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THE POLICY CIRCLE
CIVIC ENGAGEMENT 



WHAT IS CIVIC ENGAGEMENT?
POLITICAL THINKERS SINCE THE

TIMES OF ANCIENT GREECE
HAVE COMMENTED ON THE

IMPORTANCE OF CIVIC VIRTUE IN
HEALTHY DEMOCRACIES AND

THRIVING COMMUNITIES. 
 

WHEN CITIZENS ARE ENGAGED,
THEY CAN EXCHANGE IDEAS,

INVEST IN FINDING SOLUTIONS,
AND EMPLOY CIVILIZED

DISCOURSE TO ADDRESS THE
ISSUES FACING THEIR

COMMUNITIES.

“CIVIC ENGAGEMENT MEANS WORKING TO
MAKE A DIFFERENCE IN THE CIVIC LIFE OF
OUR COMMUNITIES AND DEVELOPING THE

COMBINATION OF KNOWLEDGE, SKILLS,
VALUES AND MOTIVATION TO MAKE THAT
DIFFERENCE. IT MEANS PROMOTING THE

QUALITY OF LIFE IN A COMMUNITY,
THROUGH BOTH POLITICAL AND NON-

POLITICAL PROCESSES….
A MORALLY AND CIVICALLY RESPONSIBLE

INDIVIDUAL RECOGNIZES HIMSELF OR
HERSELF AS A MEMBER OF A LARGER SOCIAL
FABRIC AND THEREFORE CONSIDERS SOCIAL
PROBLEMS TO BE AT LEAST PARTLY HIS OR
HER OWN; SUCH AN INDIVIDUAL IS WILLING
TO SEE THE MORAL AND CIVIC DIMENSIONS

OF ISSUES, TO MAKE AND JUSTIFY
INFORMED MORAL AND CIVIC JUDGMENTS,

AND TO TAKE ACTION WHEN APPROPRIATE.”



FACTS TO KNOW
CIVIC ENGAGEMENT CAN TAKE A

VARIETY OF FORMS, FROM KEEPING
UP WITH LOCAL NEWS OR VOTING IN

MUNICIPAL ELECTIONS TO
VOLUNTEERING THROUGH A LOCAL
CHARITY OR PLACE OF WORSHIP. 

THE UN ESTIMATES THAT THERE ARE ABOUT 1
BILLION REGULAR VOLUNTEERS AROUND THE WORLD,  

THE EQUIVALENT OF 109 MILLION FULL-TIME
WOKRERS.  WOMEN (57%) ARE AMORE LIKELY TO

VOLUNTEER THAN MEN (43%). LESS THAN ONE-THIRD
OF VOLUNTEERS ARE FORMAL MEMBERS OF THE

GROUPS OR ASSOCIATIONS THEY VOLUNTEER WITH;
INFORMAL ENGAGEMENT IS MUCH MORE COMMON.  

AMERICANS' COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT
HAS BEEN IN DECLINE FOR AT LEAST

THREE DECADES. MOST STUDIES
DOCUMENTING THIS DECLINE POINT TO

FALLING RATES OF VOLUNTEERISM, LACK
OF ENGAGEMENT WITH COMMUNITY

ORGANIZATIONS, AND EROSION OF TRUST
IN PUBLIC INSTITUTIONS.

ONLY 55% OF THE VOTING-AGE AMERICAN
POPULATION VOTED IN THE 2016 ELECTIONS.

THIS MEANS THAT 92 MILLION AMERICANS
DIDN'T VOTE.  THE 2020 PRESIDENTIAL

ELECTION SAW THE HIGHEST TURNOUT IN
DECADES, BUT A PEW SURVEY RANKED THE 

 U.S. 30TH OUT OF 35 DEVELOPED COUNTRIES
IN VOTER PARTICIPATION.



FRAMING THE ISSUE
CIVICS EDUCATION INVOLVES KNOWLEDGE
OF THE PARTS OF GOVERNMENT AND HOW
THEY WORK, AS WELL AS UNDERSTANDING
THE VALUE OF COMMUNITY AND POLITICAL
ENGAGEMENT. IN A 2019 SURVEY, 39% OF

AMERICANS COULD NAME ALL THREE
BRANCHES OF GOVERNMENT. INCREASING
THIS NUMBER WILL BE DIFFICULT WITHOUT

STRESSING THE VALUE OF REGULAR
POLITICAL PARTICIPATION. 

OBSTACLES TO CIVIC ENGAGEMENT INCLUDE
LACK OF CIVILITY, LACK OF ATTENTION TO

PUBLIC AFFAIRS, LACK OF ROLE MODELS, AND
LACK OF CIVIC AND POLITICAL AWARENESS.
PERCEPTIONS OF POLITICS IN GENERAL AS

INHERENTLY COMBATIVE OR UNREASONABLE
CAN DETER PEOPLE FROM BECOMING MORE

INVOLVED IN THEIR COMMUNITIES.
DECLINING TRUST IN NEWS MEDIA CAN LEAVE

PEOPLE UNSURE OF WHERE TO GO FOR
INFORMATION ABOUT THEIR COMMUNITY. 

REQUIRING HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS TO PASS A
VERSION OF THE US CITIZENSHIP TEST GIVEN TO

IMMIGRANTS IN ORDER TO GRADUATE IS ONE
POLICY THAT HAS GAINED MOMENTUM AT THE

STATE AND LOCAL LEVELS. HOWEVER, THIS MAY
CREATE A BARRIER TO HIGH SCHOOL

GRADUATION, AND DOES NOT NECESSARILY
ADDRESS STUDENTS' COMPREHENSION OF THE

MATERIAL.
DO YOU KNOW WHAT CIVICS EDUCATION

CURRICULUM STANDARDS YOUR STATE AND
SCHOOL DISTRICT SET? 

DO YOU KNOW WHAT CIVICS EDUCATION
CURRICULUM STANDARDS YOUR STATE

AND SCHOOL DISTRICT SET? 
 

ONLY NINE STATES AND THE DISTRICT OF
COLUMBIA REQUIRE ONE YEAR OF U.S.

GOVERNMENT OR CIVICS IN HIGH SCHOOL;
THIRTY STATES REQUIRE HALF A YEAR;
AND ELEVEN STATES HAVE NO CIVICS

REQUIREMENTS IN ORDER TO GRADUATE.



POTENTIAL SOLUTIONS
ENSURING ACCESS TO 

LOCAL NEWS MEDIA
 

THE DECLINE OF PRINTED
MEDIA RELATIVE TO

ONLINE NEWS AND SOCIAL
MEDIA HAS HARMED THE

FINANCIAL PROSPECTS OF
LOCAL NEWSPAPERS IN

MANY COMMUNITIES
ACROSS AMERICA.

ENSURING THE VIABILITY
OF LOCAL NEWS OUTLETS

AND KEEPING UP WITH
LOCAL NEWS IS AN

IMPORTANT ASPECT OF
COMMUNITY

ENGAGEMENT. 

PUBLIC AWARENESS
CAMPAIGNS CAN INCREASE

PUBLIC KNOWLEDGE OF
GOVERNMENT

 
CIVIC EDUCATION DOESN'T
HAVE TO END WITH HIGH

SCHOOL CIVICS.
NONPROFIT GROUPS AND

COMMUNITY
ORGANIZATIONS CAN

INCREASE PUBLIC
KNOWLEDGE OF HOW

GOVERNMENT WORKS AND
DEMONSTRATE THE VALUE

OF POLITICAL
ENGAGEMENT TO PEOPLE
OF ALL AGES AND WALKS

OF LIFE IN YOUR
COMMUNITY. 

 ENCOURAGE PEOPLE TO
START SMALL

 
COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT

CAN INVOLVE MANY
DIFFERENT FORMS AND

LEVELS OF PARTICIPATION,
FROM DONATING TO A
LOCAL FOOD BANK OR

REGISTERING TO VOTE TO
RUNNING FOR PUBLIC

OFFICE. CITIZENS'
ACADEMIES, COURSES AND

PROGRAMS THAT TEACH
PEOPLE HOW THEIR LOCAL
GOVERNMENT WORKS CAN

BE A GOOD PLACE TO
START.  



WHAT YOU CAN DO
DO YOU KNOW YOUR LOCAL GOVERNMENT?
 WHETHER YOU ARE INTERESTED IN BEING A
NATIONAL LEADER OR GETTING INVOLVED IN

YOUR STATE, LEADERSHIP STARTS LOCALLY AND
RADIATES OUT. TO EXPAND YOUR NETWORK AND
UNDERSTAND LOCAL CHALLENGES AND WHAT IS
HAPPENING IN YOUR COMMUNITY, YOU NEED TO

KNOW YOUR LOCAL GOVERNMENT AND HOW
YOUR CITY WORKS.

 
HAVE YOU MET THE TEAMS THAT RUN YOUR

TOWN, SUCH AS POLICE/FIRE, INFRASTRUCTURE/
ENGINEERING, ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT, PARKS
AND RECREATION, ENERGY, COMMUNICATIONS?

 HAVE YOU DEVELOPED YOUR FINANCIAL
ACUMEN?

INTERACTING WITH THE PEOPLE WHO
LEAD YOUR COMMUNITY AND LOCAL CITY

AGENCIES IS KEY TO BEING FURTHER
INVOLVED AND BECOMING A LEADER. A

LARGE COMPONENT OF THIS IS KNOWING
HOW TO RESPONSIBLY MANAGE THE

FINANCES THAT KEEP YOUR COMMUNITY
RUNNING SMOOTHLY.

DO YOU KNOW THE BUDGETS OF YOUR
TOWN, LIBRARY, SCHOOL, OR CERTAIN

ENACTED POLICIES?

DO YOU KNOW HOW THE MOST
VULNERABLE ARE ASSISTED IN YOUR

COMMUNITY?
THE MOST VULNERABLE IN YOUR

COMMUNITY ARE ALSO THE MOST
LIKELY TO BE OVERLOOKED. CARING

FOR NEIGHBORS IN NEED, FAMILIES IN
CRISIS, AND THE COMMUNITY AT

LARGE IS THE KIND OF WORK DONE
“ON THE GROUND” BUT IS ALSO KEY TO

BEING ABLE TO CONNECT THE DOTS,
FOSTER CONNECTIONS, AND MAKE AN

IMPACT.

HAVE YOU BUILT YOUR NETWORK ?
CIVIC LEADERS ARE NOT LONE RIDERS; THEY
HAVE BROAD NETWORKS OF PEOPLE WITH

VARIOUS EXPERTISE, FOCUSES, AND
BACKGROUNDS. THIS INVOLVES KNOWING HOW

TO PLAY A LEADERSHIP ROLE IN YOUR
COMMUNITY AND COMMUNITY’S ASSOCIATION,

KNOWING WHERE TO START, AND HOW TO
PRIORITIZE.

ARE YOU A LOCAL OR NATIONAL LEADER IN YOUR
CHAMBER OF COMMERCE, INDUSTRY, OR

ASSOCIATION? DO YOU KNOW YOUR LOCAL
BUSINESS OWNERS OR NONPROFIT LEADERS?ARE

YOU ACTIVE IN LOCAL CLUBS?

DOES YOUR COMMUNITY KNOW YOU?
CONSIDER HOW WELL YOU KNOW YOUR

COMMUNITY, AND HOW WELL THEY KNOW
YOU. TO BEGIN GETTING INVOLVED, THE
TRICK IS TO START LOCAL. ISSUES AND

STORIES ARE LOCAL – THE BEST PLACE IS
RIGHT ON YOUR BLOCK.

DO YOUR NEIGHBORS KNOW YOUR NAME?
DO THE OWNERS OF NEIGHBORHOOD

SHOPS AND RESTAURANTS KNOW YOU?
DO RELIGIOUS LEADERS, OF YOUR

DENOMINATION OR NOT, KNOW YOU?


