw a turnout of 68.2% 

of eligible voters, the national voter-registration rate for all eligible 

citizens in 2008 was 71.0%.

SOLVING PROBLEMS AND TALKING POLITICS

Community collaboration and discussion of politics are also 

important areas to consider in the assessment of civic engagement. 1

In 2009, 8.3% of Californians worked with neighbors to fix a 

problem, up from 5.7% in 2006 and just below the national average 

of 8.8%. Attention to and discussion of politics are also areas that 

should be reviewed. Rates of news consumption and discussion in 

California are somewhat below the national average. Thirty-three 

percent of Californians discussed politics with friends and family at 

least a few times a week, ranking 46th in the nation.

SERVICE AND VOLUNTEERING

Volunteers provide essential human capital needed to run many 

nonprofit and government service organizations.  Between 2007 and 

2009 an estimated 6.8 million Californians contributed their time to 

helping such organizations provide service to the larger community.  

In 2009, 24.6% of Californians reported volunteering at least once in 

the last 12 months, slightly lower than the national average of 26.8%; 

California ranks 39th among the states in percentage of residents 

who volunteer.

COMMUNITY CONNECTIONS 

In 2009, 8.3% of Californians say they work with neighbors to 

improve the community, slightly below the national average of 8.8%.  

In this measure of engagement, California ranks 33rd in the nation.  

On a less formal level, 13.8% of Californians exchange favors with 

neighbors a few times a week while the average for the entire 

country is 15.9%. Another informal method of social engagement is 

family connectivity. Nationally, 89.1% of Americans eat dinner with 

their family a few times a week. California ranks 41st in the nation 

with 87.8% of residents reporting that they eat with their family 

a few times a week. Leadership and group membership are both 

strong predictors of other forms of civic engagement.  In California, 

the percentage of group members who volunteer is 43.2% while 

83.1% of group leaders volunteer.  More than a quarter of leaders 

have also worked with neighbors to improve the community.



There is some excuse for those who question the importance of 

civic engagement.  For one thing, the term has become amorphous—

covering any action from voting to volunteering.  For another, 

most coverage of the subject is painted with the veneer of “good 

government,” giving it an air of saccharine sweetness.

This leaves us with the question: Is our participation in the 

“public square” and our involvement in our communities really 

consequential?

Like few stories in recent memory, the infamous government 

scandals uncovered in the City of Bell’s government demonstrated 

the dramatic importance of civic engagement.1 The debacle in 

southern Los Angeles County powerfully reveals the importance of 

civic engagement—in both its political (voting, staying informed) and 

social (volunteering, working with others) manifestations. For while 

there are some aspects of the Bell story that are unique, there are 

others that point to what Harvard professor and New York City 

Deputy Mayor Stephen Goldsmith has dubbed the “new normal” In 

local and state governments.

State and federal investigations into the malfeasance committed in 

the small Los Angeles city continue.  What is known at this point, 

however, is that the process, which resulted in unconscionable salary 

packages for several city staffers and elected officials, began at the 

ballot box in 2005. 

Then, in an election in which less than 1% of Bell’s population of 

37,000 residents participated, the decision was made to detach the 

city from state restrictions on municipal compensation.  This allowed 

the city council to set their own and staff ’s salaries far above the 

statewide average. Of course, the unethical decisions made by Bell’s 

political leaders are inexcusable, but increasing blame has also been 

heaped on the city’s residents.  

A problem that began in an under-utilized voting booth was 

allowed to fester as Bell’s residents either did not, or could not, 

track their government’s spending over a five-year period.  As the 

Sacramento Bee editorialized, “To ferret out malfeasance, reporters 

and prosecutors depend on attentive citizens who are helping 

to watchdog how their money is being spent. As the city of Bell 

demonstrates, the cost of disengaging is high indeed.”2

Because decades-long pensions are involved in this fiasco, if the 

2005 election decision is allowed to stand, not only Bell’s taxpayers, 

INTRODUCTION: 
CIVIC ENGAGEMENT IN CALIFORNIA: 

FROM BELL TO THE “NEW NORMAL”

but taxpayers statewide will be held responsible for millions of 

dollars in benefits payments. What started as a local civic decision 

has become a real concern to all Californians.

The policies proposed in response to what has occurred have 

generally tended towards centralization and consolidation. Various 

calls have come for greater oversight by the State government, but 

as political commentator Joe Mathews opined, with more than 

400 cities and thousands of governing agencies, “The state is in no 

position to keep an eye on all of California’s local governments. It 

needs citizens, engaged citizens, to be minding the store.”3

Respected local government thinker and current Ventura City 

Manager Rick Cole recently proposed a more localized approach, 

consolidating a number of Los Angeles-area cities (including Bell) 

into a larger municipality.4  But while this may, in fact, be a “sensible 

step” as Cole describes, it illustrates the profound cost of civic 

disengagement: essentially the death penalty for a locally governed 

community.

The Bell story is anomalous in many respects, but it does highlight 

several important issues related to “civic engagement.”   The first is one 

of definition.  Although as noted earlier, the phrase civic engagement 

is used to describe a variety of activities, civic engagement is better 

understood as including two separate but related categories of 

involvement. Activities such as voting, staying informed by reading 

local news sources, or discussing community concerns with your 

neighbors, constitute the political side of engagement, all of which 

appeared to be entirely lacking (for a variety of reasons) in Bell.  At 

the same time, there is also a social element to civic engagement. 
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Eating meals with the family, volunteering, and working with 

neighbors to fix local problems —all of these play an important role 

in building a healthy community.

The face of local government in California is changing as it 

confronts fiscal crises related to the statewide economic crisis. 

The aforementioned deputy mayor of New York City, Stephen 

Goldsmith, has popularly titled this era as the “new normal.”  A 

combination of declining revenues and increased expenditures on 

pensions and retirement benefits has resulted in what he describes 

as an “enduring reality that must be confronted. Crisis is now the 

norm.”5 As municipalities—both cities and states—cut back services, 

the importance of social civic engagement grows tremendously. 

Goldsmith explains, “Public officials who wish to be on the right side 

of the right sizing movement must create structures that facilitate 

participation.”6

The second issue raised by Bell’s predicament is contextual. As in 

California more broadly, Bell’s deteriorating economy is particularly 

reflected in high unemployment rates. Since the global economy 

began to falter in 2007, California has continued to experience 

unemployment rates much higher than the national average (12%+), 

with the Los Angeles-area rating even worse.7

Along with the rest of California, Bell has a high level of ethnic diversity.  

Demographics and diversity also help define the contextual test to 

civic engagement. In his interesting 2007 study of the relationship 

between ethnic heterogeneity and civic participation, E Pluribus 

Unum, sociologist Robert Putnam found that diversity generally 

relates inversely to engagement.8 In a study of 41 American cities, 

Putnam and his team of researchers discovered that, while diversity 

offers great opportunities for creative civic problem-solving in the 

long-run, it also presents challenges to collaboration related to 

language and culture (at least in the short-term).

As with so many things related to California, the 2010 California 

Civic Health Index illustrates both the challenges to and promises 

of building a healthy civic culture in the state. In both its political 

and social findings, the results outlined in this report demonstrate 

that although Californians confront many hurdles to participation, 

they are responding positively with several engagement trend lines 

moving upward.

Civic engagement, both political and social, increases government 

responsibility and stewardship, helps create effective solutions 

to political and economic problems, and strengthens the trust of 

residents for their local governments and of local governments for 

their residents.  Today, in the era of Goldsmith’s “new normal,” civic 

engagement is more vital than ever, especially in a state as diverse 

as California.

The data discussed in this survey demonstrate that California has 

great room for improvement when it comes to the civic engagement 

of its residents.  But they also suggest that there has been and will 

continue to be progress in this area. At a time when the prognosis 

for traditional political processes in the State of California looks 

particularly bleak, residents and community leaders have an 

opportunity to work together in new ways to find new processes 

to replace those that are failing. This year, the Bell Scandal sparked 

renewed concern in the condition of local government for many 

Californians, and may prove a valuable catalyst for motivating civic 

engagement. 

Civic engagement is a process that must be learned by both 

governments and private citizens.  But it is a process that can be 

learned and expanded throughout the State of California.  As we 

head into the second decade of the new millennium facing unique 

social and economic challenges, there is no better time to learn 

these lessons.  



POLITICAL CIVIC ENGAGEMENT
Civic engagement broadly encompasses many forms of political 

and civic activities. These include registering to vote, voting, 

attending community meetings, working with others to improve 

one’s community, discussing politics and paying attention to 

public affairs. All of these activities build both political and social 

capital for individuals, their communities, and the states they live 

in. The composite measure of these is an indication of the state’s  

civic health. 

THE GOOD NEWS
Californians seem to be mirroring the national average in many areas 

of civic engagement. We turned out in 2008 to vote at nearly the 

same percentage seen nationally (63.4% and 63.6%, respectively), 

and at the midterm elections (47.8% in California and nationally). 

Californians also volunteer close to the national percentage (24.6% 

and 26.8%, respectively) and work with their neighbors to solve 

1972         1976         1980         1984         1988         1992         1996         2000         2004         2008

FIGURE 1: VOTER TURNOUT AMONG CITIZENS 18+ FOR PRESIDENTIAL ELECTIONS  
IN CALIFORNIA AND THE UNITED STATES (1972-2008)
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FIGURE 2: VOTER TURNOUT AMONG CITIZENS 18+ FOR MIDTERM ELECTIONS  
IN CALIFORNIA AND THE UNITED STATES (1974 TO 2006)
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FIGURE 4: PARTICIPATE IN ONE OR MORE NON-ELECTORAL POLITICAL ACTIVITIES
2008 - 2009 NATIONAL AVERAGE  - 26.3%       CALIFORNIA - 25.1%
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community problems (8.3% in California and 8.8% nationally).  In 

examining how Californians compare to the nation, it is important to 

also look at other states with similar size and similar demographics. 

Compared with Texas and New York, Californians exceeded their 

averages on every area of civic engagement measured. 

California ranked 33rd in voter turnout for the November 2008 

election, with the rate of 63.4% for citizens age 18 and over. 

Although the ranking is low, the 2008 turnout nearly matched the 

national average of 63.6%. Since 2000, voter turnout in California 

has increased from 57.9% in 2000, to 61.9% in 2004 and to 63.4% in 

2008. Midterm voter turnout similarly shows an upward trend after 

2002, with 47.8% of California voters going to the polls in 2006.  

Community collaboration and discussion of politics are also important 

areas to consider in the assessment of civic engagement. Access to 

news and political discussion builds social capital; those who report 

high news consumption and high political discussion are far more 

likely to volunteer than those who report low news consumption 

and low political discussions. Similarly, access to information also 

predicts whether people fix something in the community with 

neighbors. Those who keep up with news and discuss politics are 

more likely to donate money than those who do not.

In 2009, 8.3% of Californians worked with neighbors to fix a problem, 

up from 5.7% in 2006 and just below the national average of 8.8%. 

Attention to and discussion of politics are also areas that should be 

reviewed. Rates of news consumption and discussion in California 

are somewhat below the national average. Thirty-three percent of 

Californians discussed politics with friends and family at least a few 

times a week, ranking 46th in the nation. Younger Californians are 

more disengaged from news, with 48.1% neither consuming nor 

discussing the news (about six percentage points difference from 

the national average), whereas older Californians are somewhat 

more connected to news than their contemporaries nationally. 

FIGURE 3: DISCUSS POLITICS WITH FAMILY AND FRIENDS
2008 - 2009 NATIONAL AVERAGE  - 39.3%       CALIFORNIA - 33.4%

50

40

30

20

10

46th

D
C M
T

A
L

A
K

M
D V
T

G
A
O
R
N
J

M
N SC N
H FL C
T

M
A

W
A

W
Y

M
E
LA VA C
O M
I

U
T

W
I

O
H IL

N
M N
E KS TN O
K
A
Z IN N
Y ID

M
O
N
C SD W
V
M
S
KY IA R
I

TX PA C
A
A
R

N
D D
E

N
V H
I



FIGURE 6: VOTER TURNOUT
2008 NATIONAL AVERAGE  - 63.6%       CALIFORNIA - 63.4%
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THE BAD NEWS
Although Californians are keeping up with the national average on most of the areas of civic engagement under review, the percentages remain 

well below ideal. California ranked 42nd among all states in voter-registration rate. While California saw a turnout of 68.2% of eligible voters, 

the national voter registration rate for all eligible citizens in 2008 was 71.0%. Voting trends are on the rise in California, again mirroring the 

national average. 

FIGURE 5: VOTER REGISTRATION
2008 NATIONAL AVERAGE  - 71%       CALIFORNIA - 68.2%
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FIGURE 7: ATTENDING PUBLIC MEETINGS

California U.S.
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However, all Californians need to be encouraged to engage with the news and to discuss politics, particularly younger Californians. Better-

informed citizens participate more, including working to improve community problems, taking on a leadership role in one’s community, and 

donating money to campaigns.  
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Recent studies have demonstrated that those with less money and 

less education, and are a minority, are less likely to participate in the 

political process. In a 2004 report, the American Political Science 

Association Task Force on Inequality and American Democracy 

concluded that:

The privileged participate more than others and are increasingly 

well organized to press their demands on government. Public 

officials, in turn, are much more responsive to the privileged 

than to average citizens and the least affluent. Citizens with 

low or moderate incomes speak with a whisper that is lost 

on the ears of inattentive government, while the advantaged 

roar with the clarity and consistency that policymakers readily 

heed (p. 1).  

Americans 25 years of age and older who have no college experience 

are far less likely (21.5%) to access information and engage in political 

conversation than those who have college experience (37.0%). This 

translates into political action; those who discuss politics with others 

are more likely to engage civically in a wide array of behaviors, 

including voicing political opinions, voting, volunteering, and working 

to improve the community with neighbors.9

Approximately 20% of Californians in 2008 did not graduate from 

high school. Large urban areas in California are of special concern. 

Using data obtained from the 2003-04 academic year, The Editorial 

Projects in Education Research Center demonstrated that urban 

students graduate at a rate of 15 percentage points lower than their 

suburban peers.10 On the national level, nearly one-quarter of all 

students who fail to graduate high school with a diploma live in one 

of the 50 largest cities.11 Repeated studies have shown that level 

of education is strongly related to political participation. While 57% 

of U.S. citizens aged 18-29 attended college, they represented 70% 

of young voters.12 Meanwhile, only 6% of youth with less than a 

high school diploma voted. This group comprises 14% of the young 

population. Further, of the 29% of the population with only a high 

school diploma, 24% voted.13

Although California’s population of more than 36 million residents 

is increasing in diversity, those participating in the political process 

are not representing that diversity. Growing diversity increases the 

importance of providing interactive civic education to all students. 

Civic education is essential to providing Californians with needed 

opportunities to engage in discussion of current events and to 

garner the knowledge and skills to effectively participate in the 

political process. The current requirement of one semester-long 

government course at grade 12 may be too little and too late, both 

for those who drop out of school or who arrive as adults. 

CIVIC EDUCATION FOUND TO 
PROMOTE CIVIC ENGAGEMENT
Several studies over the last two decades have affirmed that civic 

education can have a significant effect on a student’s political 

knowledge and engagement.14 More recent research has specified 

certain interactive and high-quality classroom techniques that are 

essential to creating an enlightened and engaged citizenry.15 In a 

2010 study, Dr. Diana Owen of Georgetown University found that 

Americans who reported having participated in a civic-education 

class that included an interactive component were more politically 

knowledgeable and more civically engaged.16

In a 2009 Department of Education publication on the achievement 

gap in California, the State Superintendent of Public Instruction stated 

that “The state can no longer ignore the fact that major segments of 

the next generation continue to fall short of their potential. Quite 

simply, the achievement gap among student subgroups is a threat 

to their future and to the future economic health and security of 

California and of this nation.”17 Increasing interactive civic-education 

programs may narrow the gap in the educational divide. A recent 

study by Joseph Kahne at Mills College found that classroom civic 

learning opportunities can offset impact of neighborhood and home 

contexts. In other words, participating in a high-quality, interactive 

civic-education program can compensate and narrow the gap.18 

Similarly, in Campbell’s paper “Voice in the Classroom: How an 

Open Classroom Climate Fosters Political Engagement Among 

Adolescents,”19 he finds that quality civic-education practices had 

the largest impact on California low-income/high-needs students. 

Additionally, findings from a new longitudinal study on interactive 

civic education programs in California support that high-quality and 

engaging civic-learning opportunities promote civic and political 

engagement outside the classroom. Dr. Kahne demonstrated 

content-learning promoted interest in politics, interest in diverse 

opinions, a commitment to participatory citizenship and voting. 

Experience-centered learning promoted volunteerism, political 

action and expression, a commitment to participatory citizenship, 

and confidence in one’s civic skills.20 These studies provide strong 

evidence of the impact that civic education (or the lack thereof) can 

have on our children.



SOCIAL CIVIC ENGAGEMENT

Civic engagement encompasses a wide range of activities undertaken 

to address issues of public concern.  These actions can be overtly 

political, like voting and volunteering, or they can be subtler, like 

exchanging favors with a neighbor.  In this section, we examine the 

components of civic engagement having to do with Californians’ 

social interactions with each other and with their community.    

The social capital produced by acts of social civic engagement helps 

create “networks, norms, and social trust that facilitate coordination 

and cooperation for mutual benefit.”21 These societal attributes 

are highly correlated with community ability to constructively 

and effectively tackle public problems. The idea of social capital 

includes both participation in public groups (like churches) and 

private sociability and connectedness with immediate family.  These 

activities build trust among citizens and function as a training ground 

for collaborative problem solving. 

In this period of financial hardship for both governments and 

individuals, it is perhaps more important than ever for communities 

to develop the skills needed to work together to solve problems.

MEASURING CIVIC ENGAGEMENT
Because quantitative measures of “social capital” can be elusive, this 

study uses data on a combination of civic-engagement activities 

that correlate with creating trust. For the purposes of this report, 

Californians were asked to report how often they volunteer, their 

participation in groups and as leaders of groups, and the frequency 

and means by which they connect with others.  

SERVICE AND VOLUNTEERING

Volunteers provide essential human capital needed to run many 

non-profit and government service organizations.  Between 2007 

and 2009, an estimated 6.8 million Californians contributed their 

time to helping such organizations provide service to the larger 

community.  In 2009, 24.6% of Californians reported volunteering 

at least once in the last 12 months, slightly lower than the national 

average of 26.8%.  California ranks 39th among the states in 

percentage of residents who volunteer.   

2002           2003           2004           2005           2006           2007           2008           2009

FIGURE 8: VOLUNTEERING (2002-2009)
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Although it does not boast the highest volunteer rate, California 

is investing in an educational infrastructure to institutionalize 

and expand its service-learning programs throughout the state.  

Currently more than 160,000 students are providing more than 1.8 

million volunteer service hours.   Additionally, federal programs like 

Senior Corps, AmeriCorps, and Learn and Serve America engaged 

more than 230,000 Californian volunteers of all ages and brought in 

more than $73 million in federal grants to improve the state.

COMMUNITY CONNECTIONS

In the early 19th Century, Alexis deToqueville commented on 

the value of formal and informal associations in America.  He 

recognized that the power of group associations to generate ideas 

and motivate actions was the building block of this new society and 

a necessary balance to the individualizing tendency of democracy.  

Tocqueville saw the two aspects of civic engagement closely linked.  

He explained that, on the one hand, social associations “facilitate 

political associations,” while “on the other hand, political association 

singularly develops and perfects civil association.”22

As technology rapidly changes the landscape of social networks and 

norms, this report looks at the kinds of connectivity Californians 

have to their families, neighbors, and communities.  In a recent 

essay that questioned the impact of internet-based social networks 

on social movements, Malcolm Gladwell speculates that although 

online connectivity makes it easy to proliferate ideas, the kind of 

2006                              2007                              2008                              2009               

FIGURE 9: WORKED WITH NEIGHBORS
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collectivist action that was a hallmark of our Civil Rights Movement 

and other important social revolutions depends more on strong 

leadership and close, in-person relationships between movement 

participants.23  Whether or not Gladwell is correct, it is certainly 

true that our community relationships, news consumption, and 

methods of conceptualizing solutions are rapidly changing with the 

advent of new forms of communication.  As Californians work to 

effect change in their communities, proliferation of information and 

forms of social interactions both will play a large role.

Over the last few years, the rate at which Americans report working 

with neighbors to improve the community has increased:  8.3% of 

Californians say they work with neighbors to improve the community, 

slightly below a national average of 8.8%.  



 Yes No

Church group or religious association 14.1% 85.9%

Sports or recreation association 9.7% 90.3%

Service or civic association 5.1% 94.9%

School group 13.1% 86.9%

FIGURE 11: TYPES OF ORGANIZATIONS WHERE CALIFORNIANS VOLUNTEER

Membership in community groups ranging from sports leagues to community service clubs to Bible studies has fallen steadily over the 

last 40 years, but 31.5% of Californians still report belonging to some kind of group. Of these, about 7% report serving in some kind of 

leadership role. California ranks 44th in the nation on this measure of civic engagement. Nationally, 35.1% of Americans are members of 

groups and 10.1% say they have served in a leadership capacity.  

Leadership and group membership are both strong predictors of other forms of civic engagement.  Those who report group affiliation and 

leadership have higher rates volunteering and working with neighbors to improve the community.  In California, the percentage of group 

members who volunteer is 43.2%, while 83.1% of group leaders volunteer.  More than a quarter of leaders have worked with neighbors 

to improve the community.

FIGURE 10: EAT DINNER WITH FAMILY AND HOUSEHOLD MEMBERS
2009 NATIONAL AVERAGE  - 89.1%       CALIFORNIA - 87.8%
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In this measure of engagement, California ranks 33rd in the nation.  On a less formal level, 13.8% of Californians exchange favors with neighbors 

a few times a week, while the average for the entire country is 15.9%.  These informal actions are greatly affected by geography: Californians 

who live in rural communities are far more likely to regularly exchange favors (21.9%) than those in urban areas (11.9%).  Another informal 

method of social engagement is family connectivity.  Nationally, 89.1% of Americans eat dinner with their families a few times a week. California 

ranks 41st in the nation, with 87.8% of residents reporting that they eat with their families a few times a week.
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CALIFORNIA, NEW YORK, AND TEXAS
For the 2010 Civic Health Index, thirteen states and four cities 

elected to do location-specific reporting.  These reports allow us 

to examine specific differences between states.  For example, while 

California outranks New York and Texas in volunteering rate, the 

difference in most measures is fairly minor.  Where we find the 

greatest variety between these states is in centralized policy stances 

on the issues of mandatory service-learning for K-12 students and 

how the states teach “civic engagement.”  

In the last three years, the California legislature has passed a handful 

of bills aimed at improving civic engagement among young people. 

The Governor has vetoed at least three of these initiatives (related 

to young voter registration, credit for service learning, and excusing 

school absence due to civic engagement reasons).  Despite these 

vetoes, California high school seniors are required to take a half year 

civics class designed to help them “pursue a deeper understanding 

of the intuitions of American government.”  

Like California, Texas and New York have passed bills that call for 

improved and mandatory civic education curriculums.  However, 

neither state has required or developed centralized service-learning 

programming like California’s “CalServe Initiative” run by the state 

Department of Education.  In Texas, where individual school districts 

decide on service-learning requirements, only 5% of districts have 

elected to mandate service learning.  The cities of Austin and 

Houston in Texas have been awarded grants from the Rockefeller 

Foundation to help set up networks that connect residents with 

volunteer opportunities. New York may be following in California’s 

footsteps, however, the legislature is soon to vote on a bill that 

would make service learning a graduation requirement for high 

school seniors. 

NATIONAL TRENDS
In general, California is representative of the national trends in 

civic engagement we examine here with some notable exceptions.  

California data confirm that certain civic-engagement activities are 

more likely to predict whether a person will participate in other 

forms of engagement.  One of the strongest predictors is whether a 

person reports serving in a leadership role.  Leaders are more likely 

to volunteer (nationally, 75% of leaders volunteer compared with the 

26.8% national volunteering average) and more likely to have worked 

with neighbors to improve their communities.  Factors that appear 

to influence leadership are college experience and employment.  

People who are employed and have college experience are much 

more likely to serve as leaders.  In particular, college experience has 

a very strong relationship with leadership—83% of leaders have 

been to college.  

In his most recent research on social capital and civic engagement, 

Robert Putman highlights that while civic participation and interest 

in public policy have increased in the Millennial Generation since 

the 9/11 attacks, the spike in participation appears to be limited 

to young people from more privileged backgrounds.  Lower class 

youth report less engagement in their communities and politics.24 

This apparent relationship between leadership, civic engagement, 

and social class may be echoed in these statistics as well.     

Although these political forms of engagement are stronger among 

a privileged population, leadership, employment, and college 

experience do not appear to favorably affect connectivity with 

family and friends.  The unemployed are more likely to trade 

favors with neighbors than those who are employed, and college 

experience seems to have no bearing on whether a person is 

connected with friends and family.  Those who do report high levels 

of connectedness are some of the least likely to volunteer.

Nationally from 2007 to 2010, civic engagement numbers have 

increased.  The percentage of Americans volunteering has grown 

by two percentage points and in California the rate has increased 

by nine percentage points. Since its nadir in 2007, the country has 

shown impressive growth in the percentage of Americans who 

report  “working with neighbors.”  Mirroring national results since 

2007, the percentage of Californians who are assisting neighbors has 

improved by more than 40%.  In part, this appears to be a positive 

civic response to the economic crisis.  It is worth noting that these 

California trends, while similar to the national results, are significantly 

greater than Texas and New York.  Californian’s steady increase in 

civic engagement and willingness to reach out is a positive sign. With 

unemployment at 12.4%, an increasingly bi-partisan legislature, and 

plenty of difficult decisions to make regarding our fiscal and natural 

resources, the 2010 Civic Health Index for California shows that 

there is still room for optimism in these difficult times.  



RECOMMENDATIONS

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
What can be done to strengthen the gains California has made, 

while encouraging growth in those areas where civic engagement 

is faltering? There are no easy answers or a silver bullet to bring an 

instant solution. However, policy recommendations can be offered 

as pathways of improvement. 

Civic engagement requires lifelong learning and participation. Civic 

engagement embraces community involvement and improvement, 

continued education on political processes, and active participation 

in government—including the all-important watchdog role.

The recommendations listed below consider the many facets of 

civic engagement, and recognize individual citizens, governmental 

entities, and the public, private, and nonprofit sectors need to work 

together to improve the state’s civic health index.

Four years ago the Education Commission of the States made four 

policy recommendations that are still relevant today, in the larger 

context of civic education.  They are in its place included here with 

some additional ideas in parenthesis. 

 1.  Extending citizenship education into the elementary and 

middle grades (with introductions in the primary grades where 

children are so eager to learn) 

 2.  Making citizenship education experience grounded in knowledge 

and explicitly designed to engage students (taking them from 

passive learner to active participant)

 3.  Allowing more time for preparation and professional 

development to teach citizenship education 

 4.  Recognizing testing and assessment as important elements 

of any citizenship education program, and encouraging 

legislators to support the development of tests that go beyond  

civic knowledge

ADDITIONAL RECOMMENDATIONS

 5.  Creating a robust educational out-reach to all adults, in particular to 

the immigrant population, on the practical structure and function 

of government and on the development of the civic engagement 

skills needed as a citizen of this democratic society.

 6.  Incorporating civic educational strategies across the curriculum 

in all teacher-preparation programs.

 7.  Training in public engagement for municipal officials: This “new 

normal” era is creating new relationships between citizens and 

their public leaders. From engaging the public in vital budget 

decisions to including them in new public-private partnerships 

for service delivery, participatory governance is becoming the 

new civic-leadership skill. In other states, the Secretary of State 

coordinates some of these collaborative projects at the local 

level.

 8.  Better alignment of service delivery and revenue responsibilities 

in California: One of the reasons Californians explain their 

disengagement is the perception that many major policy 

decisions are “made in Sacramento.” Recent election results 

demonstrate that residents are much more willing to support 

public services where the decision-making is kept as local as 

possible.

 9.  Broaden the Brown Act: Typically regarded as a “check box” by 

many local officials, and organized through the standard “three 

minutes at the microphone,” public engagement projects that 

include facilitated, deliberative processes should be considered 

conforming to regulated public meeting structures. Online public 

engagement on local policy issues should also be supported as 

being part of a legal and legitimate public process.

Innovative civic education programs are already available in California. 

We need not reinvent the wheel. What is needed is a vehicle to 

make them widespread across the population.
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TECHNICAL NOTES

The 2010 Civic Health Index is based on The Center for Information & Research on Civic Learning and 

Engagement’s  (CIRCLE) analysis of Census Current Population Survey (CPS) data. Volunteering estimates are 

from CPS September Volunteering Supplement, 2007, 2008 and 2009, and data available from Volunteering in 

America. Voting and registration data come from the CPS November Voting/Registration Supplement, 2004 

and 2008 All other civic-engagement indicators, such as access to information and connection to others, 

come from the 2008 and 2009 CPS Civic Engagement Supplement. For these indicators, the 2008 and 2009 

data were combined, whenever possible, to achieve the largest possible sample size and to minimize error. 

For the California Report, the sample size for citizen engagement was 16,964 and the sample size for 

volunteering was 8,883

Because the report draws from multiple data sources with varying error parameters, there is no exact 

estimate of margin of error for the national or California sample. However, according to the Census Bureau, 

published margin of error for CPS voting and registration supplement from 2008 is +/-0.3% for the national 

estimate and +/-0.9% for California. For specific population subgroups, the margin of error is greater.

The 2010 national report, America’s Civic Health Assessment issue brief and executive summary, can be found 

online at www.ncoc.net/CivicHealth2010. Rankings and data for all 50 states and the 51 largest metropolitan 

areas are available at http://civic.serve.gov. The 2010 state report, California’s Civic Health index, can be found 

online at www.commonsense.org and www.civiced.org.  For a chronicle of California Civic Health Index 

work since 2008, visit www.NCoC.net/CA



Founded in 1946 and federally chartered by the U.S. Congress in 1953, the National Conference 

on Citizenship (NCoC) is a leader in advancing our nation’s civic life. We track, measure and 

promote civic participation and engagement in partnership with other organizations on a bipartisan, 

collaborative basis. We focus on ways to enhance history and civics education, encourage national 

and community service, and promote greater participation in the political process. 

Many distinguished Americans have been involved with the growth and development of NCoC 

over the years including Presidents Harry S. Truman and Dwight D. Eisenhower and Chief Justices 

Earl Warren and Warren Burger. The roster of board members, advisors and guest speakers at 

NCoC events represent a diverse spectrum of leaders from across government, industry, academia, 

community and nonprofit organizations and the media, including Senators Robert Byrd and Lamar 

Alexander, Justices Sandra Day O’Connor, Stephen Breyer, Anthony Kennedy, Ruth Bader Ginsburg, 

and Antonin Scalia, philanthropists Ray Chambers and Eugene Lang, authors David McCullough 

and Walter Isaacson, scholars Robert Putnam and Stephen Goldsmith, TIME Magazine’s Richard 

Stengel, MTV’s Ian Rowe, ABC’s Cokie Roberts, actor Stephen Lang, AOL’s Jean Case, Facebook’s 

Sean Parker, former Clinton Administration advisor William Galston and former Bush Administration 

advisor John Bridgeland. 

NCoC’s accomplishments are many, ranging from fueling the civic energy of the Greatest Generation 

freshly home from WWII to helping lead the celebration of our nation’s Bicentennial in 1976. NCoC 

helped establish the observance of Constitution Day, each September 17, and our charter mandates 

we hold our annual conference close to this date with a focus on building a more active and engaged 

citizenry. 

Since 2006, NCoC has produced America’s Civic Health Index, the nation’s leading measure of citizen 

actions and attitudes. In April 2009, NCoC was included in the Edward M. Kennedy Serve America 

Act.  To help our communities harness the power of their citizens, the Corporation for National and 

Community Service and the U.S. Census Bureau were directed to work with NCoC to expand the 

reach and impact of these metrics through an annual Civic Health Assessment.

 

To advance our mission, better understand the broad dimensions of modern citizenship, and to 

encourage greater civic participation, NCoC has developed and sustained a network of over 250 

like-minded institutions that seek a more collaborative approach to strengthening our system of 

self-government. 

For more information, please visit www.ncoc.net
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