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1.
Summviary oF MaJor FINDINGS

Search Institute’s studies show that youth involvement with religious
organizations has a powerful positive effect on adolescent development,
promoting various assets young people need and offering protection from
behavioral risks. Yet participation in congregations decreases as
adolescents age from middle school through high school. Adolescents thus
lose the potential positive value of congregational connection just as their
exposure to risky situations and difficult decisions increases.

In order to tap this potential more effectively, Search Institute received
support from The DeWitt Wallace-Reader’s Digest Fund to conduct a
multi-faceted study of the feasibility of providing non-sectarian training
and resources on positive youth development to youth workers in a broad
range of faith traditions. Specifically, we were seeking insight into three
questions:

1. Do local, religiously-based youth workers from different faiths
share a common set of non-sectarian training needs and criteria for
effective youth programs that can productively be expressed within a
positive youth development framework?

2. Are local youth workers, both religiously- and community-based,
willing to come together and share views and resources in order to
strengthen their individual programs?

3. Can a geographically-oriented, non-sectarian training strategy be
created that meets identified needs, promotes positive youth
development, and is of high quality and readily accessible to staff and
volunteers in multiple communities?

One of the key activities in the feasibility study was administration of the
“Survey of Professional and Volunteer Religious Youth Workers” in each
of seven geographically and demographically varied sites in Minnesota,
Missouri, and North Carolina. The survey contained more than 200 items
(see Appendix A). The 527 responses comprise the largest survey to date
addressing religious youth program issues with such a broad range of faith
traditions represented.

| ' We first report the characteristics of the sample. We then restate the
original research questions and present findings that shed light on the
questions, both simple frequencies as well as cross-tabulations and other
analyses.

PREPARATION FOR There are large proportions of both very experienced and novice youth
RELIGIOUS YOUTH WORK workers in congregations in a community.
*  Most are part-time volunteers.

* Most do not have a clear mission statement for their youth
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programs.
Only half or fewer get any kind of training in a given year.

Most of their youth program and staff development activity occurs
solely within their own congregation.

Only a fifth or fewer collaborate with other faiths or secular
resources.

LEADERSHIP There is a large group of potential local leaders.

Fifteen to 50 percent are interested in playing leadership roles in
community efforts to strengthen religious youth work, including
serving as mentors, receiving advanced training, or helping
organize and maintain a local community initiative to strengthen
religious youth work.

Full-time volunteers, although small in number, may be a key
leadership cadre to target.

Potential leaders are more likely to view favorably potential
assistance in the form of resources, training, and networking
activities.

They are more interested than others in materials and training on
key content areas such as service projects, developing youth
leadership skills, linking with other youth programs, increasing
congregations’ commitment to youth, and increasing
congregations’ community involvement for youth.

TRAINING AND The great majority of religious youth workers were favorable to receiving
RESOURGE NEEDS assistance in the form of resources, training, and networking (about 75
percent). '

The Attitudes and Needs of Religious Youth Workers

They are interested in having additional training and resources
integrated together in a one-day, inexpensive workshop

and focused on a variety of non-sectarian goals that youth workers
feel are very important but which they have not achieved to this
point, including service projects, youth leadership skills, helping
youth make positive choices, keeping youth involved in programs,
and dealing with youth problems.

They do not differ by faith tradition on what goals are important
for youth programs and what training and resources they most
need.

They are the most willing to collaborate with other faiths on key
non-sectarian activities they are not currently offering with great
frequency, including service programs, youth leadership, and
dealing with youth problems.

They recognize they have been ineffective in reaching at-risk
youth.

They have clear beliefs about activities that would be more
effective in reaching at-risk youth, but infrequently or rarely offer
these activities.

Page 5




BARRIERS They cite varied obstacles to training, especially cross-faith training.
However, barriers are more often time, schedules, and resources than
theological differences or lack of clergy or congregational support.

Equal proportions of religious youth workers are enthusiastic about and
opposed to cross-faith linkages.

e About 20 to 30 percent simply do not want to collaborate outside
their faith traditions.

» About 20 to 30 percent are very interested in resources and training
on how to link with other faiths and the broader community.

» Potential leaders, those who have had recent training or networking
experience with secular youth-serving organizations, and those
serving mostly low-income or African American congregations are
the most interested in linking with others and increasing the
congregation's community involvement on behalf of youth.

Trouble keeping youth involved increases sharply between grades five and
12.

» Those having the most trouble tend to be less interested in
materials and training in general than more successful respondents.

» However, they are more interested than successful congregations
in materials and training specifically on how to keep youth
involved, service projects, youth leadership skills, and increasing
the congregation's commitment to youth.

REACTIONS TO AN A program of resources, training, and networking to build youth assets
EFFORT TO BUILD will respond to the needs of diverse congregations and communities, and
ASSETS FOR YOUTH have an impact on at-risk youth.

* Providing youth workers with youth development resources,
training, and networking opportunities is considered likely to lead
to youth programs that will appeal very much to youth who are
already active in congregations, responding to a strong youth
worker need to keep youth involved.

» This approach is predicted to appeal even more to congregations
whose youth are mostly low-income or African American than to
congregations whose youth are mostly high-income and/or white.

» Substantial proportions of youth workers from predominantly
African-American or low-income congregations—30 to 40
percent—say our approach would help them develop programs that
appeal a lot to youth who are only occasional participants or who
are unconnected to congregations.

Overall, this survey shows that a resource dissemination, training, and
networking effort for religious youth workers, based on promoting youth
assets and focusing on non-sectarian content, is likely to have important
positive effects. Religious youth workers feel it responds to youth program
goal areas in which they are underachieving, to training and resource
needs they have identified, and to the kinds of collaborative activities in
which they would be willing to participate.
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BacKkGROUND AND NIETHODOLOGY

SURVEY

SAMPLING

THE INSTRUMENT

A key activity in the feasibility study was administration of the “Survey of
Professional and Volunteer Religious Youth Workers™ in each of seven
geographically and demographically varied sites in Minnesota, Missouri,
and North Carolina. Among other issues addressed, the survey asked
questions about what respondents would need to enhance their youth
work, what they were currently doing, what goals were most important in
their youth programs, how they felt about working with other faith
traditions, and their interest in participating in local networks and training
opportunities.

We had identified more than 2,000 possible respondents through responses
to a program Census Form distributed in each site to religious
organizations identified through a mailing list publisher. In early March
1995, the survey and return envelopes were mailed to those possible
respondents. By the cutoff date of early May, we had received 527
responses, representing a response rate of about 26 percent. The
Minnesota sites contributed about 65 percent of the sample, the North
Carolina sites about 24 percent, and the Missouri sites about 10 percent.

The survey contained more than 200 items, and its length and the time it
took to complete it were likely the primary reasons for the response rate
being less than desired. Nevertheless, the 527 responses comprise the
largest survey to date addressing these youth program issues with such a
broad range of faith traditions represented.

CHARACTERISTICS OF THE SAMPLE

RESPONDENTS The respondents are largely:
* white (92 percent);
* female (59 percent);
» amedian 30-39 years old (66 percent of the sample was between
30 and 49);
» well-educated, with 72 percent having completed college,
seminary, and/or graduate degrees;
+ volunteers (59 percent) and part-time (67 percent) (see Table 1);
» experienced in youth work (61 percent had more than five years
experience) (see Table 2).
More than one-third of the sample have spent 11 years or more in religious
youth work, but nearly one-quarter have spent just three or fewer years.
On average, the sample have been involved for just three years with youth
work in their current congregations. About one in five respondents has
been doing youth work in their current congregation for less than one year.
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Although 85 percent work directly with youth as teachers, coaches, or
advisors, about half (51 percent) have coordination of the youth program
as just one of several responsibilities. About 12 percent of the respondents
are the senior clergy of their congregation.

TABLE 1 PERCENT OF YOUTH WORKERS BY JOB STATUS
Full-time paid staff 27
Part-time paid staff 14
Full-time volunteer 6
Part-time volunteer 53
TABLE 2 PERCENT WITH YEARS EXPERIENCE AS RELIGIOUS YOUTH WORKER
Less than 1 year 4
1 year 2
2 years 8
3 years 8
4 years 8
5 years 8
6-10 years 24
11-15 years 15
16 or more years 22
GONGREGATIONS Nearly all the organizations represented are congregations, with 45 percent

of the sample being self-defined Mainline Protestant, 24 percent
Evangelical Christian, and 10 percent Catholic (see Table 3).

Congregations represented vary widely in size: Although the median
number of members is about 450, there are 20 responding congregations
with more than 3,000 members, and about 50 with 125 or fewer members.
Although most (63 percent) say their congregations are no more strict or
liberal than others in their faith tradition, 24 percent say they are more
liberal and 11 percent say they are more strict.
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TABLE 3 PERCENT IN DIFFERENT FAITH TRADITIONS
(SELF-IDENTIFIED])
Mainline Protestant 45
Evangelical Christian 24
Catholic 10
Fundamentalist Christian 4
Charismatic/Pentecostal 3
Jewish 1
Other (includes Mormon, Muslim, 12
unaffiliated) ’
YOUTH IN The average number of youth in these congregations is relatively small.
CONGREGATIONS Although 5 percent of the sample have fewer than five regular attendees at
youth programs and 5 percent have more than 100, the median regular
attendance is just 19, with 75 percent of the congregations reporting 30 or
fewer youth regularly participating in youth program activities (see Table
4).
Although the youth of these congregations are predominantly white,
congregational members, and middle class, there is substantial diversity.
For example, 11 percent to 16 percent of the sample have a majority of
youth who are low-income, African American, and/or non-members but
participating in youth programs (see Table 5).
Catholic congregations are more likely to be economically and racially/
ethnically diverse, and Mainline Protestant congregations are more likely
to have youth participating who are not congregational members.
TABLE 4 NUMBER OF SIXTH- TO 12TH-GRADE YOUTH...
MEDIAN 75 PERCENT HAVE
FEWER THAN . ..
In Congregation 33 80
In Religious Education 20 50
In Youth Programs 23 45
Who Are Regular Attendees 19 30
in Youth Programs
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